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  Introduction


  


  Welcome to Volume 7 of the Lost Masters. This collection contains all of the published fiction of Stanley G. Weinbaum, with the exception of one poem. At least, all of the published fiction I could confirm existed.


  



  As usual, the bibliography was compiled from many different sources, and is as complete as I could make it. If you are aware of anything published, or even written, by Weinbaum that is not listed here, please let me know at gorgon776@yahoo.com.


  



  Unless more of his work turns up, there likely won’t be an update to this collection (other than the one poem that isn’t here).


  


  Enjoy.


  


  Gorgon776


  


  



  



  



  A Word From The Publisher


  


    Without Gorgon776's tremendous work in gathering, scanning, OCRing and HTMLizing the source material, this collection would not be possible. Because of his preparation, other than the need to rename embedded images, conversion to ePUB was relatively easy.


  



    For this edition, we have added Sam Moskowitz's biography ofStanley G. Weinbaum. If you have any questions of comments please visit my Rarities section on Demonoid athttp://www.demonoid.me/files/?uid=483111


  



  Amontoth


  DAWN OF FAME: The Career of Stanley G. Weinbaum


  


  By SAM MOSKOWITZ


  



  


  The economic blackness of the Depression hung like a pall over the spirit of America. The year was 1934 and even though many may have desired the temporary escape which science fiction provided, they frequently could not afford to purchase more than a monthly magazine or two.


  



  In such an atmosphere, publishers of the three surviving science fiction magazines competed desperately for a diminishing pool of readers. Wonder Stories, Hugo Gernsback's current venture in an exclusively science fiction magazine, gave preference to stories with new ideas and unusual approaches to the worlds of tomorrow. In this, it was joined in grim competition with Astounding Stories. This magazine, after a nine-month lapse in 1933, had been purchased by Street & Smith, and it also featured new and startling ideas, labeling its most unorthodox stories "thought variants." Though harried by financial difficulties, Gernsback humored his teen-age editor, Charles D. Hornig, and took time out to read a short story which had just come in the mail. Publisher and editor, displaying remarkable restraint considering their mutual enthusiasm, wrote in the blurb for A Martian Odyssey by unknown Stanley G. Weinbaum in the July 1934 issue of Wonder Stories: "Our present author ... has written a science fiction tale so new, so breezy, that it stands out head and shoulders over similar interplanetarian stories."


  



  Readers were unreserved in their enthusiasm. The torrent of praise reached such proportions that Hornig, in reply to a reader's ecstatic approval, revealed: "Weinbaum's story has already received more praise than any story in the history of our publication."


  



  This statement was no small thing, for even in 1934 Wonder Stories had a star-studded five-year history which included outstanding tales by John Taine, Jack Williamson, Clifford D. Simak, David H. Keller, Ray Cummings, John W. Campbell, Jr., Stanton A. Coblentz, Clark Ashton Smith, Edmond Hamilton, Robert Arthur, H. P. Lovecraft (a revision of the work of Hazel Heald), and dozens of other names which retain much of their magic, even across the years.


  



  Told in one of the most difficult of narrative techniques, that of the flash-back, A Martian Odyssey was in all respects professionally adroit. The style was light and jaunty, without once becoming farcical, and the characterizations inspiredly conceived throughout. A cast of alien creatures that would have seemed bizarre for The Wizard of Oz was somehow brought into dramatic conflict on the red sands of Mars in a wholly believable manner by the stylistic magic of this new author.


  



  It was Weinbaum's creative brilliance in making strange ventures seem as real as the characters in David Copperfield that impressed readers most. Twe-er-r-rl, the intelligent Martian, an ostrich-like alien with useful manipular appendages —obviously heir of an advanced technology—is certainly one of the truly great characters in science fiction.


  



  The author placed great emphasis on the possibility that so alien a being would think differently from a human being and therefore perform actions which would seem paradoxical or completely senseless to us. This novel departure gave a new dimension to the interplanetary "strange encounter" tale. Tweer-r-r1 was not the only creature to whom difficult-to-understand psychology was applicable. In A Martian Odyssey there was also the silicon monster, who lived on sand, excreting bricks as a by-product and using them to build an endless series of pyramids; round four-legged creatures, with a pattern of eyes around their circumference, who spent their entire lives wheeling rubbish to be crushed by a giant wheel which occasionally turned traitor and claimed one of them instead; and a tentacled plant which lured its prey by hypnotically conjuring up wish-fulfillment images.


  How thousands of readers felt about Stanley G. Weinbaum can best be summed up by quoting H. P. Lovecraft, one of the great masters of fantasy.


  



  


  I saw with pleasure that someone had at last escaped the sickening hackneyedness in which 99.99% of all pulp interplanetary stuff is engulfed. Here, I rejoiced, was somebody who could think of another planet in terms of something besides anthropomorphic kings and beautiful princesses and battles of space ships and ray-guns and attacks from the hairy sub-men of the "dark side" or "polar cap" region, etc., etc. Somehow he had the imagination to envisage wholly alien situations and psychologies and entities, to devise consistent events from wholly alien motives and to refrain from the cheap dramatics in which almost all adventure-pulpists wallow. Now and then a touch of the seemingly trite would appear—but before long it would be obvious that the author had introduced it merely to satirize it. The light touch did not detract from the interest of the tales—and genuine suspense was secured without the catchpenny tricks of the majority. The tales of Mars, I think, were Weinbaum's best —those in which that curiously sympathetic being "Tweel" figure.


  



  


  Too frequently, authors who cause a sensation with a single story are characterized as having come "out of nowhere." Weinbaum's ability to juggle the entire trunkful of standard science fiction gimmicks and come up with something new was not merely a matter of talent. It was grounded in high intelligence, an excellent scientific background, and, most important of all, a thorough knowledge of the field. Weinbaum had read science fiction since the first issue of Amazing Stories in 1926. Before that he had devoured Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Edgar Allan Poe, Jules Veme, H. G. Wells, A. Conan Doyle, and Edgar Rice Burroughs, as well as many of the great utopian writers.


  



  A graduate chemical engineer, Stanley G. Weinbaum left that field in his early twenties, to try his hand at fiction. His first successful tale was a romantic sophisticated novel, The Lady Dances, which was syndicated by King Features in the early 1930s under the pen name of Marge Stanley, a combination of his wife's name with his own because he felt that a woman's byline would be more acceptable on that kind of story.


  



  Several other experimental novels were written during this period, including two that were science fiction: The Mad Brain and The New Adam. He also turned out an operetta, Omar, the Tent Maker, with the music written by his sister, Helen Weinbaum Kasson; a short story, Real and Imaginary; and a short-short, Graph. None of these was ever submitted to a fantasy periodical during his lifetime. The operetta has never been published or produced. A sheaf of poetry dating from this period must be in existence, judging by the manner in which he interspersed verse into the text of almost all of his novels. Weinbaum must have turned to writing because he was a creative artist with an overwhelming urge to write, for certainly, as a means of earning a livelihood during the Depression, science fiction was not rewarding. He was thirty-two years old when A Martian Odyssey appeared in Wonder Stories and the sum he received for the story, at the prevailing rates, could scarcely have exceeded $55. Over at Street & Smith, Desmond Hall, as assistant to F. Orlin Tremaine, read the tale and was greatly impressed. He prevailed upon Julius Schwartz, then the only literary agent specializing in science fiction, to see what he could do about getting some Weinbaum material for Astounding Stories. Schwartz was also editor of Fantasy Magazine, a science fiction fan publication, as well as a partner in the Solar Sales Service with his close friend, Mort Weisinger. He had entry to all editorial offices. The problem now was how to obtain Weinbaum's address.


  



  "Everyone believes that Weinbaum is a pen name for a well-known author," he ventured to Hornig of Wonder Stories.


  



  "You mean Ralph Milne Farley?" Hornig queried, after checking his files and noting that both Weinbaum and Farley lived in Milwaukee. His expression was noncommittal. "What address did Farley use?" Schwartz asked, hoping that Hornig would be reasonably cooperative. "3237 North Oakland Avenue," Hornig replied.


  



  That was all Schwartz needed to know. He wrote Weinbaum and offered to handle his work. Weinbaum agreed and sent him a new short story, The Circle of Zero. It was turned down by every magazine in the field, but an agent-author relationship was formed that was to endure long after Weinbaum's death and become a major factor in the perpetuation of his fame.


  



  Anxious to capitalize upon the popularity of A Martian Odyssey, Homig urged Weinbaum to write a sequel. Weinbaum agreed and then played a strangely acceptable trick upon his readers. An earlier draft of A Martian Odyssey had been titled Valley of Dreams. Weinbaum found that, with a few additions and a little rewriting, it would serve magnificently as a sequel. He made the changes and sent the story to Wonder Stories. The story appeared in the November 1934 issue and if the readers suspected they were being entertained by the same story twice you couldn't tell it from their letters. Despite the intervention of the intrepid Julius Schwartz, Wonder Stories might have kept Weinbaum on an exclusive basis a while longer had it not been for an overexacting editonal policy. Weinbaum had submitted Flight on Titan, a novelette speckled with such strange life forms as knife kites, ice ants, whiplash trees, and threadworms. It was not up to the level of the Odyssey stories, but was considerably superior to the general level of fiction Hornig was running at the time. Nevertheless, it was rejected because it did not contain a "new" idea and Schwartz, toting it like a football around end, scored a touchdown at Astounding Stories. The story was instantly accepted. Parasite Planet, which appeared in Astounding Stories for March 1935, the month after Flight on Titan, was the first of a trilogy featuring Ham Hammond and Patricia Burlingame. Though this story was merely a light romantic travelogue, the slick handling of the excursion across Venus with its Jack Ketch Trees which whirled lassos to catch their food; doughpots, mindless omnivorous masses of animate cells, and the Cyclops-like, semi-intelligent mops noctivans, charmed the readers with a spell reminiscent of Martian Odyssey.


  



  In a sense, all of Weinbaum's stories were one with Homer's Odyssey, inasmuch as they were fundamentally alien-world travel tales. The plot of each was a perilous quest. Beginning with his tales in Astounding Stories, Weinbaum introduced a maturely shaded boy-meets-girl element, something brand new to the science fiction of 1935, and he handled it as well as the best of the women's-magazine specialists. The wonderful noted creatures he invented were frosting on the cake, an entirely irresistible formula.


  



  To all this Weinbaum now added a fascinating dash of philosophy with The Lotus Eaters, a novelette appearing in the April 1935 Astounding Stories and unquestionably one of his most brilliant masterpieces. On the dark side of Venus, Ham and Pat meet a strange cavern-dwelling creature, actually a warm-blooded planet, looking like nothing so much as an inverted bushel basket, whom they dub Oscar. Intellectually almost omnipotent, Oscar is able to arrive at the most astonishingly accurate conclusions about his world and the universe by extrapolating from the elementary exchanges of information. Despite his intelligence, Oscar has no philosophical objection to being eaten by the malevolent trioptm, predatory marauders of his world.


  



  The entire story is nothing more than a series of questions and answers between the lead characters and Oscar, yet the reader becomes so absorbed that he might very easily imagine himself to be under the influence of the narcotic spores which are responsible for the Venusian's pontifical inertia. Economic considerations as well as loyalty to the magazine which had published his first important science fiction story required that Weinbaum continue to consider Wonder Stories as a market, despite its low word rates. Realizing that the magazine was reluctant to publish any story that did not feature a new concept, he gave the editors what they wanted, selling in a single month, December 5934, three short stories, Pygmalion's Spectacles, The Worlds of If, and The Ideal. The first, appearing in the June 1935 Wonder Stories, centers about the invention of a new type of motion picture, where the viewer actually thinks he is participating in the action. The motion picture involves a delightful boy-meets-girl romance, ending when the viewer comes awake from the hypnotic effect of the film to team that he has participated in a fantasy. All is happily resolved when he finds that the feminine lead was played by the inventor's daughter and romance is still possible. The Worlds of If was the first of a series of three stories involving Professor van Manderpootz, an erratic bearded scientist, and young Dixon Wells, who is always late and always sorry. The plot revolves about a machine that will show the viewer what would have happened if he had—married a woman other than his wife; not gone to college; flunked his final exams, or taken that other job. The humor is broad and the plotting a bit too synoptic to be effective.


  



  The second story in the series, The Ideal, has for its theme the building of a machine which will reveal a man's mental and emotional orientation to reality through a systematic exploration of his subconscious motives.


  



  The final story, The Point of View, is based on the imaginative assumption that, through the use of an even more remarkable machine—an "attitudinizer"—one can see the world through the minds of others. The three stories arc almost identical, varied only by the nature of the invention itself. There is a striking similarity in theme and characterization between this story and Erckmann-Chatrian's short story Hans Schnap's Spy Class—even to the use of the term "point of view"—which appeared in the collection The Bells; or, The Polish Jew, published in England in 1870.


  



  Despite their slightness, the van Manderpootz tales are important because fascinating philosophical speculations accompany each description of a mechanical gimmick. Enlivened by humor and carried easily along on a high polish, Weinbaum's style now effectively disguised the fact that a philosopher was at work.


  



  Understandably gaining confidence with success, Weinbaum embarked on a more ambitious writing program. He began work on a short novel, the 25,000-word Dawn of Flame, featuring a woman of extraordinary beauty, Black Margot, and stressing human characterization and emotional conflict. A disappointment awaited him, however. The completed novel went the rounds of the magazines and was rejected as not being scientific or fantastic enough.


  



  He altered the formula slightly, still featuring Black Margot but sacrificing some of the literary quality for the sake of action and adventure. The new and much longer version—it ran to 65,000 words—was called The Black Flame.


  



  With its hero from the present awakening in the future to find himself in a divided world, its beautiful princess, its strange contrast of advanced science and medieval battle, and its fast pace and color, it should have been the answer to a pulp editor's dream. The novel was rejected a second time. In his home city Weinbaum was invited to join a group of fiction writers who called themselves The Milwaukee Fietioneers. Members included Ralph Milne Farley, who bad earned a considerable reputation as creator of The Radio Man series and other science fiction novels for Argosy; Raymond A. Palmer, a future editor of Amazing Stories; Arthur R. Tofte, an occasional contributor to the science fiction magazines, and Lawrence A. Keating, a popular Western story writer of the thirties. With his ready unaffected wit and his interest in people and the world, Stanley Grauman Weinbaum quickly won the sincere friendship of the entire group.


  



  Within a few months, Ralph Milne Farley—the pseudonym of Roger Sherman Hoar, a former United States Senator from Wisconsin—who was doing a series of detective stones for True Gang Life, suggested a collaboration. Weinbaum wrote with Farley, Yellow Slaves, which appeared in True Gang Life for February 1936.


  



  This was the first of several Weinbaum-Farley collaborations, including Smothered Seas, which appeared in Astounding Stories for January 1636 and dealt with the appearance of a strange alga which forms a scum over the surface of the seas of the world and then covers the continents, impeding transportation. It was a pleasant but undistinguished story.


  



  The method followed by Weinbaum and Farley in collaboration was puzzling. Weinbaum would complete the entire first draft, and Farley would fill in the details and do the final polishing job. This seems strange, in view of the fact that Weinbaum was a master stylist, capable of writing the most finished prose.


  



  The rejection of Flame now convinced Weinbaum that he would either have to write formula material for the pulps, a formula of his own invention, or go unpublished. Precious months had gone by in which he had written stories which satisfied him artistically but produced no income. The records of his agent, Julius Schwartz, show that Weinbaum derived not a penny from writing science fiction from the end of December 1934 until June 15, 1935, when The Planet of Doubt brought a check for $110 from Tremaine at Astounding Stories.


  



  The final story of the Ham and Pat series, The Planet of Doubt suffers by companion with The Lotus Eaters. It is evident now that Weinbaum was planet-hopping for immediate remuneration and not for the satisfaction of using his talent to its utmost. But by the time this story appeared, in the October 1935 issue of Astounding, Weinbaum could do no wrong, and this amusing tale of the animated linked sausages of Uranus was taken in stride by the readers.


  



  It has been claimed that the pen name John Jessel, used by Weinbaum for his story The Adaptive Ultimate, was adopted became he feared that too many stories bearing his own name were appearing in Astounding Stories and that an increase in their number would not be wise. The record of checks received at the time from his agent does not bear this out. Weinbaum had made no sales to Astounding for over six months. While Weinbaum may have thought that recent rejections were the result of too many appearances in Astounding, it seems far more likely that he had been "typed" and that Tremaine believed that the readers would look with disfavor upon any departure from his original technique.


  



  Strengthening this possibility is the experience of John W, Campbell, Jr., who gained fame as a super-science writer in the Edward E. Smith tradition with novels like The Black Star Passes, Islands in Space, and The Mightiest Machine, and found it necessary to switch to the pseudonym Don A. Stuart for his mood stories, Twilight and Night, so as not to disorient his readers. John Jessel was the name of Weinbaum's grandfather and the first story submitted to Astounding under that name, The Adaptive Ultimate, was a complete departure from the type of science fiction which established Weinbaum as an outstanding writer in the genre.


  



  Whereas the Martian and Venus stories had been almost plotless travelogues, made narratively diversified by ingenious inventiveness and brilliance of style, The Adaptive Ultimate was the most carefully plotted of all of Weinbaum's magazine stories. With possible slight overtones derived from David H. Keller's poignant Life Everlasting—the more likely since Weinbaum listed Keller as one of his favorite authors —The Adaptive Ultimate deals with a tubercular girl who is injected with a drug that makes her body instantly adaptable to any environmental change. The result is the cure of her affliction, radiant beauty, high intelligence, and the astonishing ability to defeat death by overcoming every possible obstacle, not occluding a knife thrust to the vitals. There is a concerted campaign to destroy her, led by the man she loves, who fears she will eventually rule the world. When, through treachery, he succeeds in overpowering her and changing her back to a sickly, homely girl, he is overcome with remorse. "You were right," he whispers to the unhearing girl. "Had I your courage there is nothing we might not have attained together." His punishment is the realization, even at the moment when nothing remains of her former magnificent beauty, that he still loves her and that there is nothing he can do to reverse the fact that she soon will die.


  



  The Adaptive Ultimate was the first Weinbaum story to be anthologized, appearing in The Other Worlds, a fantasy volume edited by Phil Stong in 1941. It has been dramatized on the radio at least twice, the last time on Tales of Tomorrow in August 1952. Studio One produced it as a full-hour show on television under the title of Kyra Zelas, and it was re-enacted twice more under different titles and later released as a motion picture called She-Devil.


  



  The strength of this story, so adaptable to radio, television, and motion pictures, rests in its compelling, powerful plot. It clearly showed that Weinbaum could be, when the market permitted him, considerably more than a mere literary stylist.


  



  When Weinbaum wrote Schwartz on July 10, 1935, "I have been laid up as the result of a tonsil extraction for the past several weeks but expect to be able to send you material at a pretty steady rate from now on," there seemed to be little reason for concern. Weinbaum had already begun work on a second story under the John Jessel byline, Proteus Island. On August 6, 1935, he wrote to Schwartz in a somewhat more disturbing vein. "Have been laid up again with a sort of imitation pneumonia as a complication from the tonsil extraction, and as a result the John Jessel story is still in the process of being finished."


  



  Proteus Island was a well-written 13,000-word biological tale about an island where a professor's ill-advised experiment has changed the genetic structure of all animal life and vegetation, so that no two things are alike. The tale is weakened when Weinbaum fails to take full advantage of the potentially powerful plot situation he built up, of a male visitor falling in love with a girl who he believes has been subjected to the harmful radiation of this island and therefore can never have normal children. The story found acceptance nowhere under the John Jessel name.


  



  It was obvious now that Weinbaum was a sick man. Each of his letters spoke of heavier and heavier X-ray treatments which drained him of energy for long periods of time. Despite this, he continued to write. The Red Peri, sold to Astounding Stories on August 17, 1935, brought $190 and was featured on the cover of the November 1935 number. In an editorial in that issue, Tremaine wrote: "Stanley G. Weinbaum has been very ill. I hope he's able to sit up and enjoy this month's cover and to see The Red Peri in print."


  The Red Peri is a woman space pirate of phenomenal cunning, daring, a


  nd beauty. The story was intended as the first of a series. Standing by itself, it proved an entertaining adventure story, barely qualifying as science fiction despite its interplanetary locale and the interesting concept that the vacuum of space would be harmless to a human being for short stretches of time.


  



  In the same issue, The Adaptive Ultimate appeared as a featured novelette, with its "superwoman" heroine. Add to these the immortal Black Margot of Urbs, from the Flame novels, and the dominant characteristics of Patricia Burlingame of the Ham and Pat series and we find in Weinbaum a powerful fixation on the concept of the superwoman who is tamed by love of a man. Evidence of domination by a strong woman somewhere in his life? Evidence more probably of his subconscious wish to meet a woman who was his intellectual equal.


  



  Despite his illness, Weinbaum continued writing, careful to turn out the kind of stories lie knew the magazines would buy. Smothered Seas, in collaboration with Ralph Milne Farley, and The Mad Moon were sold on the same day, September 27, for $110 and $100 respectively.


  The Mad Moon is one of the finest of his queer animal stories. It combines such novel creations as the long-necked, big-headed, giggling "loonies"; a "parcat," half cat—half parrot; and semi-intelligent, ratlike "slinkers." Bizarre as this menagerie is, Weinbaum combines them all into a delightful, straight-faced minor masterpiece with just enough pathos to lift it out of the category of ordinary adventures.


  



  The Mad Moon was probably the last story Weinhaum ever saw in print. On November 19 he wrote Schwartz: "Lord knows I'm pleased to get your check on Redemption Cairn. I've been in Chicago having some X-ray treatments again, and I'm flat on my back recovering from them. I don't know when I'll be able to get some real work done.


  



  He never stopped trying. According to Ralph Milne Farley, though pain-racked by throat cancer and barely able to speak above a whisper, he continued to work on The Dictator's Sister, the first draft of which he finished before he died. Saturday, December 14, 1935, Julius Schwartz, while in the synagogue, received the following telegram from Ray Palmer: "WEINBAUM DIED EARLY THIS MORNING." Though he had never met the man, Schwartz broke down and wept. During the services he offered a prayer for Weinbaum, who was of his faith.


  



  "Did you know that Stanley Weinbaum took off on the Last Great Journey through the galaxies in December?" F. Orlin Tremaine asked his readers in Astounding. "That he set his course by the stars I do not doubt. Astounding Stories is proud of his accomplishments in science fiction. He created a niche for himself which will be hard to fill."


  



  "A few months before his untimely death," Charles D. Homig, Weinbaum's discoverer, wrote in an obituary in the April 1936 Wonder Stories, an issue which ironically marked the end of that magazine under Gernsback's ownership, "he promised us a third tale in the 'Martian' series—but did not have time to complete it."


  



  Fifteen months after his first science fiction story appeared, Stanley G. Weinbaum's career had ended.


  



  Few men were as instantaneously liked as Weinbaum. He seemed to be surrounded by a sort of radiance, both mental and physical, but he was modest and unaffected, with an outgoing friendliness and a genuine interest in people. Under the sponsorship of the Milwaukee Fictioneers, a memorial volume was published soon after Weinbaum's death. Conrad H. Ruppert, who printed Fantasy Magazine, the fan publication edited by Julius Schwartz, played a key role in the preparation of this volume. He set the type of the 313-page Dawn of Flame and Other Stories by hand and ran it off two pages at a time in a limited edition of 250 copies. The sheets were sent from New York to Raymond A. Palmer in Milwaukee, who arranged with a binder to have the book bound in black leather and stamped in gold. This was the first appearance of Dawn of Flame anywhere, and it revealed Stanley G. Weinbaum as a completely mature literary craftsman, tremendously talented in dialogue and superbly skilled in characterization. There is high poetry in the closing passages.


  



  The volume contained six shorter stories— The Mad Moon, A Martian Odyssey, The Worlds of If, The Adaptive Ultimate, The Lotus Eaters, and The Red Peri. The introduction by Raymond A. Palmer was deemed too personal by Weinbaum's widow, so another by Lawrence A. Keating was substituted. Six copies with Palmer's introduction are known to exist.


  



  Gemsback's Wonder Stories was purchased by Standard Magazines and came under the editorial directorship of Leo Margulies. Margulies placed Mort Weisinger, Julius Schwartz's partner in the Solar Sales Service, in charge of the magazine, which the Standard group retitled Thrilling Wonder Stories. Weisinger immediately decided to publish The Circle of Zero. An "idea" story, similar in mood to the Professor van Manderpootz series, it deals with the drawing up of memories from the past and the future. Too heavy on theory and too light on action, it reads more like a movie scenario than a completed work of fiction.


  



  Learning for the first time that John Jessel was really a pen name for Stanley C. Weinbaum, Tremaine changed his mind about Proteus Island and published the novelette in the August 1936 Astounding Stories.


  



  A short story, Shifting Seas, which had been sold to Amazing Stories shortly before Weinbaum's death, eventually appeared in the August 1937 issue. It was a minor effort dealing with a volcanic explosion that diverts the Gulf Stream, almost freezing out Europe, and the eventual solution of the problem by the construction of an undersea wall.


  



  Now the search through Weinbaum's old papers began in earnest. The first story to be rescued from obscurity was Real and Imagery, a charming piece which turned on the solution to a mathematical formula. Retitled Brink of infinity, it was greeted with enthusiasm when it appeared in Thrilling Wonder Stories for December 1936. No one noted that it was actually a condensation and rewrite of George Allan England's The Tenth Question, which appeared in the December it, 1915, issue of All-Story Magazine. Obviously Brink of Infinity was an early exercise in writing, which Weinbaum never intended to have published.


  



  In 1938, several important changes occurred in the science fiction field. Amazing Stories was sold to Ziff-Davis magazines and Raymond A. Palmer became editor. He had Ralph Milne Farley polish Weinbaum's last story, The Dictator's Sister, which was published under the title of The Revolution of 1980 in the October and November 1938 issues of Amazing Stories. Having for its theme a dictatorship of the United States, run by a woman who through hormone injections has changed herself into a man, the story is excellent light entertainment.


  



  The Black Flame, purchased at a bargain price of $200 for its 65,000 words, helped insure the success of the first—January 1939—issue of Startling Stories. There seemed to be no end to "last" stories by Stanley G. Weinbaum. His sister, Helen Kasson, finished one, Tidal Moon, which was published in Thrilling Wonder, December 1935, but as he had written only a page and a half and had left no outline it was not significant.


  



  Firmly entrenched at Ziff-Davis, which published books as well as periodicals, Raymond A. Palmer persuaded the publishers that it would be a good idea to consider seriously Weinbaum's early philosophical novel, The New Adam. It appeared in hard covers in 1939 with some rather ambiguous endorsements from Edgar Rice Burroughs, A. Merritt, Ralph Milne Farley, and Raymond A. Palmer on the jacket. The story of a superman with a dual mind who, because of his fatal passion for a woman, sacrifices the opportunity to lead the race that will replace humanity, is morbidly fascinating despite its extremely gloomy outlook. It seemed incredible that the same man who wrote with the delightfully light touch of A Martian Odyssey, and who was able to produce so gay a frolic as The Mad Moon while dying of cancer, could have been so devout a disciple of Schopenhauer in a more youthful period. Still another very early novel, The Mad Brain, was condensed into novelette form and peddled by Julius Schwartz to the magazines, with no takers. Finally it was published complete as The Dark Other in book form by the Fantasy Publishing Co., Inc., Los Angeles, in 1950. A reworking of the Jekyll and Hyde theme, it seems hardly worthy of Weinbaum's unique talent and is of interest chiefly as a collector's item.


  



  A clever short vignette, Graph, dealing with the relationship of business to blood pressure was uncovered by Julius Schwartz and published in the September 1936 issue of Fantasy Magazine. As late as 1957, the July issue of Crack Detective and Mystery Stories featured a rather second-rate detective story by Stanley G. Weinbaum, retitled Green Glow of Death from his original title Murder on the High Seas.


  



  The true importance of Weinbaum can best be estimated by his influence. No less a master of science fiction than Eric Frank Russell quite frankly both imitated Weinbaum's style and copied his bent for queer animals to score a success with The Saga of Pelican West, published in Astounding Stories for February 1937; Henry Kuttner attracted attention in science fiction by teaming up with Arthur K. Barnes to produce the Hollywood-on-the-Moon stories, mimicking Weinbaum even down to the characters Tommy Strike and Cony Carlyle, who were little more than carbon copies of Ham and Pat; John Russell Fearn, a very popular science fiction writer during the late thirties, invented the pen name of Polton Cross just to write stones that were parodies of Weinbaum. More subtly, Weinbaum's methods have influenced dozens of other authors, most strikingly Philip Jose Farmer in his masterpiece, The Lovers, a tale which would have done Weinbaum no discredit.


  



  How enduring Weinbaum's personal reputation will be depends upon a relatively small number of stories, probably A Martian Odyssey, The Lotus Eaters, The Adaptive Ultimate, The Dawn of Flame, and, paradoxically, The Brink of Infinity. The short span of his writing, the insistence of editors that he write to a formula, the ravages of illness, and the economic depression make it remarkable that he achieved even as much as he did. The legacy he left the science fiction world, however, is still apparent everywhere.
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    by Ralph Milne Farley and Stanley G. Weinbaum


    The seas crept with green. It crawled up the shores and smothered the hills!


    


    IT was the year 2000. America was at war, fighting for her very life against the Asiatic Union. And yet the American people—even army offi­cers—found time for recreation. Rec­reation was a necessity, to take one's mind off the titanic struggle.


    Lieutenant Richard Lister, clad in swimming trunks, sat on a beach rug, staring moodily out across the Pacific Ocean toward the Seal Rocks and be­yond, his hands clasped across his tanned knees, his bronzed face tense.


    "Let's not talk about the war; let's talk about us!" he exclaimed to Sally Amber, who sat beside him.


    The girl turned her strange, dark eyes inquisitively upon him.


    "You shouldn't feel that way, Dick," she said seriously. "Particularly as you're in such an important branch of the service. I'm not kidding; I mean it. Where would the country be with­out your Bureau of Military Biology and Bacteriology? We'd all be wiped out by the Asiatic Union's germs!"


    "Sure. And if it weren't for their bacteriologists, they'd be wiped out by our germs. It's a deadlock, I tell you, like this whole war. Look at Alaska: For more than a year now the Khan has been holding that little corner from Rocky Point to Cape Espenberg, and we haven't been able to budge his line a single inch, nor has he been able to budge ours. Each army is protected by one of those impenetrable Beckerley electrical fields.


    "Alaska is the key to the whole situa­tion, with the Khan there in person. If we could just get through his Beckerley field, and put an end to him, the whole Asiatic Union would crumble. It's only his personality that can hold together such naturally hostile groups as the Siberian Russians, the Japs, the Chinese, the Tartars, and so forth. Without him, they'd be at each other's throats in a few hours!"


    "Well, why doesn't somebody do something about it?" asked Sally, imp­ishly.


    "Lord knows we've tried!" Lister ex­claimed. "Ten or a dozen brave Ameri­cans have gotten through the enemy lines, and tried to assassinate him, only to be captured, and subjected to hor­rible torture and death."


    The girl shuddered, and pulled one corner of the beach rug up around her shoulders.


    "I don't suppose I'd rate as a 'brave American,' " she said.


    "I'd take a chance on your bravery," Lister declared.


    "Why doesn't America land troops in Asia?" Sally asked.


    Lister stared at her sharply.


    "You know as well as I do," he said. "Although America controls the seas ever since we annihilated the Khan's fleet off the Marianas six months ago, yet he has ten million men under arms in Asia. What good would it do us to land our five million against such odds? No, we've got to lick the mad Khan in Alaska—somehow."


    "He isn't mad!" snapped Sally, un­expectedly.


    "How do you know?"


    "I've—I've—well, I've seen him."


    "I didn't know you'd ever been in Asia."


    "There are lots of things about me that you don't know," she retorted. "My father is dead, and I am quite wealthy. I've traveled a lot. Three years ago I was in the eastern cap­ital—Harbin; and, what's more, I've been in Moscow, the western capital, too."


    "So you've seen the mad Khan," mused Lister. "Did you ever see the woman they call Princess Stephanie? What's she like? She's supposed to be very beautiful."


    Sally shrugged. "Oh, she's all right, if you like that type," she replied airily. "She's dark and has Khazar blood in her, and she's about my age—and any­way, why are you questioning me? Go on with your little lecture."


    "About us?" he asked hopefully.


    "No." She reached out one slim hand, and gently patted his knee. "About the Beckerley electrical fields. What are they? How do they operate?"


    


    HE FROWNED thoughtfully, try­ing to phrase his answer in words that a girl would understand.


    "It's an application of Morelle's ex­periment with electrical eddy currents," he said. I'm a botanist, not an elec­trical engineer, but I know that the idea involves the refraction of lines of mag­netic force.


    "It works like this: Over each army on the Alaskan front the scientists have created a dome of electrical tension— a magnetic field. Any shell or drop bomb passing through this magnetic field is instantly heated to white heat by the electrical eddy currents induced in it by the field, and is thus caused to explode in mid-air.


    "Every city is likewise protected by a Beckerley field. You know how each auto-copter, on leaving the city limits of San Francisco, has to stop and be pushed through an iron-shielded subway until it's beyond the Beckerley field? Well, that's because the gasoline in the tank would be heated to the flash point by the walls of its container."


    "How about solid shot?" asked Sally.


    "That can pass through a field, of course, but what chance has solid shot of doing much damage? Our own cop­ters could down any possible fleet of enemy planes long before they could drop enough solid missiles to do appre­ciable harm to a city; and as for the Alaskan front, the most that either side could do would be to chip a few rocks in the Yukon Hills.


    "No, the situation's a deadlock; the Khan is swept from the sea, but his enormous army prevents our invading Asia, and neither side can advance an inch in Alaska because of the Becker­ley fields. It can't even become a war of attrition, because both the Asiatic Union and the United States are en­tirely self-supporting, and can never be starved into submission."


    "Do you think so?" asked Sally Am­ber in an odd voice. Suddenly she shrugged her smooth, brown shoulders as if to change the subject. "Will Ad­miral Allen be here Saturday?" she asked casually.


    "Why, no, I don't think—" Lister caught himself abruptly. Allen had told him, in the very strictest of confidence, of a proposed attempt to cut the Asiatic supply line to Alaska by a concentrated attack on Behring Strait, The Pacific fleet, idle since the engagement near the Marianas, was to sail secretly before dawn on Saturday.


    He glared. "Why do you ask such a question?" he snapped. "If I knew, I shouldn't tell, and you know it."


    Sally laughed. "Silly!" she chided. "It was just that I was considering hav­ing him and you and that flying detec­tive, Jim Cass, to a little dinner at my apartment Saturday. You see, I still haven't met Jim Cass, and you've spoken of him so often that I'm curious. After all, if he's a friend of yours, Dick—"


    She smiled very tenderly at him.


    Lister shook his head. "Captain Cass is no friend of mine," he declared. "He's just an officer of the military intelligence who breezes into my labora­tory from time to time, and pokes around looking for clues and trouble. He gives me the creeps. I never knew such a cold-blooded man! He'd turn his own mother over to a firing squad, if he thought it would help win the war."


    "Well, wouldn't you or I do as much for our country?" asked Sally. "And, besides, his very coldness intrigues me. I want to meet him."


    "Suit yourself," said Lister. "Have we time for another swim?"


    She puckered her lips disapprovingly. "Oh, no!' she exclaimed decidedly. "The water's so full of that horrible green slime that it's no pleasure to swim. Let's start back to town."


    "It is bad," he agreed. "It's just a variety of confervae—what we com­monly call algae. There have been some complaints of it in the drinking water, too. It's harmless, but they ought to chlorinate the city reservoir." He rose and stretched. "Let's dress and get started, then."


    It was not quite 2:00 p. m. when they landed Sally's convertible helicop­ter in front of the building near the Presidio that served as the office and laboratory of the local unit of the Bu­reau of Military Biology and Bacteri­ology. Lister stepped reluctantly out of the machine, and turned to Sally at the wheel.


    "Tonight?" he asked hopefully.


    She shook her head. "Sorry. I have to dine with some family friends."


    "Tomorrow night, then?"


    "I shouldn't. I—"


    "But you will," he stated positively. "Heaven knows if I'll be stationed here long, and I don't want to waste a mo­ment."


    "Why?" she asked sharply. "Do you expect to be transferred?"


    He bit his tongue. "No, but—"


    Needed distraction came. He whirled and saluted a dark, sinister-looking army officer descending the steps of the build­ing.


    "Sally, here's Captain Cass at last. I thought he'd be in today! Sir, this is the Sally Amber you've heard me talking about so much."


    Jim Cass took the hand Sally ex­tended. "No wonder Dick's been rav­ing," he said, staring at her appraisingly with his cold, blue eyes. "I apologize for thinking he was nuts. I didn't be­lieve he had the good taste—"


    His stare changed to a puzzled frown. "Say, haven't we met before?"


    "If we had," said Sally, "I wouldn't have forgotten it."


    But Captain Cass stood staring, long after her copter was indistinguishable among the cross currents of traffic.


    


    CASS was no closer to the solution when he dropped in on Lister the fol­lowing day. The biologist, in labora­tory smock, was busy with the war-time routine of checking water samples from half a dozen coastal cities, and had but little time to listen to his superior.


    "Oakland," he muttered, "bacterial count seven per c. c.; that's normal. Monterey, eleven; that's safe. Vera Cruz—say, did you ever see so much algae in the drinking water? Look at that beaker on the window sill. That's after two hours' exposure to sunlight, and it's as green as pea soup already. What's more, I saw reports from Chi­cago that it's just the same there. And —this is queer—from London as well."


    "What's that fuzz on the trees?" asked Cass thoughtfully, looking idly out of the window. "I never saw that here before."


    "Yeah. I noticed that. It's just a tree lichen, something like Spanish moss. A cryptogamous plant—that is, a spore-breeder. It's related to—— By the Lord! It's confervae, too, just like the alga!"


    "Well? So what?"


    "So nothing, except that whatever has stimulated the algae in the sea and in the drinking water, has also stimu­lated the lichens and the fungi. The cryptogamoids are the sort of plants that grew on earth during the carbonif­erous age, the age of coal."


    "Maybe we're in for another age of coal, huh?"


    "Hardly." said Lister, laughing. "There are several theories as to what caused the carboniferous age, such as a higher concentration of carbon di­oxide in the air, or a world-wide tropi­cal climate, or intense sun-spot activity, which would induce frequent and vio­lent electrical storms on the earth, and hence produce an abnormal amount of ozone in the air. Ozone is a particularly dense form of oxygen, and is able to filter out the death rays—"


    "Death rays?" exclaimed Cass, prick­ing up his ears. He had been paying very little attention to Lister, but here was something in his own line—some­thing the military intelligence ought to know about. "Death rays?"


    Lister laughed again. "Not the kind of death rays the army is interested in," he said. "But there are certain invisi­ble rays of sunlight which have a fatal effect on living creatures. Ozone filters them out.


    "It's one of the remarkable instances of the balance of nature that there is normally just enough ozone in the outer layers of the atmosphere to keep out the quantity of that invisible light which would be fatal to human life, and yet let in just enough to keep the algae within reasonable bounds. Now if— Say! I wonder!"


    "You wonder what?"


    "Nothing! Nothing at all!"


    "Lister," said Cass pointedly, "you seem to be able to be very close-mouthed about some things, and to some people. I wonder how you are with women."


    "What do you mean?" asked Lister, with a guilty premonition.


    "Well, for example, you didn't hap­pen to say anything to Miss Amber about the sailing of the fleet, did you?"


    Lister flushed. He hadn't, of course; and yet she might have gath­ered it from some of his remarks. But then, what if she had?


    "Of course not," he growled. "Speaking of the fleet," he added, "I'm going over to see Admiral Allen right now."


    


    ARRIVED at the admiral's quarters, Lister came directly to the point. "Sir," he said, "I've been thinking about all these algae. At the rate they are in­creasing, you may find your whole fleet stalled in a mass of jelly before you get to Behring Strait."


    "I've thought of that," Admiral Allen replied soberly, and yet with a twinkle in his eyes which Lister couldn't quite fathom.


    "But have you heard the latest reports, sir?" Lister persisted. "The Chi­cago River is clogged. The stuff is beginning to plug the water mains everywhere. I know it's becoming a nuisance here in San Francisco. In Texas, the Spanish moss is beginning to collect in masses heavy enough to break tree branches.


    "All over the country railroad ties are turning into pulpy beds of assorted fungi, puffballs, and a hundred other varieties. The resulting decay has even caused derailings. In the moister areas, trains actually have to plow their way through vast accumulations of lichens, which have found the shaded cuts and half-decayed ties an ideal environment in which to exercise their new vitality."


    "It's even worse in Asia," the ad­miral replied. "They say that on the tundras the lichens are growing into heaps like haystacks on the railroads, and that the algae have blocked rivers and caused floods. That's why, even at the risk of getting our entire fleet stuck in the slime, we must attack the Khan while this unexplainable growth of plants is endangering his source of supplies."


    "I didn't know that," said Lister.


    "Well, keep it under your hat, and don't breathe it to a soul. It is secret information that has just come in from the intelligence service. Have you any idea as to the reason for all this? I was just going to send for you, when you showed up."


    "Something may have caused an ab­normal increase in the ozone of the outer layers of the atmosphere, and this ozone may be filtering out those wave lengths of sunlight which ordinarily hold algae in check."


    But Admiral Allen was one of those practical men who have little patience with scientific explanations of anything. So he suggested, "Might it not be some new device of Asiatic warfare?"


    "I hardly think so, sir. The Khan wouldn't use this weapon which appears to be hurting him even worse than it is us."


    


    II.


    


    THAT EVENING, when Dick Lis­ter and Sally Amber were seated in a restaurant, she again broached the sub­ject of the algae.


    "I hear it's even worse in Asia than in America," she said.


    "How do you happen to know that?" he asked in surprise.


    "It's so, then? Oh, everybody isn't so close-mouthed as you, Dick," she re­plied demurely. She raised her lovely dark, innocent eyes.


    "Do you suppose it might be an Asiatic weapon? Or perhaps—since it seems to be even worse in Siberia than here—an American weapon?"


    Embarrassed, he mumbled, "How should I know?"


    "But you do know something about it, don't you?" she shot at him.


    Caught off guard, he stumbled. "Eh ? Oh—why, yes. The Beckerley fields –" He broke off, frowning in irritation.


    "Sally," he growled, "that curiosity of yours is going to get you into trou­ble one of these days. This is wartime, and feminine curiosity is no excuse for pumping officers. I know that you are O. K., but others might not trust you. How'd you like to stand court-martial as an Asiatic spy, just because you ask too many questions?"


    "Perhaps I am one," said the girl, smiling and raising her delicately pen­ciled brows.


    "It's no joking matter, Sally. Peo­ple have been shot against a wall for less than that."


    "I can see," said the girl dryly, "that Captain Cass has been lecturing you."


    "How—" began Lister, then bit his lip.


    "How do I know? Oh, I can read men like a book—any woman can. Captain Cass doesn't like me. And I don't like men who don't like me."


    She pouted prettily.


    "I'm glad he doesn't," declared Lis­ter. "It would suit me if nobody liked you, but me."


    


    HE RECALLED this conversation the next evening, when Cass strolled nosily into his laboratory, where he was working late over some analyses.


    "Nice mess of algae," Cass observed, squinting at Lister's experimental tank. "They say the stuff is clogging the At­lantic harbors."


    "You could damn near walk across the Golden Gate this morning," Lister replied, and went on to detail the latest news: train schedules disrupted in the northwest, ships stuck in harbors everywhere, even in the open seas, particu­larly the north Pacific.


    But Captain Cass was not listening. He was leaning over Lister's glass-topped desk, peering intently at some­thing beneath the glass—a snapshot.


    "What's this?" he asked sharply.


    "Just a snap of Sally. Not a very good one; print's blurred."


    "Um!" said Cass. His eyes nar­rowed. Then he said, irrelevantly, "Have you any theory about what's causing all this growth of algae?"


    "Yes," Lister admitted, pursing up his lips judiciously. "But I'm not going off half-cocked. When I've verified cer­tain points, I shall report to Washing­ton—not to the intelligence service."


    "Well, seeing as you won't tell the intelligence service anything, the intel­ligence service will tell you something—and for your own good. Listen care­fully, and don't fly off the handle: I was attached to the Harbin legation three years ago, before the war. I got to know a lot about the Khan's eastern capital. Maybe you never heard of the woman called Princess Stephanie—or did you?"


    "Yes. What about her?"


    "Wait a minute. Stephanie was the daughter of Dmitri Kazarov, the Khan's chancellor. He was killed fifteen years ago in the Japanese revolution, and the Khan himself took over the raising of Stephanie. It wasn't given much pub­licity, but, in a town like Harbin, peo­ple talk, and they were still talking when I was there. It seemed the Khan gave her a queer education—a very queer one."


    "What do you mean?"


    "I mean he raised her to be the great­est spy in history. She was taught every important language, and to speak each like a native. She was taught to be at ease in every situation and every level of society. She learned military science, so as to be able to identify im­portant information. And, when it began to be evident that she was going to be a very beautiful girl, she was even taught the knowledge of human nature! But above all—above all, I say—she learned to be cold and heartless, and immune to love. She can act the part of a woman in love, but there is no feeling in her—no feeling except the desire to serve Asia!"


    "But I don't see—"


    "You will. When Stephanie was six­teen—that was three years ago, when I was in Harbin—the Khan forbade her to appear in public, lest foreign resi­dents learn her features and impair her usefulness When she rode out-of-doors, no one was permitted within five hundred feet of her, and no one save her palace intimates really saw her face.


    "But"—Cass grinned aggravatingly— "I happen to have extraordinary eye­sight, as a copter observer should, and I used to watch her from the prescribed distance. Once I even turned a pair of night glasses on her. She was a beauty, all right."


    "I begin to suspect, sir," said Lister grimly, "that you're about to say some­thing you're going to be sorry for."


    "Perhaps. Anyway, since the war began, there have been a lot of rumors about a brilliant feminine Asiatic spy—the Nightshade. It's my opinion that the Nightshade is the Princess Steph­anie, and as for the rest, I know only this—that Sally Amber looks like Stephanie!"


    "You're utterly insane!" blazed Lis­ter. His voice rose. "It's ridiculous! Sally's no Asiatic. Does she look like an Oriental? Her skin is as white as marble—when she isn't sun-tanned, I mean. Her speech is thoroughly Ameri­can. Her eyes—"


    He stopped; suddenly he had visual­ized Sally Amber's eyes—dark, pure, lovely; but, beyond doubt, with the slightest possible oriental cast.


    "Exactly'" declared Cass, in reply to Lister's unspoken thought.


    "Lieutenant, how long have you known this girl? Are you sure that her tan is tan, and not her natural color? And isn't she about the right age? And doesn't she spend a lot of time cultivating the friendship of peo­ple like you, who possess important mili­tary knowledge? Whether she gets any­thing out of you is a different story, but you ought to know whether she tries, whether she ever asks leading questions, or anything like that."


    "She doesn't!" snapped Lister, then groaned. He himself had chided the girl more than once on her curiosity. "Look here, captain," he said, "if Sally is an enemy spy—it's inconceivable— but if she is, I say, it's America first with me, much as I love her. Lay off of her, will you, and let me find out."


    "I'm not so hard-boiled and pitiless as you think."


    "How do you—"


    "How do I know what you think of me? Because it's my business, as an intelligence officer, to know what peo­ple think. But, as I was saying, I'll trust you. I'll give you your chance. I'm flying tonight on a certain mission, and shall not return for two days. Un­til then, the case is in your hands. But, if you have not solved it by then, I shall take it over."


    


    LISTER'S mental turmoil brooked no delay. Despite the fact that, if Sally were dining out, she must have already left, he rushed across town to her apart­ment. She—or some one, at least— was home, for the library lights were glowing. He ignored the slow auto­matic elevator, and dashed up the four flights of steps to her floor.


    He arrived in front of her door breathless and perspiring. There he paused, striving to calm himself.


    Suddenly, he was aware of voices be­yond the door. He listened, but it was impossible to distinguish words. He fancied he heard the tones of a man, but even that was not a certainty.


    He rang the bell. There was a sud­den silence in the room beyond; and then, after a considerable interval, the sound of footsteps. Sally herself opened the door, her face seeming strained and tense. But she smiled as she recognized Lister.


    "Dick!" she exclaimed. "What's the matter? You're breathless!"


    He strode past her. The room was empty of occupants, save for Sally and himself. "To whom were you talking?" he asked grimly.


    "I was using the televisiphone. Why?"'


    "I thought I heard a man's voice in the room here."


    "Dick!" she said reprovingly. "I had no idea your jealousy would lead to such imaginings." She looked up at him with her dark eyes sober. "You know you have no cause to be jealous."


    "It isn't that," he replied miserably. Suddenly he burst out, "Sally, what were you doing in Harbin three years ago?"


    If there was a momentary flicker in her eyes, it was almost imperceptible. "Why, I was traveling. You know I love to travel."


    "You say you saw the woman Stephanie there," he pursued. "Did any one ever tell you that you looked like her?"


    Decidedly her eyes widened now. "Why—yes. Of course I've heard that. But, Dick, you don't think—" She laughed. "How absurd! You don't think that I'm the Nightshade, do you?"


    "Who said anything about the Night­shade?" he snapped. "How did you know that Stephanie and the Nightshade are the same person?"


    "Why, everybody hears those ru­mors, Dick."


    "You mean that you hear everybody's rumors," he returned grimly. "Why are you so interested in everything that has to do with the war or the service—everything from fleet sailings to algae? Sally, you're not telling me the truth."


    "How ridiculous!" she indignantly declared. Then, suddenly, her mood changing, she moved close to him, look­ing up at him out of innocent, dark eyes. "You trust me, don't you?"


    "Heaven knows I want to!"


    Her lovely, provocative lips smiled. "Then kiss me!" she whispered.


    He obeyed, fiercely. As always, her lips burned like soft fire, but, suddenly, she threw back her head, and thrust her hands against him, as though to push away from his embrace. One of her scarlet finger nails drew a sharp gash across his throat. With hurt surprise in his eyes, he released her.


    "You—were hurting me," she ex­plained, apologetically. But her eyes were watching him like a cat. "I'm sorry I scratched you."


    "It's nothing," he muttered. He felt curiously dizzy—no wonder, he thought, in the grip of such violent and opposing emotions. But abruptly he found him­self sitting in a chair with his head on his hands, and the room seemed to gyrate around him like the cabin of a copter.


    Through a haze of dizziness he heard a man's voice, and then Sally's in an­swer. "No, no," she said. "This was much better. If I'd called you there would have been a fight and a disturb­ance, and see how peacefully he sinks into stupor"


    "I bow to you, Kazarovna," said the man. "There is but one Stephanie."


    "I am glad that it turned out as it did," said Sally's voice. "He is the one who knows about the algae. And now Asia shall know."


    


    III.


    


    WHEN next Lister was aware of a world about him, it was a world of a most unstable nature. Minutes passed before he realized that he was in a plane, soaring over an apparently endless ex­panse of brilliant white clouds. There was a further interval before he per­ceived that Sally Amber was sitting, calmly smoking, beside the man who piloted the machine, and that he him­self was handcuffed very effectively to the aluminum arms of his seat. His head ached dully. Then, full realiza­tion dawned upon him. He was a pris­oner in the hands of agents of the Khan.


    His movement caught the girl's at­tention. She rose and made her way to the seat facing him.


    "I hope you're not feeling too ill," she said gently. "I'm sorry, Dick. Drugging you was necessary."


    "Then it's true!" he groaned. "You are the Nightshade—a sneaking Asiatic spy!"


    "Like a sneaking American spy," she retorted. "Dick, I serve my country in the best way I can, just as you and that Cass person and the rest of the Ameri­cans serve yours."


    She smiled. "He's a clever fellow, that Captain Cass. I'm afraid his sus­picions will damage my value in Amer­ica."


    "Well, not until—" He bit his lip, and hurried on, "Of course he will. He'll get those snapshots I have of you, and turn them over to his department. You're cooked as a spy from now on, Sally."


    "Oh, not that bad," she said. "You forget that every picture you have of me was taken with my camera. My camera is a very queer little mechanism; when I use it, it takes sharp, clear pic­tures, but when my friends use it, some­how the prints seem to come out blurred. Or hadn't you noticed that?"


    He had, of course. He asked glumly, "Where are we headed for?"


    "Asia," said Sally.


    "Yeah, I thought so, since we're in a plane instead of a copter." Pound for pound and horse power for horse power, Lister knew that the planes were still more efficient than the copters, and the fact that Sally was using a plane meant a long flight.


    "Why?" he asked, after a moment's silence.


    "Don't you know? Because we have to have certain information from you. I'm sure it won't do any good to offer you safety for it, Dick; but I can prom­ise, if it makes any difference to you."


    "It doesn't," he responded grimly. "I won't sell my country for my personal safety. Anyway, I haven't the least idea what information you think I can give you. Your bacteriologists are as good as ours; our epidemics haven't been any more successful than yours."


    She shook her soot-black hair. "Not bacteriology nor epidemics, Dick— algae!"


    "Algae! Why?"


    "Because you know the causes of this plague of slime in water, and lichens on land. It's an American weapon, and Asia needs the secret. It means every­thing—everything to us!"


    "Indeed?" he said guardedly. "Why everything?"


    "Don't act so innocent, Dick. You know quite well what the plague of lichens is doing in Siberia. It's clogging the rail lines, and the algae is block­ing the rivers. You know how impor­tant it is to keep our Alaskan expedi­tionary force supplied with coal and oil to power the Beckerley fields, and you know that if our fields fail for lack of fuel, the war's over. We're licked.


    "You Americans use Alaskan coal, but our coal has to come all the way from the Stanovoi Mountains, either by water across the Sea of Okhotsk, or by rail up through Dezhnev. And it's becoming impossible to keep the rails open; Siberia is being strangled by your accursed lichens."


    "Well, what about the water route?"


    "Water! Ships are stalled all over the seven seas. Look there!"


    He glanced through the floor window at the Pacific, five thousand feet below, visible now through a vast opening in the clouds. The sea had a curious aspect; it was not blue, but brilliant grass-green. Peering closer, he made out two tiny vessels idle on the surface.


    "As bad as that!" he muttered, won­dering what was happening to Allen's mighty fleet. Would the admiral attempt to cross the choked ocean? To Sally he said, "That's fine. The more strangled Siberia gets, the better it suits me."


    For the first time in their acquaint­ance a sign of irritation showed in her face. "It won't be for long!" she snapped angrily. "We'll get the secret out of you. Make no mistake about that, Dick!"


    "And you," he said thoughtfully, "are sweet little Sally Amber, who said that she loved me."


    Suddenly, her face was gentle. "And if I do love you?" she murmured. "If I do, would that make a difference to you, Dick?"


    He laughed bitterly. "Do you think I'd believe you now? I know all about Princess Stephanie and her education. If you love anybody at all, it's the Khan!"


    "Not the Khan, but Asia," she said. "The Khan is nothing to me, except for what he means to my country. For he himself, Dick, trained me from child­hood to be immune to love. And yet —and yet, Dick—I have never met a man whom I—like—as I do you. You mean less to me than Asia, but more to me than any human being in the world."


    "And that," he sorrowfully asserted, "is another one of your pretty lies."


    For a long moment, she was silent. "No. It isn't a lie," she said at last, rising and returning to her place be­side the pilot.


    


    SHE ADDRESSED not another word to Lister until seven hours later, when they were soaring over Honshu, and snow-tipped Fujiyama slid beneath. Then she returned to the seat facing him, smiled very gently, and said softly, "I am terribly unhappy about this, Dick."


    "Humph!" he said. "You ought to be triumphant."


    "But I'm not. Listen to me, Dick. The Khan's intelligence division is not gentle. A number of the operatives are Mongols, and their methods of extract­ing information do not include kindness. It hurts me to think of you under tor­ture, Dick."


    


    [image: ]


    


    "You ought to have thought of that last night.''


    "But I can save you from it. If you'll tell me what I want to know about the plague of algae and lichens, I'll guarantee your safety. Isn't that the best way—for both of us?"


    "No, Sally. I'm not saying that I have the information you want, but you can be sure, that, whether I have it or not, I'll never tell Asia anything that might help."


    She sighed and left him, but her glo­rious, dark eyes were troubled. They were still troubled when the great


    Khingan range loomed on the horizon, and the plane slanted down into Har­bin. She even seemed to pale when at last a slant-eyed guard took the key from her, and released Lister from his seat; and she followed the grim parade, as half a dozen men herded him into the centuries-old stone fortress that served as a military prison.


    She did not enter the dark stone­walled cell; but, as the door swung shut, Lister glimpsed her pale face in the corridor. Her lips formed a silent phrase; he could have sworn that it was, "I'm sorry."


    Well, it was too late now for her sorrow to help him, even if he believed in its sincerity. And he smiled bitterly, as he thought of the wild mistake that had led to his abduction. The algae and the lichens. Asia strangling in the grip of a plague that arose from so simple a cause that—if he told—a schoolboy could see the remedy.


    Luckily for America, the cryptogams flourished most luxuriantly in Asia; and, until he told, all advantage lay with the Western continent. Until he told! He ceased to smile, and set his jaw grimly. He was not going to tell. Tor­ture or none, he had to be strong enough to keep silent.
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    Hours passed. He heard conversa­tions in the corridor outside, but they were in some Asiatic tongue, and meant nothing to him. Then a chance colloquy in lingua Franca told him that the Khan was not in Harbin, but was still with the troops on the Alaskan front. At last a guard brought him a jug of water, slimy-green with algae, and a slab of coarse bread; but this man, a Mongol, spoke neither English nor lingua Franca, or at least refused to speak them.


    It was deep night when four grim Orientals and a stolid Siberian led him from his cell to a chamber that seemed sunk far underground. A single, dim electric light illuminated it, and a dozen pairs of cold eyes surveyed him—and one pair that was not cold. Sally Am­ber sat at the head of the narrow table, and she met his gaze with eyes that were wide, troubled, and apprehensive.


    Then she addressed him. "Dick," she said softly, "I have told the interlocu­tory committee that you will give them what knowledge you have concerning this plague of mosses and algae. They have promised me your safety if you tell, and I have assured Comrade Plotkin that you would."


    "Then, as usual, you lied," said Lis­ter grimly.


    Plotkin spoke out of the depths of his beard. "You see, Kazarovna," he rumbled, "only one method works with these stubborn American apes. I think it best we try that method."


    "Oh, no!" gasped Sally Amber. "Let me question him first. He'll tell me. I can get it from him. Please—" She broke off suddenly as Plotkin's icy eyes surveyed her curiously.


    "Will you tell?" he asked Lister, and then, at the latter's stubborn silence, "Very well. The pincers under the arm­pits first, I think. An ounce or so of flesh from the proper places can some­times unblock the stream of informa­tion."


    


    SALLY—or Stephanie—choked back a sob and covered her eyes. The four Mongol guards forced Lister's arm upward; for a moment, he struggled, but realized instantly that it was utterly use­less. The stolid Siberian seized a glit­tering little instrument, and the pincers tore a ragged tatter of flesh from his armpit. He bit his lip fiercely to sup­press the groan of pain that sought ut­terance, but there was no sound in the chamber save Sally's stifled sob.


    "Why so unstrung, Kazarevna?" asked Plotkin amiably. "Surely the Princess Stephanie has witnessed more extreme measures than this."


    She smiled wanly. "Of course. It's just that I haven't yet recovered from my sojourn in America—a—a horrible place!"


    Plotkin nodded and turned back to Lister. "Shall we try it again?" He smiled. "Or would you prefer a variation?"


    "Neither," said the biologist, "I'll tell." Impassively he met the startled, relieved, unbelieving eyes of Sally. If she was acting, he thought, it was cer­tainly good acting!


    "Good—good!" rumbled Plotkin. "You're much wiser—or at least less stubborn—than some of your country­men whom we have found it necessary to question. Now then, let us hear the secret."


    "You'd better take this down care­fully," said Lister. "It's rather intri­cate."


    He waited as Plotkin spoke in Rus­sian to a man at his side, then began: "The plague of algae and lichens," he said slowly, "is due to the great in­crease in numbers of thallogens. If the confervae were checked, the trouble would disappear."


    "And what," barked Plotkin, "are thallogens?"


    "Thallogens are the third grand di­vision of the cryptogamia. The group consists of the ulvae and fuci, besides the confervae."


    "Can't you put that in understand­able language?" snapped Plotkin.


    "I can express scientific information only in the language of science," said Lister, his eyes on Sally's fascinated one. "Your own scientists will have to translate it for you."


    "Is that all?" asked the Siberian eagerly.


    "That is all. Reduce the confervae, and there will be less thallogens. And when there are less thallogens, the algae and lichens will cease to trouble you. It's really very simple."


    "Take him back to his cell," rumbled Plotkin. "And this had better be true, my friend, unless you crave further treatment."


    "Every word of it is true," Lister asserted.


    It was still deep night when, three hours later, the door of his cell opened, and a slim figure slipped stealthily in. For a moment he thought it was a boy; then he recognized Sally, wearing the shorts and rolled hose of a copterman. She closed the door quietly behind her, then rushed abruptly into his arms.


    "I can't stand it!", she sobbed. "Why did you do it? Plotkin is furious—in­sane with rage. He'll have you rotted bit by bit with acid! He'll—he'll—Why did you trick him, Dick?"


    Lister looked down into her white face. "Is this acting, too?" he asked coolly. "After all, the Princess Stephanie, the Nightshade, isn't supposed to be able to care what happens to a man."


    "But I do! I love you, Dick. I care for nothing except you and Asia, but I can't bear to see you killed or tortured even for Asia." She paused, sup­pressing her sobs.


    "Plotkin is wild," she said. "He wired a copy of your statement to the university at Tsitsihar, and back came the scornful reply that all that your words meant was that the plague of algae is due to an increase in the amount of algae."


    He smiled. "Well? Isn't that true?"


    "Yes, but— Oh, Dick, it's becoming horrible! They've kept the cities supplied with water by adding calcium chloride to the supply, but all through the country—all through the world, I guess—wells are choked and rivers smothered, and oceans have become heaving masses of slime. And on land the mosses spread like flames of gray fire!"


    He was still suspicious, though he held the girl tightly in his arms. "Is this an attempt to play on my sympathies?" he asked. "I warn you, Sally, I'll tell you nothing."


    "I don't care whether you do or not! Don't you understand, Dick? I love you!"


    "If you love me, you'll help me escape from here."


    She pushed herself out of his arms, and stared at him with indignation at his disbelief. "And why else do you think I came?" she asked in a very low voice. "Follow me, quickly, before Plotkin cools down enough to put his mind on the details of your torture."


    She stepped to the door, rapping sharply. It opened instantly, and they passed into the dim corridor beside a young Russian guard who looked at Sally with tragic eyes. She spoke softly; the man extended his bared arm, and the girl scratched it hastily with one of her finger nails. Lister watched the man as he sank slowly into a limp sprawl on the floor.


    "Thus it will seem like American trickery," she whispered. "But I am afraid he will die for treason, none the less."


    "Why did he do it?"


    "Because," she said simply, "he loves me."


    


    LISTER followed her up a narrow flight of stone steps, wondering how many of the barred doors in the corri­dor hid American prisoners. At last, she paused. "Wait here," she whispered, and moved from his view along a passage.


    He heard a low-voiced conversation in Chinese, and then Sally was at his side again. "Come on," she called softly. "I've sent this one with a fake message to Plotkin."


    Lister followed her up yet another flight of steps, and emerged suddenly into starlight. They had attained the roof of the structure, and he glanced apprehensively at the lights of Harbin all around. Sally was slipping toward a copter, a tiny, single-man observer.


    "Quick!" she breathed, "get in."


    "Both of us?" He frowned doubt­fully at the tiny craft.


    "We must. For I have to show you what to do. This alone would not carry, you far."


    He crowded in beside her. The tiny cabin swung like a pendulum as the vertical screw whirred and whined, and bored its way heavily aloft. Sally flashed her green passage light, waiting anxiously for the reply from the ground.


    "There!" she exclaimed in relief. "They've turned off this section of the Beckerley field. I have a pass, but if they had discovered your escape they might have blocked all passage—espe­cially mine, I think; for I am sure that Plotkin has ceased to trust me."


    The craft whined into darkness. The lights of the city diminished and dimmed; and, at last, Sally relaxed, leaning more comfortably against him in the close quarters of the cabin.


    "We're beyond searchlights at last," she said. "Now they'll have to wait until dawn to pursue us, and by dawn we might be anywhere in this half of Asia, for all that they can tell. If this corkscrew only holds together—"


    It did. When the red sunrise flashed up on the sea, they were directly over a narrow promontory that struck south into the waters. Lister gasped as he saw those waters, for surely this was the most amazing sea ever glimpsed by earthly eyes, at least since the plesiosaur looked over the oceans of the car­boniferous age hundreds of millions of years ago.


    It was a brilliantly smooth, green sea, seeming at first as motionless as turf. But, as the copter dropped toward the beach, Lister could distinguish motion, a slow heaving of the slime as if the vast expanse were breathing. There were no breakers, for the algae had at last tamed storm and wind, and the seas permitted the wind to slip as smoothly above them as if the waters had been covered with a film of oil. The one thing that sent a tremor of disgust through Lister was the sight of sea birds stalking dismally over a crust of slime that had dried enough to sup­port them, gobbling up billions of flies.


    


    SALLY wasted not a glance on the scene. "The south cape of Taiwan," she said, as the copter grounded on a slimy beach, "or, as you call it, Formosa. There's a boat here—"


    "A boat? How can we use a boat—in that?"


    "Listen a moment. In that shed, there's one of the experimental side-wheelers, a quick adaptation by our scientists, who had foreseen this outcome, if the algae were not checked. Side-wheels can push a light hull right over the algae. They don't foul like pro­pellers. This one has a dynoline en­gine, and a range of about a thousand miles."


    "A thousand miles! I can't get any­where on that!"


    "You can get as far as I want you to get," she retorted with narrowed eyes. "You can reach Hongkong— that's British—or you can make Hai­phong in French Indo-China. Hong­kong is much the closer."


    "But they're neutral! I'll be in­terned, if I go into a neutral port. I want to get back to America and my job."


    "And I," said Sally softly, "want to see to it that you don't. I'm being enough of a traitor to Asia now, without letting a dangerous enemy like you return to service. All I want is to see you safe, Dick."


    She turned away, and he followed her to the shed she had pointed out. There was the boat, true enough, a thirty-foot, open affair with six-foot paddle wheels like a miniature old Mis­sissippi side-wheeler.


    "Do you see this?" asked the girl, indicating a curious device of twisted glass tubing. "That's a sun-alembic. You put sea water in it, and the evapo­ration creates a partial vacuum in which the sea water can be distilled for drink­ing. The sun does it, just as it does with the rain.


    "Under here is concentrated food for about a month. Can you take care of a dynoline engine? If the algae clog the cooling coils, you must stop and clean them at once."


    "I know all that, but what about you, Sally? Will you be safe after this?"


    "I can take care of myself." Her tone was confident enough, but Lister could see that she was under a terrific strain in this struggle between duty and desire. "Oh, Dick," she said shak­ily, "if this war is ever over—"


    "It won't be long now. As soon as the Khan's supply of fuel to Alaska fails him, he's ended."


    "Ah, but he's laying—" She caught herself, flushing miserably.


    "Laying a pipe line, eh?" finished Lister. "I rather thought he would. He'll power the Beckerley fields with oil, eh?"


    Sally laughed bitterly. "The down­fall of the Nightshade!" she declaimed. "No wonder they fear love in a spy. Dick, that is the first slip that I've ever made, and my one consolation is that long before you can get to any place from where you could send that infor­mation to America, it will be too late. The work will be completed and pro­tected by fields. And so—good-by."


    With the feel of her lips still on his, he watched the copter flutter its way into the north; then turned to the craft he was to use, whose only name was a Chinese ideograph. It slid easily into the slip; and, without further hesita­tion, he started the engine, engaged the paddles, and was on his way.


    His progress was a queer species of locomotion. The blades threw up vast lumps of green slime that fell behind with sullen, splashless plumps; and the light craft, thrust forward by the in­credibly powerful dynoline engines, slid easily along the surface of the magot-infested slime. It was not unduly slow; he judged that the boat made twenty-five knots.


    Formosa was a receding shadow when he passed the first stalled ship. This was a Dutch freighter, and the crew —or what was left of them, since many had doubtless been put ashore by cop­ter—crowded the rail to watch his pas­sage. He waved, but there was never a sign of response.


    Suddenly, he realized the cause of the grim silence; his craft bore gold and purple stripes—the colors of the Khan —and the Dutch, with Borneo, Celebes, and New Guinea in the very shadow of the vast Asiatic Union, had no love for the Khan.


    His coil clogged, and he paused to clean the slime from the screens. It was at this moment that the idea struck him; he sat suddenly erect, staring east­ward where the China Sea met the mighty Pacific. Why did he have to go to Hongkong or Haiphong—or any neutral port, for that matter?


    What other possibilities were there? He glanced at the map of the East In­dies, affixed to the cowl of the motor. There was Luzon, of course; but the Philippines, during their half century of independence, had grown far closer to Asia, in sympathy, than to the United States.


    There were the Marianas, where Ad­miral Allen had all but annihilated the Asiatic fleet, and where surely there must be an American garrison, if he could but reach them. But the Mari­anas lay two thousand miles out in the Pacific, close to Guam. He had, fuel for half that distance, but—


    


    HE SWUNG the craft about and set it lurching back toward the Dutch freighter. The maintenance crew watched him sullenly as he approached. He pulled close under the hull and shouted, "Any of you understand Eng­lish?"


    A man pushed to the rail. "Yes! What do you want?"


    "Listen! I'm American, not Asian. Look!"


    He was not in uniform, since the biological branch did not require it, but he displayed his identification tag, with its red-white-and-blue shield plainly visible.


    There was a stir. "What do you want?" asked the man above him, but in friendlier tones.


    "Just some information. I want to know if there's an American or British ship stalled between here and Guam. I want to buy some fuel. You been in touch with any?"


    There was a long conversation in Netherlands dialect. At last Lister's in­formant spoke again. "De Britisher Resolute—she stuck—by latitude 21'20" and longitude 135'60"."


    Lister looked at his map, marking the position. It would do; it was almost exactly a thousand miles east of his present position, and might be a close gamble with his fuel, but it was worth the try. If he reached the Britisher and got fuel, he could then certainly make Guam or the Marianas, and give to the American army the news that the lichens had blocked the Siberian rail­roads, thus cutting off the fuel supply to the Khan's Alaskan Beckerley fields, but that the Khan was frantically lay­ing a pipe line.


    Between the giving out of the Khan's coal supply and the arrival of his first oil, there might be a brief gap of time, during which his Beckerley fields would be dead. If America only knew this, and could strike then, the war would be won. Lister must try to get the information to America in time!


    So he set the boat lurching away into the east. Little by little, the Dutch ship faded toward the horizon, and For­mosa was a dark cloud sinking ever lower. At last he was alone on a dead, green sea that barely moved, and his passage left no wake save a slightly darker green scraping, that slowly closed behind him. No fin cut the slimy sur­face, and but few birds soared, for their slime-bred prey was too abundant to draw them far from land.


    He set his course carefully on a great circle, to conserve his fuel. The mal­odorous slime sickened him with its stench. The perpetual lurching of his craft added to his nausea. Day faded into a starry darkness, and darkness into day.


    He made it. At the second mid­night, with scarcely a pint of dynoline remaining in his tank, the lights of the Resolute flashed out of the darkness.


    But convincing the captain was al­most as difficult a job as the passage itself.


    "It's deuced irregular!" That official grunted. We're neutrals." But at last, because England had India and Papua and the Malay States, and hated Asia and all its component parts by tradition and policy, the British captain acceded to Lister's request, and Lis­ter set out again with a full tank.


    He had tried to get the captain to send a code message by radio to America for him, but to that the captain had proved adamant.


    


    IV.


    


    EARLY NEXT MORNING, on glancing back, he spied a plane, wing­ing swiftly out of the shadows that still clouded the west and the distant China Seas. Soon it arrived, and circled far above him, then slanted downward in a wide spiral. The double-headed golden eagle of the Khan's air force glittered on its wings.


    The machine swung close. An arm waved vigorously, gesturing in the di­rection of the west. The pilot was ordering him back.


    Lister stared with narrowed eyes, but permitted his boat to jog right ahead. He was not going to be turned back so easily as that. All the same, he had a feeling anything but comfortable, for he was completely at the mercy of the Asiatic aviator, should the latter choose to use bullet or bomb.


    The plane circled again. Suddenly Lister realized with a start of amaze­ment that the craft was attempting to land—to alight on that sticky mass of heaving slime! It was impossible!


    But the plane seemed able to achieve the impossible. Its pontoons skipped lightly over the treacherous stuff, bound­ing toward him. It was all but down safely, and then—then the inevitable! Either the plane dipped or the sea heaved—Lister could not tell which— and the idling propeller struck a mass of green slime. Very gently, the plane lifted its tail and nosed over, the green corruption spewing from the spinning blades. And the pilot—for a single instant Lister had a clear view of the form that was catapulted through the air—was plunged into the impassive algos. All that remained was a quickly filling depression and the sinking plane.


    But he had seen enough. Sally Amber! It was Sally who struggled somewhere in the depths of that nauseating sea. And he—he was as help­less to aid her as though he were a thousand miles away.


    He spun the wheel; the boat bounced and jogged toward the spot. As near as he could bring it without disturbing the gradually closing dent in the slimy surface of the sea, he halted the craft. He seized the twenty-foot rope fastened to the bow, and tied one end of the rope firmly around his arm. Then, fixing his gaze on the spot, he plunged down into the slime.


    It was like trying to swim in heavy oil. To move his arms at all required a great effort, and then he was not sure whether he was going down, or up, or sidewise, or was just churning. The stuff clogged his nose, his eyes, his ears—even his mouth, when in an unguarded moment he opened it.


    His hand struck something solid. It was an instant before he realized that it was Sally's ankle. He clutched it in a grasp of desperation, and gave a yank on the rope tied to his arm. Pulling in on the rope was difficult, as he had only one free hand with which to work. Once he lost hold of the rope in the slime, and had to start all over again, groping along it from where it was tied to his arm.


    He scarcely knew when he reached the surface, so thick was the coating of muck he carried with him. He thrust the girl across the gunwale, and then had to stop to clear his nose and mouth before he could even breathe. He clambered into the boat.


    Sally was not unconscious, but her nausea made her almost as green as the algae she clawed out of her eyes.


    "Thank you, Dick," she said, "for the rescue. I'm ashamed that I needed it."


    "Why are you here, Sally?"


    Her eyes hardened a bit. "Why are you here, Dick? I told you to make for Hongkong or Haiphong."


    "But I didn't promise to, Sally."


    "Perhaps not, but do you think I can let you get to an American ship or port, with the information you have? It's bad enough that I let it slip, and that I helped you to escape, but I will not play traitor to Asia any further than that! Do you understand?"


    "How'd you find me?"


    "It occurred to me, after I left you, that you might try just what you did. I got back to Harbin before Plotkin thought of connecting me with your escape—if he's thought of it yet—so I was able to get a plane. I flew over the China Sea between Taiwan and Hongkong, until I was sure you weren't on that route. Then I flew east.


    "For two days, I've been scouring this area. You see, I anticipated that you'd head for Guam. But now, Dick, you're going where I say. We're going back to Luzon. The Philippines are neutral, but they're friendly to Asia, so I can have you interned there, and yet, with a little influence, go free myself. Start your engine."


    He did. The boat took up its east­ward course.


    "Turn about!" she snapped. When he merely smiled, she reached suddenly into the bosom of her aviator's shirt and produced a tiny Japanese auto­matic, one of the diminutive nine-cali­ber, but deadly with its high-velocity, chrome-jacketed bullets. "Put about, Dick!"


    With a movement so casual that she was caught completely off guard, he kicked the weapon from her hand, and. it spun off into the slime. "We go my way, Sally," he said quietly.


    She sobbed, "I ought to have killed you! But I couldn't, and this is the result."


    Abruptly she turned her glorious deep eyes upon him. "Dick, do you know what will happen to me, if you take me to Guam? You know what they do to spies! Do you want me to be shot against a wall?"


    "Lord!" he muttered. "I didn't think of that. Listen, Sally. The Pelew Islands are Japanese, and they're not far off my course. I'm going to land you there about midnight, and you're going to be thoroughly bound, and very tightly gagged, so you can't rouse any pursuit. After the war is over, maybe you will forgive me."


    "I forgive you now, Dick," she said softly, but with a puzzling note in her voice. "The Nightshade is dead. I'm no good as a spy when you're involved. But I warn you that I shall still try to defeat you!"


    He swung the boat onto its new course. "If you can, Sally."


    


    SUDDENLY he noticed something which altered all his plans! Staring out over the horrible, slimy sea, he noticed a change. In addition to the green, there were now vast patches of brown —of dying algae!


    For a moment he failed to grasp the significance of this. Then, so suddenly that Sally jumped, he shouted, "I see it all now! It has happened!"


    "Wh-what?"


    "The Khan's Beckerley fields are off in Alaska! His Siberian railroads are blocked at last by the fungi! He's out of fuel! It can't be our fields that are off, for our coal mines are too close behind our lines to be cut off in this way."


    "How can you know that any Beck­erley fields are off?" asked Sally.


    "The—the—" He caught himself, then proceeded, "We're not going to Pelew Island, after all. We're going to Guam. This information can't wait; for, if the American lines know it and advance at once, the war's over. Our Beckerley fields are on, and yours are off!"


    "How—how do you know?"


    "I'll tell you, for it can't do any harm now. You wanted to know what I knew about this plague of algae, didn't you? Well, I'll tell you, Sally. It isn't an American weapon; it's an accident!"


    "An—accident?"


    "Yes, or a by-product. It's the re­sult of the Beckerley fields. I got the hunch when I learned that the center of the trouble seemed to be Alaska. Up in Alaska there are two enormous fields of force within a few hundred feet of each other, ours and yours. Between them is a hundred-mile-long zone of terrific electrical strain. What's the re­sult? Ozone! Tons of ozone pour­ing up into the air, until the very en­velope of air around the earth was affected.


    "The normal ozone content increased, and this layer of ozone around the earth cut off the sun's death rays which had been maintaining the balance of nature. Relieved from the restraining influence of the death rays, the cryptogamia— the lichen; and fungi and algae—in­creased to abnormal quantities.


    "But it's over now. Ozone is un­stable and goes rapidly back to normal. The ozone in the air is decreasing. The death rays are getting through again.


    "How do I know? Because the algae are dying, and that can mean only one thing—that there are no longer two Beckerley fields opposing each other in Alaska, pouring ozone into the air. There is only one Beckerley field—ours. The Khan's shield is gone, and all we need do is advance!"


    Sally was very pale now. "I wish you hadn't told me this," she whispered. "Oh, Dick, don't you see that it means that I just have to stop you? If you love me, throw me into the slime of the sea, for I'd rather die than live these next few hours trying to kill you!"


    His triumphant face sobered. "Hours?" he echoed. "It will take us three days to reach Guam. Sally, when I need sleep, I'm going to tie you up. And I hope you don't resist, because Lord knows I don't want to hurt you."


    But she yielded quite submissively when, a few hours later, he twisted the painter rope about her wrists and an­kles. He remembered her trick of the drugged finger nail, and carefully avoided giving her another similar op­portunity. Then he set and locked the gyro steering compass, and curled up on one of the seats to sleep.


    When he awoke, the boat was still slapping along across the slime. Sally was still securely tied and apparently in. the same position, but the bottom of the boat was wet with some colorless fluid.


    "What's this?" he snapped.


    "It's your fuel," said Sally trium­phantly. "I drained the tank."


    He gasped! But in a moment he broke out in a chuckle of relief. "That isn't dynoline," he said. "That's the fresh water from the sun-alembic I was saving against a cloudy day. The wa­ter tank's air-tight, and the algae can't get in."


    Sally sagged despondently in her place. "Will you untie me?" she asked dully. "I'm very cramped,"


    


    HE VENTURED an attempt to sleep only once more, and this time lying full length against the fuel tank, while he bound Sally not only hand and foot, but lashed her to the gunwale as well. And when he awakened, she had kicked the sun-alembic to bits.


    "Why'd you do that?" he asked an­grily. "Although we don't need water for the one day that's left to travel, it would be a convenience."


    "I did it so that if we miss Guam we'll be dead before some scouting American plane happens to run across us."


    "We won't miss Guam," he promised grimly.


    As the hot, stinking day wore on, the grueling grind began to tell on Lister. All about them the algae was turning brown, and the stench was almost un­bearably nauseating.


    "I'm going bats," he told the girl. "A crazy poem keeps hammering at my head. I've got to pass it on, or I shall go bats. Did you ever hear the short-short-short story about Algy? All this rotting algae is what suggested it to me, I guess."


    Sally turned intent catlike eyes on him, aroused from her lethargy by the possibility of his cracking.


    "Go on. Tell it to me," she urged insidiously.


    He laughed harshly, discordantly, gave his head a violent shake, and ran the back of his hand across his tired eyes.


    "It goes like this," he said:


    


    "Bear met Algy.


    Bear et Algy.


    Bear was bulgy.


    Bulge was Algy."


    


    Suddenly, he gave a wild laugh. "That's all wrong this time!" he de­clared. "By Heaven! The bear isn't eating Algy this time. Algae is eating the bear—the Siberian bear. We've got them licked, if we ever reach Guam."


    "We never will reach Guam," the girl taunted him.


    "Won't we?" he exclaimed. "Look! A low shore line showed in the dark­ening east. "Guam!" he announced, sober and sane once more.


    Sally was disconsolate. "I've lost, then," she whimpered. "Please, Dick, be kind to me, and—let me kiss you now, in case anything happens."


    He knew what she meant. He had worried enough over the question of what would happen to the lovely Night­shade; for, despite his assurance, he knew that Captain Cass was aware of Sally's identity. The two days of grace were long since up—Cass would have reported the circumstances of Lister's disappearance.


    Cass' description of Sally, together with the blurred photographs in Lis­ter's office, would certainly identify the girl. Nothing could save her from a wall at sunrise. So he drew her into his arms with a tenderness born of despair.


    Just in time he realized her intent. He caught her wrist as she struck with her drugged finger nail at his throat.


    "Damn you, Sally!" he blazed. "Now I'm going to give you a dose of your own medicine. There's only one way you're safe to have around, and that's unconscious!"


    But she read his purpose. Before he could seize her forefinger, she had clenched it into a stubborn little fist, and she fought him with a strength that was amazing. But at last he saw the way: disregarding her blows against his face, he slowly, inexorably, crushed her clenched fist in his hand. She cried out in pain as her own finger nails were driven into the flesh of her palm, and then, suddenly, her eyes widened, flut­tered, and closed, and she sank first to her knees, then in a limp heap at his feet.


    


    IT WAS DEEP NIGHT when he carried her up the side of the U. S. cruiser Dallas, stalled in the algae off Agana. Thrusting her into the arms of the ship's surgeon, he rushed to re­port to the commanding officer his information: that he knew, from the browning of the algae, that the Khan's Alaskan Beckerley field was off. The message did not need to wait for cod­ing, for America still held the secret of non-interceptible radio.


    Scarcely an hour later came back the news that America had triumphed in Alaska.


    Later in the night came the flash that the Khan was dead—his body had been positively identified. America broad­cast this news to the world.


    By morning, rioting and dissension had broken out all over Asia. The Asiatic Union was disintegrating. It was the beginning of the end.


    There was jubilation aboard the Dal­las, but Dick Lister could not share in it. True, yes, he had saved America. He was a great national hero. The president in person had radioed his thanks.


    So Dick Lister pretended to be elated, to join in the celebration—for, of course, he had to. But, through it all, two faces haunted him: the piquant oriental features of the girl he loved, and the grim, inexorable, duty-mad features of Captain Cass. Regardless of the fact that the war was now over and won, regardless of the part which Lister had played in winning it, Cass would never rest until he had brought death to the archspy of the late enemy.


    And so, as soon as he could, Lister brake away from the jollification, and dragged his leaden feet toward the ship's hospital. There he stood with the ship's doctor, looking down on the still un­conscious Sally.


    "A very beautiful girl, your fiancee," said the doctor.


    "Yes. We were kidnaped together by the Khan's spies, and she was really more important than I in accomplish­ing our escape. This is just exhaustion —and, of course, excitement." But he knew that Captain Cass would certainly spike that story.


    "Well," observed the doctor, "your coming is almost the first excitement I've, had out of this war. I hope you're right about the algae being over, for it's been ungodly dull being stuck here in all this slime. One casualty is all I've seen, and that one at a distance. A young officer tried to land his plane on the algae a week ago, nosed over, and was lost. They never recovered his body."


    "It's a difficult thing to do—find a body in that green muck," said Lister reminiscently. "Who was he?"


    "He was—let's see—a Captain Jim Cass. We knew who it was, 'cause we'd been expecting him."


    Captain Jim Cass! A week ago. Then Cass had never returned to America He had died before the end of the two days of grace which he had granted Lister. And his knowledge of Sally's identity had died with him. Now no one would ever know!


    With a sob of joyous relief, Dick Lis­ter dropped to his knees beside the sleep­ing form of the girl he loved.


    


    

  


  
    


    Yellow Slaves


    By Ralph Milne Farley and Stanley G. Weinbaum
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    Porpoise


    


    DUSK over the Pacific. The great oily swells that misled Balboa into giving this world-girdling sea its false name of "Peaceful," slid smoothly away from the forty-foot cabin launch, and behind the craft its wake boiled momentarily before merging with the oily swell again.


    Walter Scott, sandy-haired rangy Texan G-man ace, stared fixedly into the darkening southern sky, turning only intermittently to glance to the east, where the lights of Coronado showed faintly on the horizon like a false sunrise. Now he flashed a look at the clean-cut young Irishman at his side.


    "Damn funny, Dan," he said. "I get an anonymous letter saying that somebody is going to run some Chinese into the U. S. tonight. Can't be from a friend of mine, or it would have been signed. Can't be from an enemy, for no enemy would send me a tip. You figure it out, O'Brien."


    "An enemy—such as Slim Hammond, for instance—might want to lead you into a trap, Mr. Scott," O'Brien replied.


    "I don't think so," slowly mused the rangy Texan. "There's something fishy about the whole set-up. How did whoever he was, know that we were in San Diego? He's no amateur—there were no finger prints on the letter. And—what's that?"


    "It's a boat," said his companion needlessly. Scott turned toward a freckle-faced young man, bent over the wheel in the stern, his hatless red hair flaming like a reflection of the exhaust.


    


    HEAD that craft off!" he snapped. "We'll take a look at her." The staccato roar of the stranger's engine grew rapidly louder. She was coming swiftly out of the seas that wash Baja California, the wild Mexican peninsula that severs the Gulf of California from the Pacific. She was running northward parallel to the shore, heading toward Coronado or San Diego.


    "Now!" called Scott. "Swing across her bow." His voice turned grim. "If she doesn't stop, send a shot ahead of her."


    She didn't stop. She swung in a wide half-circle, and the sputter of her laboring engines rose in crescendo. She was far more agile than the Coast Guard cruiser which Scott had requisitioned upon receiving his anonymous tip-off. The strange craft showed now as a low, black, swift fifty-footer; but illuminated in silhouette by the rocket-like jets from her exhaust pipes.


    "Let her have it!" snapped Scott.


    There was a series of flashing reports, as Dan O'Brien, far in the prow of the Coast Guard cutter ‘Porpoise’, sent a stream of lead from his machine gun across the bow of the stranger. She did not pause. A hundred yards to seaward she swung past in the darkness.


    


    ALL right, cried the G-man, his voice crackling like the gun itself. "The United States has a twelve-mile treaty with Mexico. Give it to 'em amidships!"


    O'Brien swung the muzzle toward the receding bulk. Above the rattling roar of his weapon, there came across the oily waters the crash of breaking glass; and then, suddenly, a high whine and a sullen boom.


    "It's a one-pounder!" gasped Scott. "They've turned a cannon on us!"


    


    AGAIN came the roar, followed by a splash astern. Scott seized his binoculars, and focused them on the craft that was drawing slowly away from their pursuit.


    "Can't make out the name," he growled. Then started sharply, and stared even more intently.


    A swarthy thin-faced man, with a small black mustache, emerged inquisitively from the cabin of the G-men's boat. Scott shouted to him, "Did you see that, Gregory? Did you see that?"


    All four G-men stared hard to starboard, in the gathering dusk.


    "They're dumping their cargo overboard!" blazed Scott. "And the bundles look suspiciously like—Torchy, hard a starboard. We'll see if we can pick up any evidence."


    The stranger must: have noticed the Porpoise's change of course, for another shot plumped sullenly into the water just beyond the G-men's bow.


    "Don't want us to have a look, eh?" grunted Scott. "Well, if those packages were what they looked like to me, I don't blame them. You can't hang a man for smuggling Chinks, but you can for murder; and what they dumped was just the shape and size of a human being!"


    But only the black waters of the Pacific showed as they crossed the spot at which the cargo had been thrown overboard. Whatever had pierced that mysterious surface, it was now as if it had never been ruffled.


    "Weighted, of course," said the G-man. "Whatever it was, it's feeding the crabs thirty fathoms down."


    


    HE STARED into the darkness to the north, where only the faintest purr of engines drifted down on the wind. The mysterious black craft was fully a half-mile ahead by now, and drawing swiftly away from the lumbering Coast Guard cruiser. Scott swore softly under his breath.


    "Figured we'd be watching the coast," he muttered. "`They saw they hadn't any chance of running through tonight, so they dumped their cargo, and now they'll circle back to wherever their base is. And there's a thousand miles of Lower California where it might be!"


    Suddenly he slapped his thigh. "No, by the Lord!" he roared. There isn't! Their base has to be within one night's run of the American border. It can't be much more than a hundred miles south of Coronado, because they don't dare do any day-time running!" He pounded Gregory Patton on the back. "That means it has to be between here and San Telmo, and the chances are that it's near Ensenada. Probably in Ensenada, because an establishment such as they need—room for forty or fifty Chinks at once—is less noticeable in a town than in open country.


    He spun toward the stern, where Torchy Cullinane bent his flaming head above the controls. "Put about!" he yelled. "We're going to Ensenada."


    "G-men got no business in Ensenada, sir," Torchy called back. "It's in Mexico, you know, Mr. Scott."


    "We'll not be on official business, then," retorted Scott. "We've got our passports, haven't we? It won't do any harm to see what info we can pick up to help us at the American end of the business."


    


    AS THE Porpoise swung about, Dan O'Brien came aft from his machine gun, and remarked, "I'm betting it's Slim Hammond. It would take a heartless snake like him to murder a lot of helpless heathens—and after their paying him good money to take safe care of them. The double-crossing bastard!"


    "A few minutes ago you blamed Hammond for sending me the tip. Do you think he's tipping me off to his own racket, Dan?"


    "I'd not put it above him," retorted the other as he spat into the black waters, and stared back at the receding lights of Coronado. "Why do you suppose the Chink-smugglers use a boat, when they could run the Chinks overland and cut the expense?"


    "Because a Chink on land is still a Chink, and hence is evidence, regardless whether he's alive or dead; but a Chink at sea is only fish-food if there's any danger of him being discovered."


    It was full daylight when the white adobe shacks of Ensenada appeared, sandwiched between the Coast Range and the sea.


    "I can find out more here alone," said Scott. "Patton, you and Cullinane and O'Brien go on back to San Diego. Tell Headquarters where I am, and if I'm not back in twenty-four hours, round up all the special agents you can, and come back, looking for trouble." I've got a hunch there's going to be plenty."


    "And if there ain't, you'll find it," muttered the irrepressible Torchy.


    


    THE G-man disembarked on the solitary wooden wharf, grunted a farewell to his companions, and walked past two tiny fishing-smacks whose Indian and Mexican crews looked curiously at him. He proceeded slowly up the narrow and dusty street, past irregular rows of adobe buildings. None looked large enough to be the object of his quest, until he came to a two-story white structure with a sign painted on the wall above the door, "Casa de Libertad." Under it was the name of the proprietor, "Charles Yung."


    A cantina, beyond doubt. Scott's Spanish was limited, but here was certainly the place to get information. He crossed the street, pushed open the door, and entered, blinking in the sudden dimness. A girl was singing; and, early morning though it was, some of the tables were occupied. As his eyes adjusted, he perceived that the girl was a Eurasian half white, half Chinese. The place itself was a dive, dingy and dirty.


    


    THEN Scott gasped. Staring at him from a near-by table were two girls, brown eyes and blue fixed on him. Julia Dorni Slesson, daughter of the notorious Pug Dorni, Chicago gangland chief—and little Iowa-bred Mary Smith, fiancée of the late Jim Grant. Julia wore a flaming red sport suit, but Mary was dressed in black.


    


    La Casa De Libertad


    


    WHAT the devil are you two doing here?" Scott bellowed.


    Mary looked up at him out of innocently large blue eyes. "Can't a couple of ladies enjoy themselves quietly without having the government send an investigator?" she asked demurely. "Besides, we're in Mexico, and out of your jurisdiction; so what are you going to do about it?"


    "You oughtn't to be in a dive like this!" he growled.


    "Cut it," snapped Julia. "The idea of insulting Charlie Yung over there, calling his place a dive!" She gestured at the dark individual behind the bar, who seemed an indeterminate mixture of races, more Mexican and Chinese. "Anyway," she went on, smiling archly at the G-man. "I like the place better since you came in."


    Mary flushed with evident annoyance, and changed the subject with, "And by the way, what are you doing here yourself?"


    "I make my reports to headquarters," Scott grunted. "All I want to do is see you two safely out of here."


    "Well, we can't leave now," said Mary decidedly.


    "You can’t? What does that mean?"


    "Uh—nothing."


    "Oh, tell him," said Julia. "He's on the up and up, even if he is a dick. A dick might come in handy." Again she flashed her brilliant black eyes coquettishly to his. "How about it—Walter?"


    "Stick to business," he growled.


    "I'll tell you," said Mary suddenly, with a sharp glance at Julia. "And if you don't back us up in this, I don't ever want to see you again. I'm not sure I want to anyway, or something."


    "Well, go ahead."


    "It's about Foo Yong, or rather about his sister," she began.


    "Who is Foo Yong?"


    "Joe Murray's butler."


    "Joe Murray, the gangster?"


    


    JULIA cut in with, "You can't ever forget that, can you, copper? Joe Murray is in the legitimate special police business, and you know it!"


    "Once a gangster, always a gangster!" sneered Scott.


    "Oh, yeah? Well, once a G-man, always a dumbbell."


    "Please!" interjected Mary Smith, her blue eyes wide with concern. "If you're going to help us, Walter, let's cut out the personalities and get down to cases. Foo Yong has a favorite sister, Foo Lien, and he wanted to bring her over here."


    Again the flaming Julia sassily intruded, saying, "I don't suppose you could understand that, Walter, being as you're a G-man. Family love doesn't mean anything to you, does it?"


    Scott reddened. "I've got a sister," he said briefly.


    "Well," Mary continued, "it's against the law to bring in a Chinese girl, even if she's the sister of a Chinese-American citizen, so Foo Yong did the only thing he could do—tried to get her in illegally. He had her in touch with one of those picture-bride marriage bureaus, that smuggles in Chinks at a thousand dollars a head. So Foo Yong sent her the thousand dollars, and she started out from Hong-kong.


    She was supposed to be landed near Coronado last night, but she didn't show up."


    "My God!" exclaimed Scott. "You say she was supposed to be landed near Coronado last night?" He shook his head. "Mary, I'm afraid she's at the bottom of the Pacific!"


    "What?"


    Scott explained. "But I had no idea it was girls they had aboard or I might even have let them get away with it this one time. Even a G-man has a heart."


    Mary blinked the tears out of her blue eyes. "Poor Foo Yong," she murmured. "Walter, I never wanted anything in my life so much as to see these smugglers punished. I want to help."


    "It's not a woman's business. You and Julia are going back to San Diego.''


    


    THE hell we are!" observed Julia nonchalantly. I can see Buddy any time, but I don't often get a chance at a nice, handsome G-man."


    "How'd Buddy happen to let you come down here?" asked Scott.


    "Let me? I just came. He doesn't even know I'm here. All he knows is I went to San Diego with Mary."


    "You smart G-Men!" blazed Mary suddenly. "If Jim Grant were alive, he would have figured out a way to get Foo Lien in safely, or something. But all that you could do was fix it so they killed her. Why did you have to pick last night for a raid anyway?"


    "Because I got a tip." Suddenly Scott frowned, wondering about that anonymous note. Had it anything to do with poor Foo Lien? She was Foo Yong's sister, Foo Yong was Murray's handy man, and the Murray mob had often crossed swords with Slim Hammond. Well, it might be that Slim Hammond had a finger in it.


    Julia interrupted his thoughts. "Look!" she hissed, indicating a man who had just passed their table. "Know him?"


    Scott looked. "No," he said.


    "You wouldn't. They never hung anything on him, but he used to live"—her voice dropped—"on Long Island!"


    "The Man from Long Island—?"


    "Sh! No, but he was close to him. What would he be doing here?"


    "When there's crooked work going on and you see a crook around, it doesn't take a G-man to figure out what he's doing there," said Scott sarcastically.


    


    JULIA rose. "Watch me," she murmured, "if you want to see an expert pick-up. I'll get some information out of him. Just wait here."


    She was gone, and Scott was forced to admit that she had not exaggerated her ability. It took no more than one glance from her luminous eyes and a provocative flirt of her skirt to change the direction of the man's progress. There was a moment of inaudible conversation, and then the two moved toward the door of one of La Casa de Libertad's private rooms. Julia gave Scott and Mary a slow wink as the door closed.


    "I hope she's all right," said Scott.


    "She can take care of herself," replied Mary. "She carries a rod strapped to one knee."


    


    BUT a half-hour passed without her return. Scott ordered his second pulque, and consumed it. In the corner a brown Mexican began to play a guitar, and men began to come into the cantina. Suddenly a grimy peon stopped at their table, and spoke in Spanish to Mary, who looked blankly at him.


    He changed to English. "You dance with me, si?"
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    Scott crashed his fist into the grinning brown face. The Mexican reeled backwards.


    "No," snapped Scott. "Vamose, hombre, Pronto!"


    The other grinned wickedly. "She dance with Juan. No?"


    "No is right!" snapped Scott. He doubled his fist, and crashed it into the grinning brown face. The man reeled backwards, sending bottles and glasses tumbling from the next table; recovered, and snatched a knife from his shirt.


    Instantly there was turmoil. Scott thrust Mary behind him, and backward toward the door. A bottle struck his shoulder, and a knife passed his ear so swiftly that it sung like a bullet. As a dusky peon whirled another bottle above his head, Scott fired from his hip and smashed the bottle into splinters. A man lunged at him from the side, and he kicked viciously at the fellow's middle, doubling him on the floor. A spinning beer-mug caught him on the side of his head, and he staggered for a moment, felt Mary's soft body behind him, and struggled erect. The door was near now. They backed through it into the street.


    After them came the howling, angered mob.


    


    Mickey Finn


    


    QUICK!" Shrieked Mary, tugging at his arm, "This way!"


    He permitted her to guide him, keeping his body between her and the advancing mob of peons and breeds, holding them off with the threat of his automatic. As a warning, he fired again, breaking the wrist of a man who held a stone upraised to throw. The man's howl of agony sounded above the bellow of the crowd.


    "Here," said Mary, pulling his arm, and he bumped suddenly and unexpectedly into the side of an automobile, whose motor he could feel quivering and vibrating. He backed in through the door of the car, and as the car purred into action, fired one last shot at an up flung hand holding a knife, saw the thumb of that hand vanish, and then settled back into the seat as the car sped along the rutted red clay road that wound between the mountains and the sea toward Agua Caliente.


    It was a long and powerful sedan, evidently bullet-proof. In the front seat were Foo Yong in Chinese pajamas, driving, and Joe Murray, the thick-set gray-haired ex-leader of the Grandi Gang of Chicago.


    "Noice shootin', dick!" said the big Irishman, grinning appreciatively.


    "Humph! We learn to shoot in Texas," grunted Scott. "Lucky you came when you did. That is, unless this is a ride you're taking me on."


    "Wheh Missy Slesson?" asked Foo Yong.


    "Julia! Good Lord, I forgot about her! I'll have to go back."


    "She can take care of herself," said Mary sharply. "How do you expect to get into that place now?"


    "I'll get in, all right. A stranger attracts attention in these little Mex towns, but a Chinese stranger would attract less attention than another. Foo Yong, you and I are changing clothes!"


    "Velly good."


    


    THEY stopped beside an arroyo, and Scott and Foo Yong retired to effect the exchange. While changing, the G-man informed the Chinaman of the probable fate of his sister, and though the impassive yellow face gave no sign, Scott could see that deep grief and bitter hate glistened behind the slant Oriental eyes.


    "Listen to me, Foo Yong," he said. "You see that Mary is taken safely to the hotel in San Diego, and then you can do whatever you please about this. I'm after this gang of murderers, whoever they are; and if you want to be in on it, you come back to Ensenada, with or without Joe Murray, either in the Coast Guard cruiser, or by car."


    "Can do," said Foo Yong stolidly.


    "And the next time you want to bring a sister in, get her entered as a college student, and then let her drop out of sight after she gets in."


    "You tellee me how blake law, Missy G-man?" exclaimed Foo Yong in surprise.


    


    SCOTT colored. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully for a moment. Then he nodded. "One feels differently about a law, when it affects one personally," he said. "That's probably a line from Confucius, though I made it up myself."


    Having donned the silken trousers and jacket of the Chink, Scott next busied himself with his pocket make-up kit, rubbing yellow tan stain on hands and face. When, twenty minutes later, a black-haired Chinaman walked mincingly down Ensenada's chief business street, no one cast so much as a glance at him.
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    With an abrupt motion Julia swept up her skirt and snatched a revolver from a holster just above her knee.


    


    HE DID not approach the front entrance of the Casa de Libertad, for Chinese do not enter cantinas as customers.


    Instead he circled the building, finding himself at last in the midst of the group of adobe structures that seemed to be associated with it. He located a window that seemed to be in the corner of the building to which Julia and her companion had retired, a narrow, grimy, dusty pane, below which a scorpion crawled in idle search of food. Scott brushed the great insect aside, and peeped gingerly through. Squinting through the dusty glass, he saw a man, seated at a table with his back to the window. Julia sat facing him. Scott was struck by something queer in her expression; as much as he could discern of it. She was apparently staring vaguely into space, and then she suddenly swayed. With an abrupt motion she swept up her skirt, and he glimpsed her long, slim, graceful legs as she snatched at the small jeweled revolver holster just above her knee. The man rose suddenly, and Julia, with an apparent effort, struggled to her feet, leveled the weapon, and then—pitched headlong across the table, slid limply into her chair, and lay with her head on her out flung arms.


    


    SCOTT had his weapon out, held against the glass, but he did not fire, for it had occurred to him that a shot would only bring a howling mob of peons down on him, and his chance of rescuing Julia would be better without such distractions. He peered through the pane again, and now saw that the fellow had lifted Julia, who was doubtless drugged, and was carrying her, not toward the door to the bar room, but toward a corner to Scott's left, a part of the chamber invisible from the window.


    After a moment, Scott pried carefully at the casement. The window was unfastened, and swung creakingly in on hinges, but it was extremely narrow. He wriggled his way in head-first, landed lightly on his hands, and sprang to his feet. Only one door was visible, that to the bar room, but—the chamber was empty!


    Scott stared perplexedly around, then stiffened as the door squeaked open. Instantly dropping his automatic into the capacious sleeve of his borrowed blouse, Scott picked up a wicker tray, and began piling the glasses upon it, as though he belonged there.


    "Ling-hi!" said the newcomer, whom Scott recognized as the Mexican-Chink proprietor, Charlie Yung. "Ling-hi, you rat!" As Scott made no answer, he glanced sharply at him, and burst suddenly into a flood of Chinese!


    Scott continued to say nothing. "One of those Cantonese dogs, eh?" said Yung. "Can't understand honest Hang-chow. Who the hell are you? You substituting for Ling-hi?"


    "Yes, Missy Yung," said Scott.


    "Well, you tell Ling-hi next tune he gets hopped up, he's through here, savvy? I'm sick of him sending his lousy friends around to hold his job for him. Now, clear off that table and get out." He turned, then paused. "Where'd Bakoff take the broad? Down the hole?"


    "No savvy," said Scott briefly.


    


    “WELL, I got to see him." Yung stepped over to the corner, bent and lifted a square section of the floor, revealing a flight of steps going down into darkness. He vanished.


    Scott waited until the sounds of his footsteps had died away, and then followed. Below was a dark passage leading apparently toward one of the outer buildings. He felt his way carefully along.


    Voices sounded. He made out a thin line of light under what seemed to be a door. He crept near and listened.


    Yung was saying, "Hammond's upstairs. He wants to buy twenty girls for his string of houses in Frisco. He says they gotta be younger and prettier this time."


    "Okay wid me," said Bakoff. "Tell him here's a white one he can have in about half an hour, after I get through wid her. He ought to cough up anyway a grand for her. Pretty, ain't she?"


    "Damn pretty. Who is she?"


    "Sister o' Pug Dorni. She didn't know I recognized her, so she come tryin' ter dig some info out o' me, so I had ter slip her de works."


    "Think Hammond would run the chance of taking her?"


    "Sure. Pug'd never know what happened to her. Youse bring Slim here after he's looked over de Chink cuties."


    "Right. But I don't see what fun you can get out a dame that's passed out."


    "She ain't gonna stay passed out," returned Bakoff with a significant laugh. "All she needs is a little stimulant, an' I'm gonna supply it. Watch."


    There was the sound of tearing cloth. "One for the dress," chuckled Bakoff. - There was a snap. "And two for the brassiere," he went on. "And three for——


    


    HE GOT no further. Scott opened the door, and walked mincingly in, his hands folded within his wide sleeves, one clutching his concealed automatic. He saw Bakoff bending above the form of Julia, who lay on a tattered leather couch, her torn dress on the floor beside her, her body bare to the waist, and her breasts pink in the dim lamplight. The man, with one hand on her silk-sheathed legs, had the other crooked into the elastic band that bound her teddy about her slim body. Without taking his hands off Julia, Bakoff turned his head, and stood scowling and motionless at Scott's entrance.


    "Now what the hell!" ejaculated Yung.


    "Missy Hammond up stair," announced Scott, "He want you come plonto."
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    Scott saw Bakoff bending over the form of Julia, who lay on a battered couch.


    "He does, eh? Well, maybe I better see what—" As Yung turned, Scott swung from his knees, his fist crashed into the unsuspecting jaw with a thud. The mongrel's eyes went dull, and he dropped. Scott caught Bakoff's arm as he snatched for his rod, cut off his surprised bellow for help with a hasty blow to his thick throat, and then felled him with a terrific right to his paunchy middle.


    


    SCOTT stared about him at the three unconscious figures. The room had but one door. He could hardly carry the almost nude Julia back up the stairway and out the window, for the attention she was sure to attract would certainly bring the crowd from Yung's cantina down on them. So he took the only alternative; he shouldered the unconscious girl, clasped his arm tightly about her soft, rounded limbs, and strode into the dark corridor toward unknown danger.


    


    Slim Hammond a Hero?


    


    SCOTT, in his Chinese disguise, bore his limp burden gingerly along the unlighted passage. It seemed a long way before any sound other than his own slippered footsteps came to his ears, but at last he heard voices again. Feminine voices, this time, and they came apparently from another of the underground rooms. He located the door, and carefully tried it. It was unlocked, and he peered cautiously in.


    A group of about two dozen girls met his eyes—Chinese girls, in all stages of dress and undress. They were sitting about, chattering in incomprehensible sing-song. Since the room was at the extreme end of the passage, Scott again took the only course open to him—he opened the door wider and walked in.


    A chorus of shrieks greeted him, and the unclothed members of the party huddled back, hiding themselves with whatever garments were at hand, or simply shrieking behind the others. A flood of Chinese syllables were flung at him as he walked deliberately to a couch, motioned the occupants away, and deposited Julia on it.


    "Now," he said, facing them. "Do any of you yellow babies savvy English?"


    


    THERE was an abrupt silence. At last a slim, sloe-eyed girl who had been struggling into a pair of silken trousers came timidly out from her corner. "Speakee mission English," she said, and then added accusingly, "You no China boy!"


    Scott remembered his costume with a start. "Uh—no," he said. "I'm here to help you, but first you have to help me. Help white lady, savvy?" He indicated Julia, who was beginning to stir. "Want clothes, savvy?"


    The Chinese girl savvied. She let go a burst of syllables, and from bundles and bags the others produced exquisitely woven and embroidered silk shirtwaists and trousers. They gathered around Julia, and one held a glass of water to her lips while they slipped on the garments. Scott turned back to the sloe-eyed girl.


    "Who are you?" he asked. "And what are you doing here?"


    "My called in English, Light of—how you say Kung-fu-tze?—Oh, Confucius. My name Light of Confucius. We came here because China boy in Amelica like pictures. We blides."


    "Picture-brides, eh?" muttered Scott, thinking of Yung's words of a few minutes ago. He saw the plot now, or part of it anyway. They were bringing these girls over by telling them that they had been chosen as picture brides, charging them for the smuggling as they had charged Foo Yung's sister, and once they were here, they were sold into houses like those of Slim Hammond's in Frisco's Barbary Coast. Whoever was doing the job was collecting from both ends. Scott's blood boiled at the fiendish injustice of it. But at the moment there was little he could do, for he had to get Julia and himself out of the spot they were in.


    "Listen, Light of Confucius," he said. "When they come around to run you up to the States, you put 'em off. Say you're not ready or something. See?"


    The girl impassively shook her head. "My all leady," she objected. "My want get mallied."


    Scott frowned pityingly at these girls bound for a life of white slavery. No, of yellow slavery. But at that moment Julia gasped, opened her eyes, and pushed herself dizzily to a sitting position.


    


    WHAT—what's this?" she gulped. "Where did you Chinks come from?" She brushed her forehead. "O-o-o-oh! What a headache! I never passed out on two drinks before. And—and where's my clothes?"


    "Do I look like I got 'em on?" asked Scott sarcastically. "Pull yourself together. We've got to get out of here."


    "Scotty!" Say, what is this? Are we at a masquerade or something? We're both Chinks!" She shook her head to clear it. "I get it!" she gasped. "I been mickey-finned! That dirty son of a Bakoff! Me! Me, Julia Dorni Slesson—mickey-finned!"


    "Moan about it tomorrow," suggested Scott. "We got to get out of here."


    Julia stood up, and Scott realized admiringly that' she was very beautiful, with her olive skin and jet-black hair, and her slimly rounded figure sheathed in the clinging silks.


    Suddenly there was a hubbub in the corridor. There was the sound of footsteps, and the door burst open to reveal Charlie Yung backed by a number of Mexicans and breeds.


    "There they are!" he yelled.


    


    SCOTT wasted no time in thought. "Come on!" he called to Julia, and flung himself at the mongrel, who was actually grinning in his rage. But Charlie Yung, had no mind to encounter another of those pile-driver blows, and he dodged back among his men. Scott flashed his automatic, but instantly he was the center of such a mass of human flesh that he was simply overwhelmed. A dozen pairs of hands clutched each of his arms and legs, and in a moment he was panting and helpless, watching other peons subdue the scratching and biting Julia.


    "So!" said the leering Yung. "The fighting Chink, huh? Well, you came in where you got no business being, so we're putting you out— for good!"


    He turned. "Lock the dame in a room until we can show her to a customer," he ordered, "and bring this guy down the hall. I got a notion to settle with him right away."


    He flourished Scott's own automatic, and suddenly leveled it full at his head.


    "Say your prayers, you Canton ape!" he snarled.


    There was a sound of voices in the corridor. Someone said, "A Chink? Chinks don't sock with their fists. They use toad-stabbers." A cough, hollow and sepulchral.


    "Well this one slugged me on de button, I'm tellin' yer."


    


    WONG turned, as forms appeared in the doorway. The first was Bakoff, and behind him, thin and sallow, his reptilian eyes glittering, was Slim Hammond.


    "Hello, Yung," he said pleasantly. "Giving this bozo the works, huh?"


    "Ain't you smart to guess it!" growled the mongrel.


    "Hammond stepped forward, peering closely at Scott. Suddenly he spat on his finger and rubbed it firmly against the fake Chinaman's yellow cheek.


    "Yeah," he said. "I thought so. Stain. This guy's a phoney." His eyes narrowed as he inspected Scott's features. He nodded. "H'are ya, Scott?" he said. "Nice day for a funeral, ain't it?"


    Scott grunted. "Any day's a nice day for your funeral."


    "Now, is that polite?" Hammond coughed, and turned to Bakoff. "You let me handle this," he muttered from the corner of his mouth.


    "But dis guy slugged me. Let Yung give him de works."
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    Scott stared at the prone figures on the floor. The room had but one door.


    Hammond winked quickly at Scott. "Aw, now, he drawled, "me and Scotty have known each other a long time. Come over here, Yung."


    There was a low-voiced conference in the corridor. In a few seconds he was back, grinning crookedly.


    


    “SCOTT," said Hammond smoothly. "I've a proposition to put up to you. If I get you out of here, will you lay off of me?"


    The G-man shook his head. "Sorry, Hammond," he grimly replied. "You know as well as I do that you're wanted by the government for killing several of our men."


    Hammond shrugged and coughed: "I'm going straight, Scott," he said. "And I'm going to prove it by letting you loose without any strings on it. All I ask is for you to put in a good word for me now and then, and give me a break some time."


    


    SCOTT stared at him amazed. "Well, I'll be damned!" he exploded. "What is this? Some sort of gag? "


    "You’re clear, I tell you. Scram."


    "Not till I get what this is all about."


    "I tell you," said Hammond calmly, "I'm going straight. Get it?"


    "No, but maybe I'm asleep and dreaming," said Scott slowly. '"Does Julia get in on this too?"


    "Is she here? Sure. Both of you are in the clear." He spoke a few words to the glowering Yung, and the latter disappeared into the hall. "Come on, Scott. You and Julia scram."


    Scott walked slowly toward the hall, where Julia was approaching from the room in which she had been confined. At the door he turned.


    "I don't know whether I owe you anything or not, Hammond," he said grimly, "but just in case I do, I'm warning you now to keep out of this business of smuggling Chinks, because it's going to be dangerous. And I mean keep out of any part of it, see? I'm warning you."


    "Me?" asked Hammond innocently. "Why, I wouldn't have anything to do with a racket that ain't straight. You know that, Scotty."


    


    The Message


    


    STILL in their Oriental garments, Scott and Julia walked through the bar room of the Casa de Libertad and into the afternoon sun of Ensenada. Behind them came Hammond, a queerly sardonic light in his cobra eyes. At the outer door he paused.


    "Okay,"' he said. "You're out of a tough spot, you two; and don't forget your pal Slim in your prayers tonight."


    "How are we going to get to Coronado?" asked Julia sharply.


    "Hoof it," suggested Slim. "I ain't interested in how you get where. I'm down here for me health."


    He vanished into the cantina. Julia, still weak and a bit pale from the effects of her Mickey Finn, leaned against the adobe wall; and Scott, with neither money nor official-standing in Mexico, frowned for a moment over the problem.


    It was solved almost instantly by the appearance of Murray's sedan, swaying and bouncing over the dusty road. Murray himself was driving, and beside him sat Foo Yong. In the back seat was Mary Smith, her face strained and anxious.


    She glowed with relief as she saw them.


    


    SEATED between Mary and Julia, Scott turned his thoughts again to the problems that were involved in this curious case.


    "How'd you happen to come back?" he asked Mary.


    "How'd you expect I'd expect you'd get out of here?" she countered. "We hung around, waiting for you to come down the road, or something; and when you didn't, we came back for you." She glanced at Julia. "Why the costume?" she asked coolly. "Been to a party?"


    "Yeah, and we had a swell time," retorted Julia ruefully. "The next time I mix in anything like this, I bring my own liquor."


    "Her boy-friend from Long Island doped her," explained Scott. "Anyway, Julia, I heard him say he thought you ought to bring a thousand dollars cash."


    "Only a grand?" she flared. "Now I am mad!" Scott laughed. "Did you find out anything from Bakoff?"


    "Yeah, but he didn't know he was telling it. I asked him what he was doing down this way, and he started to say, "Oh, me and Slim,— " and then changed it to 'me and a couple o' pals is down here for our health.' Get it?"


    


    “SURE I get it. It means first that the Man on Long Island is backing Hammond in his lousy string of dives; and second, it means that the Man on Long Island hasn't anything to do with the actual smuggling of the Chinks, or Hammond wouldn't have to pay Yung for 'em. The only thing that doesn't fit"—he frowned—"is why Hammond should turn soft and let us off. He could have let Yung bump off the two of us and been rid of me without dirtying his own hands at all."


    "Maybe," suggested Julia archly, "he likes me." "If he liked you, you'd have been on your way to one of his joints right now. That's the way he likes his women."


    "Oh well, if you're going to be nasty—"


    "Wait a minute!" growled Scott. "I think I've got it. Let me think a while."


    He thought all the way to Coronado, and kept right on thinking when they walked into the hotel in that city. The clerk at the desk handed him an envelope. He opened it, glanced at the message within, and whistled. It was brief, typewritten, and unsigned, and it said merely, "They're running them tonight."


    


    “ANOTHER tip!" he grunted: "Well, if my hunch about this thing is right, there'll be some fireworks tonight." He glanced at the sun visible beyond the window, sinking swiftly into a golden, molten ocean. "And we haven't any time to waste if we're going to head them off. It'll be dark in half an hour." He turned to Torchy Cullinane, who was sitting in the lobby, reading a movie magazine. "Where's Dan and Gregory?"


    "They went up to Long Beach for a better sea-going jalopy. They got a line on a speedy job."


    "Good. We'll head for the dock, and meet 'em as they come in. We can't waste time."


    


    “I WANT to go too," said Mary. "I want to see those murderers finished, or something."


    "Me too," said Julia. "That is, as soon as I get these Chink clothes off, and into some honest-to-God American duds."


    "It ain't no place fer skirts," retorted Joe Murray, a fatherly grin on his broad features. "Especially dames thot don't know a Mickey Finn from a pink lady. But, Foo Yong, yez c'n go along wid th' G-man. It's yer war, anyhow."


    "You can come too, Murray," the G-Man generously suggested.


    But the old Irishman shook his head. "Wan av us had better stay here ter watch th' gurls," he explained, "or they moight go traipsin' off ter Mexico again."


    For a long moment Scott held Mary's hand, looking into her deep and serious blue eyes, and then they were parted, and he was walking swiftly toward the dock. Scarcely had they arrived, when a long, swift, silvery shape roared out of the sea around the point and slid smoothly to rest at their side. Gregory Patton was at the wheel, and Dan O'Brien was just completing the installation of a vicious machine gun in the bow.


    


    “HI!" said the latter. "How do you like the Sting-ray? Neat job, eh? And here's a joke. When I come to rent her in


    Long Beach, who do you think owned her? Gus Svenson!"


    "Svenson!" ejaculated Scott. "One of Hammond's rodmen! Hammond knows what I'm here for, and that means that Svenson knows it too. Now why should Hammond rent me a boat for the purpose of cutting off a flock of smuggled Chinks that he himself has just bought for his hot-spots? Something's screwy."


    He was still scowling over the problem, as the Sting-ray slipped like a silver arrow out into the darkening Pacific. The last yellow beams of sunset had vanished, and night came swiftly down from the San Bernadino Mountains. The golden sea turned rapidly into a blue-black expanse of mystery, wherein glowed stars and a thin crescent moon like an echo of the sky above. With idling engines, they cruised back and forth across the course that would have to be taken by the smuggler, and now and again killed their motors completely to listen in the silence that followed. And then—far in the mysterious south came the staccato roar of an approaching motor launch.


    


    “THAT'S them!" cried Torchy Cullinane, to whom gasoline engines spoke as plainly as human voices to others. "I hear the low compression in their fifth cylinder, same as last night." He bent over his controls, and Scott realized with grim satisfaction that if their own engines were capable of one extra revolution, Torchy could get it out of them.


    "Head 'em off," ordered the G-man, and the Sting-ray leaped to the task like a living thing.


    The smuggler sheered away. But this time the pursuing craft was no lumbering cabin-cruiser, and even the low swift black shadow of the outlaw vessel could not outspeed it. Scott was gaining, slowly, and relentlessly.


    There came a flash, and a sullen boom. Just ahead of them the water rose in a silvery spray that glistened in the faint moonlight.


    "Cover that gun, Dan!" snapped the G-man. "Cut down anybody who tries to use it."


    


    THERE came the rattle of machine gun fire. Suddenly, high and thin above it, there sounded the cry of a man in mortal agony, and on the fleeing craft before them a dim figure rose, swayed, and dropped with a bright sprinkle of light into the black sea. And the Sting-ray kept on gaining steadily.


    There was a shadowy confusion on the smuggler. Figures moved and shifted as if in struggle, and then a black bulk, long and narrow, splashed into the sea.


    Scott swore softly and bitterly. "They dumped a girl," he grated. "Torchy, cut down and see if we can pick her up."


    "We'll lose distance," objected the red-head, inured as he was to death by the horrors of war. "All the same we've got to try. We can't let a girl, even a Chink girl, drown without trying to rescue her."


    The roar of the engines diminished, as they approached the spot where the dark figure had been tossed overboard. They coasted slowly through the dark waters, but the sea was as unruffled as though no slim, dark-eyed, girlish body struggled for breath beneath somewhere in its mystic depths.


    "No use," growled Scott, viciously. "They weighted her. Speed up again."


    


    THE Sting-ray roared into motion again. The smuggler had gained dangerously, and only the distance-muffled thunder of her engines guided the pursuers. But little by little they overhauled the outlaw, and her black silhouette grew into dusky visibility before them.


    Keen-eyed Dan O'Brien glimpsed a shadowy figure stooping over the one-pounder in the stern. Before the gun could be fired, his own weapon spat a dozen sharp lances of white flame, and that figure too crumpled with an agonized cry and vanished. And the pursuers kept on gaining on their quarry slowly, steadily, and relentlessly.


    Then—there was another glittering splash in the water astern of the smuggler craft. They had heaved another poor girl overboard!


    "Damn them!" swore Scott bitterly. "They're slowing us down with live bait. They know we can't pass up the chance of rescuing a woman, and they're dropping them one by one as we get near them. But if we can rescue just one girl alive——!


    Just one for evidence. But we can't. They're weighting them down."


    Again he swore. "Slow down, Torchy. Even if we lose the murderers, we have to try to rescue the girls."


    And ahead of them the smuggler sped off into the darkness.


    


    Unexpected Help


    


    AGAIN nothing but black and ominous waters met their gaze. There was no sign of the miserable victim now gasping out her life, fathoms down in the secret ocean depths. And again Scott ordered Torchy to continue the pursuit of the criminal ship, that now sped somewhere to the north, completely hidden by darkness and betrayed only by the faint purr of its exhausts.


    But once more the swift Sting-ray began to overhaul the smuggler. Once more a shadowy streak loomed far ahead of them, and again Dan O'Brien kept his keen eyes on the small cannon in the stern, and Torchy Cullinane bent more eagerly over his thundering motors, nursing every ounce of compression into the laboring cylinders.


    Scott's grim eyes were fixed on the fleeing craft. So intent was he that he started in surprise as a figure suddenly appeared at his side— Foo Yong, with his glittering Oriental eyes turned in implacable hatred toward the smuggler vessel.


    They were drawing near. Suddenly a third dark body splashed in the water.


    Scott drew a deep breath. "Don't stop!" he gritted. "It's no use anyway. Keep going." There were signs of confusion aboard the fugitive. Dim figures seemed struggling. They were close enough now to hear a terror-stricken girl's scream above the roar of the engines and the hiss of the spray. And then—not one, but two bodies hurtled into the foaming sea. Two? Three, rather—five—a dozen!


    "By God, we've got to stop!" bellowed Scott. "They've thrown over half their cargo!"


    


    TORCHY CULLINANE cut his throttle. The Sting-ray slid smoothly into the area of death, the screws reversed, and the craft tossed gently, motionless save for the swells. Scott peered sharply at the surface, but nothing broke the smooth sheen. Then—a hundred feet to starboard a shapeless mass heaved on the surface—a brown, wriggling sack—and with a clearly audible tearing sound, a glistening arm flashed momentarily in the moonlight, a gurgling scream tore the air, and there was—nothing. Nothing save a swift glint in the water that might be shark or barracuda.
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    "Damn those devils!" rasped Scott. "I'll get 'em, if it's the last act of my life!"


    But it seemed hopeless. When they moved swiftly north again, not even the faint hum of a distant exhaust remained to guide them. The smugglers were lost to them on the wide ocean. They bored into the darkness at random, hoping only for the remote chance of the telltale sound of engines. It came. Torchy Cullinane looked up with an eager twist to his grim mouth. "That's the boat!" he hissed. "And listen. It's coming toward us!" He listened intently. "By God, there's two of 'em!" he exclaimed.


    Now Scott could make out the sound of the second craft, and abruptly came the boom of the one-pounder and the rattle of a machine gun. Somebody was driving the smuggler into their hands! But who?


    


    THE black craft loomed suddenly out of the night, its exhausts flaming. "Let 'em have it!" blazed Scott, and O'Brien responded with willing hands. The outlaw sheered away.


    Behind it the strange pursuer, swift and gray, headed it off again. The smuggler was trapped between two boats whose speed outmatched its own. It curved backward toward the Sting-ray.


    "Torchy!" yelled Scott. "They're trying to ram us!"


    Expertly Torchy swung their craft aside, but so close did the outlaw vessel pass that its gunwale actually scratched their stern. And. off in the night it was circling, veering back to try again.


    Again Torchy avoided it, while O'Brien poured a stream of lead into the enemy. But the man in the stern, protected by the bulletproof glass of the cabin, was untouched, and no other figure was visible. And again the vessel curved back, this time cutting its course so that it was almost successful in ramming their strange helper, who circled a hundred and fifty feet distant. Then bore down on the G-men again.


    Very narrowly indeed did Torchy avoid this attempt. The board beneath them shook to a glancing blow, and then the enemy sheered off again—but as the gap widened, a lithe figure flung itself across from the Sting-ray to the outlaw! A knife flashed in an upraised arm, and suddenly the smuggler's motors died into silence, and the craft lost headway, sliding at last gently to their very side. And in the stern crouched Foo Yong, wiping his bloody knife on the clothes of his victim!


    Scott glanced briefly at the man, recognizing him as one of the peons from the Casa de Libertad, and then leaped lightly aboard.


    "Anyone else here?" he asked.


    "No savvy," said the dying Mexican stolidly. Then he coughed, shuddered, and lay still.


    Scott stepped gingerly into the cabin, and suddenly snatched his automatic and fired. There was a howl of pain and a gun crashed to the floor.


    "Come on out, Yung," said the G-man. "We got you."


    


    CHARLIE YUNG, clutching a broken wrist, came waddling into the open. "You got nothing," he growled viciously. "There ain't no corpus delicti. You ain't got no evidence. We was on the high seas."


    "Hold a knife on him, Foo Yong!" Scott commanded, for a faint thumping in the dark cabin had caught his attention, and he strode in and peered down at a gently heaving sack in the corner.


    "Here's one you overlooked," he said grimly; and slit the sack.


    Within it, half unconscious from lack of air, was a girl, a sloe-eyed Chinese girl.


    "Hello, Light of Confucius, said Scott. Behind him he heard Foo Yong's gasp, "Light of Kung-fu-tze? Allee samee Foo Lien!" He pushed past Scott. "Foo Lien!" he cried. "You no come last night!"


    "Two clowded last night," said the girl dazedly. "I come tonight."


    "Well, it saved your life," observed- Scott. Then he shouted out through the cabin door, "There's our evidence, Yung!"


    But there came no answer. Scott, suddenly realizing that Foo Yong had left his job of guarding Charlie Yung, dashed out on deck. The half-breed Mexican-Chink no longer stood silhouetted against the starlit sky.


    


    SCOTT frantically looked around to see where his captive had fled. His foot struck a body—that of the dead peon, of course. But he stooped and felt of it in the darkness. There were two dead bodies. Charlie Yung lay beside his henchman, Foo's knife buried to the hilt in his back.


    "Well," sighed Scott, "it'll save Uncle Sam the cost of a trial. And I guess it won't stretch my conscience too much to write it down in my report as 'killed trying to escape.' An old Mexican custom." He laughed grimly.


    A cough sounded across the waters. Scott looked up and saw that the unknown boat which had helped them to round-up the smuggler, was now drifting idly against the port side of the Sting-ray. He sprang to his own deck, and peered across to see who the stranger was, and there, his snaky eyes glittering in the moonlight, stood— Slim Hammond!


    "Hi, Scott!" said the gangster. "Don't ever say me 'n' me pals ain't buddies of yours. We done you a good turn tonight."


    Scott turned to his men. "Cover 'em!" he snapped. "If Hammond or one of his men bats an eyelash, drop him. Get me?"


    "Hey!" wailed Hammond, aghast. "What's the big idea? We was helping you!"


    "Yeah, you were helping me all right. I'm no punk, Slim, and I know the only way you'll ever go straight is when you grab a handful of clouds. So when you pulled that line, I started looking for the catch in it, and I got it figured out, too."


    "There ain't no catch to it, Scotty."


    


    “OH, NO? Well, here's my dope. You're running a chain of hot-spots for the Man on Long Island, and you've been buying Chink girls for 'em. Then you discover that Charlie Yung is working a double racket, collecting from the girls to smuggle 'em into the U. S., where they think there's a husband waiting for 'em, and then collecting again from you when he sells 'em into white—I mean yellow slivery. So you and your boss on Long Island figure you might as well save the cost of the girls, and then collect for bringing 'em over besides, so you decided to muscle-in on Yung's racket. But you figure it's just as easy to let the government take care of Yung, so you send me those anonymous tips, and when I'm in a jam in Ensenada, you even help me out of it—just so as I can do your dirty work for you!"


    "Why, you lousy——!" began Hammond. Suddenly he snatched for his gat. "I rather thought you'd double-cross me, Scott, after my playing square with you. What's to prevent me from giving you the works now, and being shed of both you and Yung? It'll look just like you two shot it out with each other, and all got killed. All right, Scott, you asked for it, and now—." He coughed.


    His boat suddenly swarmed with gangsters, armed with tommy guns trained upon the four G-men. Scott and his operatives were hopelessly outnumbered.


    "All right, boys," cried Hammond, his voice rising to a fiendish crescendo, and cracking. "All right, boys," he began again, "let 'em— no don't, don't. Fer cripes sakes, don't!"


    


    HIS henchmen lowered the muzzles of their weapons. Scott gazed across in surprise. Silhouetted against the moonlit sky, a figure in Chinese pajamas stood beside Slim Hammond, a long-knife pressed against the gangster's ribs.


    "Okay, Missy Scott," sung out Foo Yong's birdlike voice.


    "Stick 'em up, Slim," Scott grimly added.


    But suddenly the motors of his own boat roared, and it shot forward, spilling him into the cockpit.


    "Down, down!" shouted Danny Cullinane, stepping on the gas. "You fool, Walter. Foo Yong can hold him off only for a minute. We've got to beat it, while the going's good."


    A splash sounded in the water behind them. Then the rattle of many machine guns, as Hammond's boat gave chase. Bullets riffled the water all about them, and ripped and tore into the Sting-ray; as crouching law they drove her forward, northeastward toward the American coast.


    "I suppose you're right, Dan," Scott admitted ruefully, "but I hate to leave Foo Yong in their clutches."


    "Foo Yong's done for," said Cullinane grimly.


    "But the girl! She's still in that boat."


    "They're leaving her behind. She's safe for the present."


    


    THE Sting-ray slowly drew away from its pursuer. The bullets fell astern. Sergeant O'Brien then crept forward, flat to the deck. Reaching his powerful 50-calibre machine gun, he swung it around, and pointed it aft above their heads. "This'll hold 'em off," he shouted, as he let loose a couple of bursts.


    "It'll do more than that," Scott exulted. "Let's circle back, Dan."


    Round in a wide circle swept the Sting-ray. And now it was Hammond's turn to flee.


    But in fleeing, he headed for the still drifting boat of the smugglers—the boat which held the dead bodies of Charlie Yung and his peon henchman—and the very live little Chinese maiden.


    "Head 'em off, Dan!" shouted Scott. "Give it to 'em, O'Brien!"


    But it was no use. Nothing they, could; do would keep Slim Hammond from reaching the drifting craft ahead of them.


    And then suddenly there came a red flash from the smuggler's boat, followed by a white burst aboard Hammond's boat; and then two dull booms.


    "The girl's firing the one-pounder!" exclaimed Scott, amazed.


    Confronted by this new menace, Hammond veered away from his intended victim. And the Sting-ray shot in between them; then reversed its engines and backed churningly up beside the stalled smuggler.


    "That girl's going to be saved," Scott exclaimed, "even if Hammond gets away. We can catch him some other day."


    Standing in the smuggler, were not only the Light of Confucius, but her brother, dripping wet. "Slim Hammond better not tly monkey-business with Foo Yong," he intoned, grinning, as he helped his sister aboard the boat of the G-men.


    Two hours later the Sting-ray, followed by the boat of the late Charlie Yung, purred quietly into Coronado Bay, where on the dock Mary, her face changing from anxiety to relief, stood in the moonlight, with the wind whipping her skirt charmingly about her trim figure, waiting for Scott.
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    "There is no such thing as truth!" barked Professor Thaddeus Crabbe, staring truculently at his youthful assistant, Jerry Blake. "No fact and no statement is entirely true!"


    "Except that last statement of yours, I suppose," grinned the younger man, looking up from the dusky corner of the Crannan Foundation's astrophysical laboratory. "What brought forth the remark, anyway?"


    Crabbe drew his enormous bulk erect. "I repeat," he said with the impressive dignity of a fat man, "that truth is a purely relative matter. It depends, as Einstein showed, on the point of view of the observer. Like everything else in an Einstein or de Sitter universe, it is entirely relative, and what's more, it's probably curved as well. Interesting idea," he concluded reflectively. "Curved truth."


    Blake chuckled. "Why the outburst?"


    The professor glowered again. "Those fool directors!" he blazed. "No appropriation unless I can produce evidence that my theory is based on truth. And they want assurance that the experiment will not reflect on the Foundation. Ever since the biochemistry division poisoned that subject last year they've been afraid of trouble. Truth — bah!"


    "What experiment?" asked Blake.


    "I've half a notion to tell you." Crabbe eased his enormous midsection into a chair. "You wouldn't understand, of course, being merely a statistician, but perhaps you can appreciate the validity of the concept. Even a statistician ought to know something about the facts represented by his figures."


    "Well, a professor seldom knows anything about the figures represented by his facts," observed Blake cheerfully.


    "Curved space," muttered Crabbe. "Curved time. The infinitely dead past. And what's more," he said, "curved size! Why not? If I postulate a telescope that will pierce into infinite largeness and a microscope that will probe into infinite smallness, why should they not see the same thing? Of course! Looking into either, we should see the intermediate between the macro and micro-cosms, which is to say ourselves. We stand halfway between electron and star. And therefore, why not curved truth?"


    "Why not?" queried Jerry imperturbably.


    "You don't seem to take me seriously," said the professor suspiciously. "Naturally you fail to understand the paradoxes of relativity, the very paradoxes which my experiment was to have explored, if those fools of directors had allowed me to hire a subject."


    "I thought," said Blake, "that you were going to explain what your experiment was."


    "Explain? How am I to explain to a fool who merely juggles figures? But listen if you care to. You will not understand, however, for to quote Jeans: 'Most of the symbols used by the mathematical physicist today convey no physical picture to his mind.' But for the purpose of explanation, Shapley has made the more pertinent statement, to the effect that the spiral nebulae do not obey all known laws of mechanics. He makes a very significant suggestion when he observes that these vast nebulae act as if matter were somehow being forced through them into our three-dimensional space from — beyond. It was that observation that led me to a study of vortices, for the colossal spirals of the extra-galactic nebulae are each but an inconceivably vast vortex. It occurred to me to attempt to duplicate nebular conditions on a laboratory scale, and that is the heart of the experiment — a vortex. But not a vortex in the ordinary sense of the word."


    "Of course not," agreed Blake amiably.


    "No, not an ordinary vortex. In the first place, it has to take place in a gas so rare that one might call it practically a complete vacuum, for of that degree of rarity are the gaseous hearts of the nebulae. And of course the star streams that are the spiral arms are beyond human duplication." Crabbe paused frowning. "But a nebulae is more than a vortex of rarefied gases. There is as well a vast gravitational vortex, which is also beyond mortal powers. However, for that I substituted a magnetic vortex, a whirling field of force. And at last, to complete the known phenomena, I superimposed on these vortices, a vortex of radiation."


    "And when you were all through," asked Blake rhetorically, "what did you have?"


    Crabbe's watery blue eyes flashed to his face, and the round visage of the professor quivered into a smile. "I had a hole," he announced. "A hole or a tunnel."


    "A hole in what? A tunnel to where?"


    "Well, in what I cannot say. To where I don't know."


    "Well, I must say I can't blame the directors! There's a proverb about pouring money into a hole."


    Crabbe ignored him. "In the center of the vortex I produced a hole," he continued. "Unfortunately rabbits and cats lack what we humans are pleased to call our intelligence, and those I sent through were unable to devise a means of returning, if they were in physical condition to return. Since this end of the hole is in vacuo, it was necessary to send them through in closed jars, an environment not conducive to long survival unless they managed to escape. And several times I tried the scheme of attaching a cord to the container, and drawing it back again. The cat or rabbit reappeared indubitably frightened, but whether more frightened than it would have been if lowered into a sewer and withdrawn I am unable to say."


    "Can you see into the hole?"


    "A limited distance," said Crabbe. "The optical effect is rather startling, for the cat and jar seem almost to diminish instead of to recede. The appearance is as if one peered into the large tube containing my vortex and there observed container and cat suspended and receding, but receding into a distance that is, so to speak, within arm's length. Very queer. If the fool directors had allowed me to hire a human volunteer to go through, observe, and be withdrawn to report — " The professor turned a sudden watery glare at Blake. "By heaven! You can go!"


    "I? You're crazy!"


    "Crazy, eh! Who cares what happens to a statistician?"


    "I do," announced Blake decidedly.


    "But think of the possibilities! Haven't you any feeling for the glories of science? Why, I'd consider it an honor to risk my safety in such a cause!"


    "Why don't you, then? That is, if you could squeeze yourself through the hole."


    For some time Crabbe stared thoughtfully at the younger man. "All right!" he snapped in sudden decision. "I'll tell you what we'll do. We'll fix up two protective suits with oxygen tanks, and we'll both go!"


    "Up to now, I didn't dream of going, but since you've proved you don't know anything about the figures represented by your facts, I'll shag along just to keep an eye on you," Jerry Blake retorted blithely.


    Crabbe turned purple. "What do you mean by insolence!" he roared. "I could have you fired for this — this — "


    "Brazen insubordination they usually call it. But you won't. You see, we're going to fix up three suits."


    The professor's enormous bulk quivered, but he got more interested than angry. "Why three? There are only two of us."


    "That proves you're no statistician," said his young assistant with another dig at the professor's ego. "In the first place, we ought to take along a spare for emergency. In the second place, maybe we won't be two when we go through the vortex. Maybe we'll be curved also, curved into a flock of distortions of ourselves in any number of dimensions. As a matter of fact, we ought to take along more suits than we could possibly manage."


    "In the third place?" said Crabbe acidly.


    "In the third place," Jerry continued, unperturbed, "even if we only needed two suits, we might want to bring back someone or something."


    "What?"


    "How the heck do I know?" Jerry answered with a frown. "Maybe a four dimensional egg, maybe a five-sexed you-name it, maybe real reality."


    "Four — five — real — " spluttered Crabbe.


    "Why not? Look at a mirror and you see yourself plus some buildings. If you built a big enough mirror, it would reflect the universe. But suppose the universe is just a mirror? If we get through the vortex, maybe we would find that the universe is just a mirror to reflect real reality — beyond."


    "What an idea!" Crabbe growled.


    "What an idea!" Blake crowed. "You don't exist. I don't exist. Nobody exists. The universe is a fraud. It's just a colossal mirror, reflecting the nature of the reality beyond. You've dug a hole, a tunnel, a vortex through and now we'll get out."


    The professor's huge curvature suddenly bounced up and down as he waddled away. "Shut up! Stop talking! Get busy! The Crannan Foundation has all the supplies we need. We start tomorrow night."


    Jerry subsided and went to work. The three suits were prepared by early dawn. But the three suits were only two when Crabbe and his assistant met in the laboratory that night. The professor glared at Blake. "What do you mean by hiding the third suit?"


    "Search me. Why the dickens would I want to hide it?"


    Crabbe glowered at the vortex. "I suppose next you'll tell me it just walked into the vortex of its own accord. Confound it, I hate mysteries. You and I have the only keys to the laboratory except the one in the Directors' safe. Did you make a thorough search of the laboratory?"


    "No. I just got here before you did. But I distinctly remember leaving the three suits assembled on the table-top. Say — maybe something came through the vortex — "


    “—and took one of the suits? Phooey!" The professor snorted. "Anything that came through would have its own suit to protect it from our atmosphere. It wouldn't have any use for one of our suits."


    "But I would!" a voice chimed in brightly from behind them.


    They whirled around. A weird encasement, a cross between a diving suit and a space suit, enclosed a figure just coming out of a dark room closet at one end of the laboratory. The voice came clearly through a device built into the helmet. But all they could see of the figure was a small, belligerent nose and brown eyes with a gleam in them.


    "Thief. I order you to get out of my suit immediately," Crabbe roared.


    "I order you to stop screaming," mimicked the malicious voice of Leora Crannan. "Besides, I'm not a thief. My grandfather established this Foundation, and my father's one of the Directors. Their money runs — "


    "But my brains built the suit. And the vortex. Blake and I are going into it."


    "Go ahead, so am I," she continued blithely toward the vortex. "In case you didn't know it, sound-recorders were built into the walls of all the laboratories years ago. The Foundation's Directors know about your plans, and I'm going along."


    "See here, Lee, we can't let you!"


    "I forbid you to enter my vortex!"


    "Since when did anybody obtain exclusive rights to a hole, especially a hole in space?" Leora inquired sweetly, answering Crabbe, and stepped into the vortex.


    "Oh, good Lord, she means it," Jerry frowned. "Get going. We'll have to pile into our suits and scram after her right away or we'll lose her."


    As they worked feverishly, they saw a strange phenomenon. Leora, in the vortex, receded into the far distance, and drew closer to their eyes. It was a queer, dual illusion, of infinite distance as extreme closeness, with Leora departing toward them.


    She paused, however, and looked toward them, just as they were entering the vortex, and just as they feared she would pass above or below the range of vision. Her courage weakened when she found herself alone in the vortex, but when she saw Crabbe and Jerry on the trail, she resumed her way.


    "Snap this strap into one of your belt-rings, Jerry!" Crabbe had directed before they left the valve, or airlock, leading into the gigantic tube which housed the vortex. "I foresee difficulties in keeping ourselves together otherwise — we are about to come into personal contact with ‘i’".


    Now, inside the vortex, the prophesy of the rotund scientist was amply fulfilled. The two men could see each other, it is true, and they could see the strap connecting them; but ordinary directional perception was entirely meaningless in this new and startling continuum. The strap stretched an infinity of distance, yet a distance inexplicably approaching zero as a limit; and when they attempted to approach each other that strap tightened, forcing them apart! They could dimly see the laboratory through a glaring haze, its every familiar line weirdly distorted into an incomprehensible perspective; but they had little time to stare.


    "Jerry, help!" Leora's shriek reached their ears before they could ponder even briefly their unwonted sensations. "I took one step — one motion, anyway — toward the door I came through and it disappeared! I can just barely see you now, but I'm afraid to move toward you for fear you'll disappear too. What'll I do?"


    "Do nothing whatever," Crabbe instructed her, coolly. "While neither the purely mechanical brain of a statistician nor the puny brain of a woman could be expected to understand the fact, this region is characterized by the actuality of ‘i”; which you, Jerry, at least, know to be the square root of minus one. Therefore, the line of sight and all other vectors must be corrected by that amount. Since it is of course impossible for Miss Leora to determine the true direction, I shall move toward her, towing you by the strap."


    He moved off at an inexplicable angle, and in a moment Leora was clinging frantically to Jerry's arm.


    "But now what'll we do?" she wailed. "We can't see the door, lab, or anything!"


    "Elementary, my dear child, elementary," soothed Crabbe, loftily. "It is simply a matter of latitudes and departures, which I have already computed mentally, with sufficient exactitude. Come with me; I can find the way back very easily."


    He moved along another sense-wrenching line, and soon an opening did indeed appear — but it was not the three-dimensional airlock separating the vortex from the astrophysical laboratory. Instead there was revealed beyond that portal an infinity of purplish-green light filled with matters which their minds failed to grasp; and through that opening there rushed out, past them and through them, a torrent of something that was both invisible and impalpable, yet at the same time as tangible as solid iron!


    "Ah, yes — no fact and no statement is entirely true," mimicked the irrepressible Jerry. "Not even the one that you were able to find your way back quite easily!"


    "A mere detail," the Professor airily waved one grotesquely mittened hand. "Not being a statistician, it is not surprising that I overlooked the negative root. That, however, is a trifle, to be corrected at will. But now that I am here, what a contribution to science I can make by analyzing and reporting upon this extra-dimensional universe tapped by my vortex!"


    Now at the very orifice of the vortex, a scene spread before them at sight of which even the supremely egotistical Crabbe was awed to silence — a scene in essence, in fact, and in detail to human intelligence incomprehensible — paradox made manifest and material! And gradually something inherent in the stream rushing down the sinuous tube endowed their minds with a superhuman clarity and scope of perception. They gradually became cognizant of an entire universe, macroscopic and microscopic. Galaxies, solar systems, planets, molecules, atoms and electrons, each with its teeming billions of intelligent entities — down to the ultimately tiny building blocks of the ether itself, whose existence Crabbe's vast mathematical knowledge had enabled him so dimly to comprehend —all these things were spread before them in the one space and at the same time; nor, with all their newly acquired knowledge, could the three intruders perceive where they themselves stood in the fantastic scheme of this unbelievable cosmos; whether they were in fact larger than this entire outlandish super-universe or whether they actually were insignificant motes upon the surface of one of the tiniest of its electron worlds! Nor could they understand their motion through this strange continuum, which they knew to be an Earthly vacuum. Certainly they did not walk; nor did they fly; nor soar — but at will they moved, and indeed, sometimes involuntarily.


    Thus they now moved through the orifice, and saw that its lip was surrounded by massed and tiered mechanisms, each of which was directing flaming forces against the vortex — forces which clawed and tore at the structure in mad abandon, but which as yet had made no headway against the powerful generators which had brought it into being.


    "Ah, I understand it all!" Crabbe exclaimed. "The vortices of the nebulae are tunnels into the beyond — tunnels built by the intelligent beings of this cosmos. As the spill-ways of our terrestrial dams allow the escape of superfluous water, so these tunnels carry away something — probably excess energy — which our universe receives as incipient matter. Our vortex has punctured something which should have remained whole, and they are attempting to repair the breach!"


    "But suppose they fix it?" Leora cried, apprehensively. "Then we won't be able to get back home, ever!"


    "Oh, I wouldn't say that . . ."


    Jerry's reassurance was interrupted rudely by an invisible force, which swept the three visitors through the "air" and held them immovably poised before a towering, monstrously jointed creature or structure of multi-colored metal. Simultaneously a thunderously silent voice reverberated in their brains:


    "Who are you? Whence came you? Why?


    "Aha!" The Intelligence had probed their minds and now impressed a thought upon them: "From the Lower Energy Levels, eh? Know, feeble intellects, that such intrusion is intolerable!"


    The attention of the Intelligence released the interlopers as suddenly as it had seized them; but they felt and understood its voiceless command to the operators of the mechanisms upon the brink of the vortex:


    "This opening was driven up to our universe by certain semi-intelligent entities of the Second Level. Assemble a force X72B31Q45 and pull it out bodily!"


    As the new force came into being, ever more violently flaming streamers of coruscant energy raved from the massed projectors ringing the pit's mouth; leaping in ever more frenzied incandescence upon the madly vibrating vortex through which the three hapless human beings had come.


    "Lower Energy Levels, eh! Feeble intellects, eh!" The vast convolutions of Professor Crabbe's encasement vibrated shudderingly to the fury that stirred within him. "Let them assemble their forces and try it against those of my vortex. Let them . . ."


    "Silence!" boomed the soundless voice of the Intelligence near whose massive mechanical form they still hovered. "And note you, apostles of ignorance, you are spared only that you may observe the destruction of your puny handiwork."


    "Bah!" snorted the professor.


    He subsided, quivering with new-born apprehension, as the roaring forces at the lip of the vortex filled all space with the beating of their massed energies. The Intelligence, neglecting them as of no immediate account, faded into distant nearness.


    "They are succeeding," wailed Leora. "Look, Jerry — Professor — the hole is closing in. We'll never get back."


    What she said was not precisely descriptive of the actual happenings. The massed mechanisms rimming the vortex had taken on tangential positions and each of the myriad number had become a flaming and steaming nozzle, pouring off into surrounding space vast columns of velocity energy. The vortex itself, propelled as by the reaction jets of a huge turbine wheel, was speeding up its normal rate of rotation with incredible acceleration. As they watched, it spun ever more swiftly until the whole was a flaring, blurred mass.


    "Fireworks," grunted Jerry. "Reminds me of a gigantic pinwheel."


    "Can't you be serious?" moaned Leora. "Can't you see what is happening? They'll drive it so fast it'll be bound to blow up — "


    "Nonsense!" blurted Crabbe. "Energy is indestructible."


    "And no fact or statement is entirely true," began Jerry. A dig administered judiciously in his ribs by Leora prevented his further badgering of the professor.


    Incomprehensively now, the vortex, instead of expanding due to the centrifugal forces of its spinning, was contracting in size. It was closing in, as Leora had originally stated. At the same time it drew nearer to the position of the three adventurers in the purple-green infinity. The hot breath of the mad energies forced them back.


    "And now," blared the unheard voice of the Intelligence, "your worthless existences shall end with the intruding mechanism you have blunderingly contrived."


    "Ah," breathed the professor, grasping Jerry and the girl. "This way."


    He propelled them along a line that was neither straight nor curved, a line that followed no earthly equation or form. There was a thump as of the warping of the very universe and they were in a new and alarming environment. For a moment all was utter blackness, utter nothingness, then in the dim distance a pinpoint of brilliant light appeared. Jerry, suddenly aware that the girl was pressing close to his side, felt the uncontrollable trembling of her slight form.


    "Now we've lost it all," she cried.


    Professor Thaddeus Crabbe had lost some of his pomposity of manner. "Wait," he advised in tones almost humble.


    The light-speck increased in brilliance and drew swiftly nearer. Then with sudden, soundless magnificence it burst, showering the vast darkness with blazing fragments. Jerry muttered, "More fireworks."


    The myriads of light-flecks came to rest, studding the distant vastness with stars, constellations, nebulae. They were in a new and unknown universe, as cut off from their own sphere of existence and from the strange universe they had just left as if they had indeed ceased to exist at all as human entities.


    Leora gulped audibly but, gamely, did not cry out her fears.


    "Somewhere off there," remarked the professor, with a hint of helplessness in his voice, "is our own universe, our vortex — I do insist they could not have destroyed it — our laboratory. Somehow we shall reach it — them."


    "The Foundation," suggested Jerry, unable to resist the gibe.


    His remark brought forth no retort, which was something most unusual for the rotund man of science at his side. Evidently the situation was more serious than they had bargained for.


    Leora, in a voice grave but steady, spoke: "Somewhere, you said, Professor. Somehow. Have you any plans?"


    "It calls for much thought, careful thought," Crabbe admitted. "Calculations of a most involved sort must be made and great care taken to insure their accuracy."


    "On the sound-recorders in your laboratory," Leora said with seeming irrelevancy, "were certain words of yours having to do with truth. Curved truth, I believe — "


    Jerry chuckled. "Twisted truth."


    "I'm serious," the girl reproved, "what I'm getting at is this theory of the curvature of space, even this space we're in. Couldn't we follow a curved line and return to our starting point in that way?"


    "A woman's mind — " began the Professor in his old manner. But he immediately subdued his tones and continued more respectfully: "It is the only way possible, my dear young lady; we must return along a curved line. But the distances involved are unthinkably great, running into thousands and thousands of light years. Besides — "


    A thundering yet soundless voice from out of nowhere mocked him, the voice of the Intelligence: "Besides, ignorant one, the great curved lines of space do not return to their starting points. Not precisely, due to external forces beyond your puny comprehension, and the gap between the misplaced ends of the great circle you would need to follow is still too great for you to cross. Try, if you will, foolish intruders; you can never return."


    The Intelligence ceased to be near, and only three small figures remained, huddled together in an emptiness, an immensity beyond parallel. They felt no sensation of weight. They might be motionless. They might — it was more likely — be sweeping through sheer vastness in some colossal orbit which in a thousand years or so might bring them near a giant sun. And then the slowly leaking gases from their suits would make a cometary tail to the tiny mass of their bodies. There was no star they could recognize as nearer than any other. There was no possible source of help or rescue. And they had no more of life remaining to them than there was oxygen in the pitifully small tanks strapped to their backs.


    There was a bump against Jerry's helmet. Leora had put her own into contact with his so to speak, since the breath-diaphrams were useless in the vacuum of this space. "Jerry, I — don't like that Intelligence. I think he's mean!"


    "I suppose," said Jerry philosophically, "mosquitoes sometimes think humans are mean, when they run against a window screen. I'm afraid he wins the argument, though. I began to get all mixed up just about the time the Professor began to move sidewise in order to go up, and forward to go down, and backwards to go sidewise, and around in circles to get ahead . . . Say!"


    "What?" Leora's voice was tiny, through the metallic helmets, but it was definitely doleful, if still game. "What, Jerry?"


    "The Professor was doing something impossible, then! Wait a minute! Let me get him in on this! Professor!"


    He tugged at the strap that bound him to the professor. The scientist's helmet crashed into his with a thunderous sound.


    "Idiot!" snapped the Professor. "You nearly smashed my helmet! What is it?"


    "I've thought of the way to get home!"


    "A statistician doesn't think," said the Professor testily. "I have calculated that sooner or later we must reach our own universe, by the sheer operation of the laws of probability. I am calculating the most probable time."


    "We started out with oxygen for maybe three hours. Does that sound promising?"


    "No! It will be of the order of millions of years. Or billions."


    "Interesting, but impractical," said Jerry. "Now listen to me. You walked about and moved in the direction you wanted to go, back there, by working with the square root of minus one. But you didn't anticipate having to use that, did you?"


    "Of course not! But I saw the conditions and understood them."


    "You understood them!" repeated Jerry, in satisfaction. "That's the point. I did too for a while. I saw clearly that time is only a dimension, that the future and the past are one, and that all things and times coexist. I knew it perfectly, then. But not having a brain trained to register such things, I remember it now as I might a dream, with very essential elements left out. Has any of it slipped away from you?"


    "Of course not! Why should it?"


    "It shouldn't," agreed Jerry absorbedly, "because your mind is trained to handle just facts as mathematical abstractions, and they should be utterly clear when they're concrete. Which gives us our break!"


    The Professor's voice sounded suspicious:


    "Now what are you getting at?"


    "Simply this," said Jerry. "We're in a three-dimensional space again, and of sheer habit we think in three-dimensional terms. I can't really think in any other. But back there we were in a space of an infinite number of dimensions, and we thought in multi-dimensional terms. We saw all space and time at once. Now, I can't, but you ought to be able to think in that same multi-dimensional fashion now, if you deliberately try to. And if you do it — "


    Leora said miserably: "I don't want to think of dimensions. I want to go home!"


    "Hm . . ." said the Professor. "With long training, Jerry, you might amount to something more than a statistician. Let me think!"


    Again there was stillness. Three tiny space suits, hanging in infinity and eyed by distant, bright, and hostile stars. Some movement of some one of them had set all this unguessed-at universe into sedate rotation about them — though actually, of course, it was they who revolved. The oxygen-valve in Jerry's helmet hissed and clicked. Suddenly, it seemed to him that its noise was changing. The oxygen-pressure was going.


    Jerry reached out his gloved hand.


    "Better hurry up, Professor," he said, "my oxygen's about gone."


    Then he felt queerly cold. His hand, groping, had reached emptiness. He jerked his head about. And in the cold light of many stars he saw that the Professor had vanished. Leora's voice came, frightened:


    "Jerry — my oxygen! It's finished . . ."


    "We've got maybe five minutes on the air in our suits," said Jerry firmly, "and the Professor's disappeared."


    Then the thunderously silent voice of the Intelligence seemed to reverberate in their brains. It had returned for a final mockery.


    "Fools! Your vortex is destroyed. And one by one, as you die, meditate upon your presumption!"


    It ceased. And Jerry suddenly raged.


    "That damned Thing — " he panted, " — that damned Thing has taken the Professor and killed him. It's going to take us, one by one, Leora! I'm going to hold you close. So close that nothing can ever take you away! We're going to die, but we'll die together, anyhow!"


    Leora's voice came to him through the close-touching helmets.


    "Jerry — I want to tell you. I came on this — adventure because you were coming. You never paid much attention to me, but if we've got to die, I'm glad it is — together."


    Her arms went about his neck, outside the grotesque space suit. A universe of stars revolved sedately about two midgets in infinity, two close-clasped marionettes formed awkwardly of rubber and steel and glass, who clung to each other while the many-colored lights of many stars played on them.


    "Damn!" said Jerry bitterly, "and I didn't dare show you I loved you because you'd so much money and you'd think I was fortune hunting! These infernal helmets . . . I've got to die without even kissing you! That's the hell of it!"


    And then something pulled at him. Incredibly. Intolerably. He held fast to Leora, fighting at the same time against the pull.


    "That damned Intelligence," he said between clenched teeth, "Trying to separate us . . ."


    The pull became irresistible. They clung together with every ounce of their strength. Something gave. A wrenching nausea. An incredible, soul warping dizziness. Then a feeling of weight . . .


    They fell sprawling to the floor. There was a floor beneath them. Light shone upon them. Hands tugged at them.


    "Feeble intellect, eh?" the Professor's voice sputtered. "Lower level, eh? I'll show him!"


    Jerry stared about him. He jerked off his helmet. He made haste, clumsily, to get Leora's helmet off. He kissed Leora. Several times. They were back in the laboratory and Professor Crabbe, his own space suit completely removed, gesticulated madly.


    "Look!" he commanded furiously. "He destroyed my vortex! Look!"


    Jerry felt his hand dragging at his shoulder to make him look. Reluctantly, he turned his head. But he still held Leora close.


    "Er — you got back, sir?" he asked.


    The Professor glared at him.


    "That question," he said witheringly, "would be asked only by a statistician. You were right in one matter. From force of habit I was thinking in terms of three dimensions when I had just had the unparalleled opportunity to see mathematical abstractions as concrete facts. Immediately you reminded me of the practical aspect of the knowledge I had just gained, of course I was able to imagine the exact direction in which I must move in order to be in my laboratory. In fact, I reached out my hand and pulled myself into the laboratory by the doorknob, I removed my suit to write down my notes, and then I noticed the vortex was gone, and then I remembered you. So I pulled on the strap attached to my suit. You arrived. And you ask if I got back!"


    Jerry said apologetically:


    "It does sound silly, sir."


    Professor Crabbe thawed a little.


    "After all," he conceded, "one must not expect too much of a statistician. And you did make one useful suggestion. From that empty space in that other universe, I had only to reach out my hand to this doorknob to be at home. And now, purely, by that knowledge, travel in all dimensions is simplicity itself. I shall return to that space in which we were, and then come back. Just to show you how simple it is. Look!"


    He grasped the doorknob, smiling scornfully. Jerry suddenly flung himself forward. "Wait! Wait! Don't do it yet — "


    But the Professor had vanished. Like a blown out candle flame. And Leora instinctively moved closer to Jerry. Jerry went white. The Professor remained invisible. He did not come back. One minute, two, three — four . . ."


    "The devil!" said Jerry slowly and helplessly. "Isn't that the devil? Just by knowing how, he could travel between universes. But of all conceivable places, he had to choose to go back to that place where we were marooned!"


    "Why shouldn't he?" asked Leora.


    "Why not? The Intelligence?"


    "No!" said Jerry bitterly, "the spacesuit. He had taken it off! And how long could he live in that vacuum between the stars? He's dead, confound it, and he's the one man who could have answered the challenge of that damned Intelligence, the challenge from Beyond."


    


    

  


  
    A MARTIAN ODYSSEY


    


    Jarvis stretched himself as luxuriously as he could in the cramped general quarters of the Ares.


    'Air you can breathe,' he exulted. 'It feels as thick as soup after the thin stuff out there!' He nodded at the Martian landscape stretching flat and desolate in the light of the nearer moon, beyond the glass of the port.


    The other three stared at him sympathetically - Putz, the engineer, Leroy, the biologist, and Harrison, the astronomer and captain of the expedition. Dick Jarvis was chemist of the famous crew, the Ares expedition, first human beings to set foot on the mysterious neighbor of the earth, the planet Mars. This, of course, was in the old days, less than twenty years after the mad American Doheny perfected the atomic blast at the cost of his life, and only a decade after the equally mad Cardoza rode on it to the moon. They were true pioneers, these four of the Ares. Except for a half-dozen moon expeditions and the ill-fated de Lancey flight aimed at the seductive orb of Venus, they were the first men to feel other gravity than earth's, and certainly the first successful crew to leave the earth-moon system. And they deserved that success when one considers the difficulties and discomforts - the months spent in acclimatization chambers back on earth, learning to breathe the air as tenuous as that of Mars, the challenging of the void in the tiny rocket driven by the cranky reaction motors of the twenty-first century, and mostly the facing of an absolutely unknown world.


    Jarvis stretched and fingered the raw and peeling tip of his frostbitten nose. He sighed again contentedly.


    'Well,' exploded Harrison abruptly, 'are we going to hear what happened? You set out all shipshape in an auxiliary rocket, we don't get a peep for ten days, and finally Putz here picks you out of a lunatic ant-heap with a freak ostrich as your pal! Spill it, man!'


    'Speel?' queried Leroy perplexedly. 'Speel what?'


    'He means 'spiel',' explained Putz soberly. 'It iss to tell.'


    Jarvis met Harrison's amused glance without the shadow of a smile. 'That's right, Karl,' he said in grave agreement with Putz. 'Ich spiel es!' He grunted comfortably and began.


    'According to orders,' he said, 'I watched Karl here take off toward the North, and then I got into my flying sweat-box and headed south. You'll remember, Cap - we had orders not to land, but just scout about for points of interest. I set the two cameras clicking and buzzed along, riding pretty high - about two thousand feet - for a couple of reasons. First, it gave the cameras a greater field, and second, the under-jets travel so far in this half-vacuum they call air here that they stir up dust if you move low.'


    'We know all that from Putz,' grunted Harrison. 'I wish you'd saved the films, though. They'd have paid the cost of this junket; remember how the public mobbed the first moon pictures?'


    'The films are safe,' retorted Jarvis. 'Well,' he resumed, 'as I said, I buzzed along at a pretty good clip; just as we figured, the wings haven't much lift in this air at less than a hundred miles per hour, and even then I had to use the under-jets.


    'So, with the speed and the altitude and the blurring caused by the under-jets, the seeing wasn't any too good. I could see enough, though, to distinguish that what I sailed over was just more of this gray plain that we'd been examining the whole week since our landing - same blobby growths and the same eternal carpet of crawling little plantanimals, or biopods, as Leroy calls them. So I sailed along, calling back my position every hour as instructed, and not knowing whether you heard me.'


    'I did!' snapped Harrison.


    'A hundred and fifty miles south,' continued Jarvis imperturbably, 'the surface changed to a sort of low plateau, nothing but desert and orange-tinted sand. I figured that we were right in our guess, then, and this gray plain we dropped on was really the Mare Cimmerium which would make my orange desert the region called Xanthus. If I were right, I ought to hit another gray plain, the Mare Chronium in another couple of hundred miles, and then another orange desert, Thyle I or II. And so I did.'


    'Putz verified our position a week and a half ago!' grumbled the captain. 'Let's get to the point.'


    'Coming!' remarked Jarvis. 'Twenty miles into Thyle - believe it or not - I crossed a canal!'


    'Putz photographed a hundred! Let's hear something new!'


    'And did he also see a city?'


    'Twenty of 'em, if you call those heaps of mud cities!'


    'Well,' observed Jarvis, 'from here on I'll be telling a few things Putz didn't see!' He rubbed his tingling nose, and continued. 'I knew that I had sixteen hours of daylight at this season, so eight hours - eight hundred miles - from here, I decided to turn back. I was still over Thyle, whether I or II I'm not sure, not more than twenty-five miles into it. And right there, Putz's pet motor quit!'


    'Quit? How?' Putz was solicitous.


    'The atomic blast got weak. I started losing altitude right away, and suddenly there I was with a thump right in the middle of Thyle! Smashed my nose on the window, too!' He rubbed the injured member ruefully.


    'Did you maybe try vashing der combustion chamber mit acid sulphuric?' inquired Putz. 'Sometimes der lead giffs a secondary radiation-'


    'Naw!' said Jarvis disgustedly. 'I wouldn't try that, of course - not more than ten times! Besides, the bump flattened the landing gear and busted off the under-jets. Suppose I got the thing working - what then? Ten miles with the blast coming right out of the bottom and I'd have melted the floor from under me!' He rubbed his nose again. 'Lucky for me a pound only weighs seven ounces here, or I'd have been mashed flat!'


    'I could have fixed!' ejaculated the engineer. 'I bet it vas not serious.'


    'Probably not,' agreed Jarvis sarcastically. 'Only it wouldn't fly. Nothing serious, but I had the choice of waiting to be picked up or trying to walk back - eight hundred miles, and perhaps twenty days before we had to leave! Forty miles a day! Well,' he concluded, 'I chose to walk. Just as much chance of being picked up, and it kept me busy.'


    'We'd have found you,' said Harrison.


    'No doubt. Anyway, I rigged up a harness from some seat straps, and put the water tank on my back, took a cartridge belt and revolver, and some iron rations, and started out.'


    'Water tank!' exclaimed the little biologist, Leroy. 'She weigh one-quarter ton!'


    'Wasn't full. Weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds earthweight, which is eighty-five here. Then, besides, my own personal two hundred and ten pounds is only seventy on Mars, so, tank and all, I grossed a hundred and fifty-five, or fifty-five pounds less than my everyday earthweight. I figured on that when I undertook the forty-mile daily stroll. Oh - of course I took a thermo-skin sleeping bag for these wintry Martian nights.


    'Off I went, bouncing along pretty quickly. Eight hours of daylight meant twenty miles or more. It got tiresome, of course - plugging along over a soft sand desert with nothing to see, not even Leroy's crawling biopods. But an hour or so brought me to the canal - just a dryditch about four hundred feet wide, and straight as a railroad on its own company map.


    'There'd been water in it sometime, though. The ditch was covered with what looked like a nice green lawn. Only, as I approached, the lawn moved out of my way!'


    'Eh?' said Leroy.


    'Yeah, it was a relative of your biopods. I caught one, a little grass-like blade about as long as my finger, with two thin, stemmy legs.'


    'He is where?' Leroy was eager.


    'He is let go! I had to move, so I plowed along with the walking grass opening in front and closing behind. And then I was out on the orange desert of Thyle again.


    'I plugged steadily along, cussing the sand that made going so tiresome, and, incidentally, cussing that cranky motor of yours, Karl. It was just before twilight that I reached the edge of Thyle, and looked down over the gray Mare Chronium. And I knew there was seventy-five miles of that to be walked over, and then a couple of hundred miles of that Xanthus desert, and about as much more Mare Cimmerium. Was I pleased? I started cussing you fellows for not picking me up!'


    'We were trying, you sap!' said Harrison.


    'That didn't help. Well, I figured I might as well use what was left of daylight in getting down the cliff that bounded Thyle. I found an easy place, and down I went. Mare Chronium was just the same sort of place as this - crazy leafless plants and a bunch of crawlers; I gave it a glance and hauled out my sleeping bag. Up to that time, you know, I hadn't seen anything worth worrying about on this half-dead world - nothing dangerous, that is.'


    'Did you?' queried Harrison.


    'Did I! You'll hear about it when I come to it. Well, I was just about to turn in when suddenly I heard the wildest sort of shenanigans!'


    'Vot iss shenanigans?' inquired Putz.


    'He says, 'Je ne sais quoi',' explained Leroy. 'It is to say, 'I don't know what'.'


    'That's right,' agreed Jarvis. 'I didn't know what, so I sneaked over to find out. There was a racket like a flock of crows eating a bunch of canaries - whistles, cackles, caws, trills, and what have you. I rounded a clump of stumps, and there was Tweel!'


    'Tweel?' said Harrison, and 'Tweel?' said Leroy and Putz.


    'That freak ostrich,' explained the narrator. 'At least, Tweel is as near as I can pronounce it without sputtering. He called it something like 'Trrrweerrll!'.'


    'What was he doing?' asked the captain.


    'He was being eaten! And squealing, of course, as any one would.'


    'Eaten! By what?'


    'I found out later. All I could see then was a bunch of black ropy arms tangled around what looked like, as Putz described it to you, an ostrich. I wasn't going to interfere, naturally; if both creatures were dangerous, I'd have one less to worry about.


    'But the bird-like thing was putting up a good battle, dealing vicious blows with an eighteen-inch beak, between screeches. And besides, I caught a glimpse or two of what was on the end of those arms!' Jarvis shuddered. 'But the clincher was when I noticed a little black bag or case hung about the neck of the bird-thing! It was intelligent. That or tame, I assumed. Anyway, it clinched my decision. I pulled out my automatic and fired into what I could see of its antagonist.


    'There was a flurry of tentacles and a spurt of black corruption, and then the thing, with a disgusting sucking noise, pulled itself and its arms into a hole in the ground. The other let out a series of clacks, staggered around on legs about as thick as golf sticks, and turned suddenly to face me. I held my weapon ready, and the two of us stared at each other.


    'The Martian wasn't a bird, really. It wasn't even bird-like, except just at first glance. It had a beak all right, and a few feathery appendages, but the beak wasn't really a beak. It was somewhat flexible; I could see the tip bend slowly from side to side; it was almost like a cross between a beak and a trunk. It had four-toed feet, and four-fingered things - hands, you'd have to call them, and a little roundish body, and a long neck ending in a tiny head - and that beak. It stood an inch or so taller than I, and - well, Putz saw it!'


    The engineer nodded. 'Ja! I saw!'


    Jarvis continued. 'So - we stared at each other. Finally the creature went into a series of clackings and twitterings and held out its hands toward me, empty. I took that as a gesture of friendship.'


    'Perhaps,' suggested Harrison, 'it looked at that nose of yours and thought you were its brother!'


    'Huh! You can be funny without talking! Anyway, I put up my gun and said 'Aw, don't mention it,' or something of the sort, and the thing came over and we were pals.


    'By that time, the sun was pretty low and I knew that I'd better build a fire or get into my thermo-skin. I decided on the fire. I picked a spot at the base of the Thyle cliff where the rock could reflect a little heat on my back. I started breaking off chunks of this desiccated Martian vegetation, and my companion caught the idea and brought in an armful. I reached for a match, but the Martian fished into his pouch and brought out something that looked like a glowing coal; one touch of it, and the fire was blazing - and you all know what a job we have starting a fire in this atmosphere!


    'And that bag of his!' continued the narrator. 'That was a manufactured article, my friends; press an end and she popped open - press the middle and she sealed so perfectly you couldn't see the line. Better than zippers.


    'Well, we stared at the fire for a while and I decided to attempt some sort of communication with the Martian. I pointed at myself and said 'Dick'; he caught the drift immediately, stretched a bony claw at me and repeated 'Tick.' Then I pointed at him, and he gave that whistle I called Tweel; I can't imitate his accent. Things were going smoothly; to emphasize the names, I repeated 'Dick,' and then, pointing at him, 'Tweel.'


    'There we stuck! He gave some clacks that sounded negative, and said something like 'P-p-p-root.' And that was just the beginning; I was always 'Tick,' but as for him - part of the time he was 'Tweel,' and part of the time he was 'P-p-p-proot,' and part of the time he was sixteen other noises!


    'We just couldn't connect. I tried 'rock,' and I tried 'star,' and 'tree,' and 'fire.' and Lord knows what else, and try as I would, I couldn't get a single word! Nothing was the same for two successive minutes, and if that's a language, I'm an alchemist. Finally I gave it up and called him Tweel, and that seemed to do.


    'But Tweel hung on to some of my words. He remembered a couple of them, which I suppose is a great achievement if you're used to a language you have to make up as you go along. But I couldn't get the hang of his talk; either I missed some subtle point or we just didn't think alike - and I rather believe the latter view.


    'I've other reasons for believing that. After a while I gave up the language business, and tried mathematics. I scratched two plus two equals four on the ground, and demonstrated it with pebbles. Again Tweel caught the idea, and informed me that three plus three equals six. Once more we seemed to be getting somewhere.


    'So, knowing that Tweel had at least a grammar school education, I drew a circle for the sun, pointing first at it, and then at the last glow of the sun. Then I sketched in Mercury, and Venus, and Mother Earth, and Mars, and finally, pointing to Mars, I swept my hand around in a sort of inclusive gesture to indicate that Mars was our current environment. I was working up to putting over the idea that my home was on the earth.


    'Tweel understood my diagram all right. He poked his beak at it, and with a great deal of trilling and clucking, he added Deimos and Phobos to Mars, and then sketched in the earth's moon!


    'Do you see what that proves? It proves that Tweel's race uses telescopes - that they're civilized!'


    'Does not!' snapped Harrison. 'The moon is visible from here as a fifth magnitude star. They could see its revolution with the naked eye.'


    'The moon, yes!' said Jarvis. 'You've missed my point. Mercury isn't visible! And Tweel knew of Mercury because he placed the Moon at the third planet, not the second. If he didn't know Mercury, he'd put the earth second, and Mars third, instead of fourth! See?'


    'Humph!' said Harrison.


    'Anyway,' proceeded Jarvis, 'I went on with my lesson. Things were going smoothly, and it looked as if I could put the idea over. I pointed at the earth on my diagram, and then at myself, and then, to clinch it, I pointed to myself and then to the earth itself shining bright green almost at the zenith.


    'Tweel set up such an excited clacking that I was certain he understood. He jumped up and down, and suddenly he pointed at himself and then at the sky, and then at himself and at the sky again. He pointed at his middle and then at Arcturus, at his head and then at Spica, at his feet and then at half a dozen stars, while I just gaped at him. Then, all of a sudden, he gave a tremendous leap. Man, what a hop! He shot straight up into the starlight, seventy-five feet if an inch! I saw him silhouetted against the sky, saw him turn and come down at me head first, and land smack on his beak like a javelin! There he stuck square in the center of my sun-circle in the sand - a bull's eye!'


    'Nuts!' observed the captain. 'Plain nuts!'


    'That's what I thought, too! I just stared at him openmouthed while he pulled his head out of the sand and stood up. Then I figured he'd missed my point, and I went through the whole blamed rigmarole again, and it ended the same way, with Tweel on his nose in the middle of my picture!'


    'Maybe it's a religious rite,' suggested Harrison.


    'Maybe,' said Jarvis dubiously. 'Well, there we were. We could exchange ideas up to a certain point, and then - blooey! Something in us was different, unrelated; I don't doubt that Tweel thought me just as screwy as I thought him. Our minds simply looked at the world from different viewpoints, and perhaps his viewpoint is as true as ours. But - we couldn't get together, that's all. Yet, in spite of all difficulties, I liked Tweel, and I have a queer certainty that he liked me.'


    'Nuts!' repeated the captain. 'Just daffy!'


    'Yeah? Wait and see. A couple of times I've thought that perhaps we-' He paused, and then resumed his narrative. 'Anyway, I finally gave it up, and got into my thermo-skin to sleep. The fire hadn't kept me any too warm, but that damned sleeping bag did. Got stuffy five minutes after I closed myself in. I opened it a little and bingo! Some eighty-below-zero air hit my nose, and that's when I got this pleasant little frostbite to add to the bump I acquired during the crash of my rocket.


    'I don't know what Tweel made of my sleeping. He sat around, but when I woke up, he was gone. I'd just crawled out of my bag, though, when I heard some twittering, and there he came, sailing down from that three-story Thyle cliff to alight on his beak beside me. I pointed to myself and toward the north, and he pointed at himself and toward the south, and when I loaded up and started away, he came along.


    'Man, how he traveled! A hundred and fifty feet at a jump, sailing through the air stretched out like a spear, and landing on his beak. He seemed surprised at my plodding, but after a few moments he fell in beside me, only every few minutes he'd go into one of his leaps, and stick his nose into the sand a block ahead of me. Then he'd come shooting back at me; it made me nervous at first to see that beak of his coming at me like a spear, but he always ended in the sand at my side.


    'So the two of us plugged along across the Mare Chronium. Same sort of place as this - same crazy plants and same little green biopods growing in the sand, or crawling out of your way. We talked - not that we understood each other, you know, but just for company. I sang songs, and I suspected Tweel did too; at least, some of his trillings and twitterings had a subtle sort of rhythm.


    'Then, for variety, Tweel would display his smattering of English words. He'd point to an outcropping and say 'rock,' and point to a pebble and say it again; or he'd touch my arm and say 'Tick,' and then repeat it. He seemed terrifically amused that the same word meant the same thing twice in succession, or that the same word could apply to two different objects. It set me wondering if perhaps his language wasn't like the primitive speech of some earth people - you know, Captain, like the Negritoes, for instance, who haven't any generic words. No word for food or water or man - words for good food and bad food, or rainwater and seawater, or strong man and weak man - but no names for general classes. They're too primitive to understand that rain water and seawater are just different aspects of the same thing. But that wasn't the case with Tweel; it was just that we were somehow mysteriously different - our minds were alien to each other. And yet - we liked each other!'


    'Looney, that's all,' remarked Harrison. 'That's why you two were so fond of each other.'


    'Well, I like you!' countered Jarvis wickedly. 'Anyway,' he resumed, 'don't get the idea that there was anything screwy about Tweel. In fact, I'm not so sure but that he couldn't teach our highly praised human intelligence a trick or two. Oh, he wasn't an intellectual superman, I guess; but don't overlook the point that he managed to understand a little of my mental workings, and I never even got a glimmering of his.'


    'Because he didn't have any!' suggested the captain, while Putz and Leroy blinked attentively.


    'You can judge of that when I'm through,' said Jarvis. 'Well, we plugged along across the Mare Chronium all that day, and all the next. Mare Chronium - Sea of Time! Say, I was willing to agree with Schiaparelli's name by the end of that march! Just that gray, endless plain of weird plants, and never a sign of any other life. It was so monotonous that I was even glad to see the desert of Xanthus toward the evening of the second day.


    'I was fair worn out, but Tweel seemed as fresh as ever, for all I never saw him drink or eat. I think he could have crossed the Mare Chronium in a couple of hours with those block-long nosedives of his, but he stuck along with me. I offered him some water once or twice; he took the cup from me and sucked the liquid into his beak, and then carefully squirted it all back into the cup and gravely returned it.


    'Just as we sighted Xanthus, or the cliffs that bounded it, one of those nasty sand clouds blew along, not as bad as the one we had here, but mean to travel against. I pulled the transparent flap of my thermo-skin bag across my face and managed pretty well, and I noticed that Tweel used some feathery appendages growing like a mustache at the base of his beak to cover his nostrils, and some similar fuzz to shield his eyes.'


    'He is a desert creature,' ejaculated the little biologist, Leroy.


    'Huh? Why?


    'He drink no water - he is adapted for sand storm-'


    'Proves nothing! There's not enough water to waste anywhere on this desiccated pill called Mars. We'd call all of it desert on earth, you know.' He paused. 'Anyway, after the sand storm blew over, a little wind kept blowing in our faces, not strong enough to stir the sand. But suddenly things came drifting along from the Xanthus cliffs - small, transparent spheres, for all the world like glass tennis balls! But light - they were almost light enough to float even in this thin air - empty, too; at least, I cracked open a couple and nothing came out but a bad smell. I asked Tweel about them, but all he said was 'No, no, no,' which I took to mean that he knew nothing about them. So they went bouncing by like tumbleweeds, or like soap bubbles, and we plugged on toward Xanthus. Tweel pointed at one of the crystal balls once and said 'rock,' but I was too tired to argue with him. Later I discovered what he meant.


    'We came to the bottom of the Xanthus cliffs finally, when there wasn't much daylight left. I decided to sleep on the plateau if possible; anything dangerous, I reasoned, would be more likely to prowl through the vegetation of the Mare Chronium than the sand of Xanthus. Not that I'd seen a single sign of menace, except the rope-armed black thing that had trapped Tweel, and apparently that didn't prowl at all, but lured its victims within reach. It couldn't lure me while I slept, especially as Tweel didn't seem to sleep at all, but simply sat patiently around all night. I wondered how the creature had managed to trap Tweel, but there wasn't any way of asking him. I found that out too, later; it's devilish!


    'However, we were ambling around the base of the Xanthus barrier looking for an easy spot to climb. At least, I was! Tweel could have leaped it easily, for the cliffs were lower than Thyle - perhaps sixty feet. I found a place and started up, swearing at the water tank strapped to my back - it didn't bother me except when climbing - and suddenly I heard a sound that I thought I recognized!


    'You know how deceptive sounds are in this thin air. A shot sounds like the pop of a cork. But this sound was the drone of a rocket, and sure enough, there went our second auxiliary about ten miles to westward, between me and the sunset!'


    'Vas me!' said Putz. 'I hunt for you.'


    'Yeah; I knew that, but what good did it do me? I hung on to the cliff and yelled and waved with one hand. Tweel saw it too, and set up a trilling and twittering, leaping to the top of the barrier and then high into the air. And while I watched, the machine droned on into the shadows to the south.


    'I scrambled to the top of the cliff. Tweel was still pointing and trilling excitedly, shooting up toward the sky and coming down head-on to stick upside down on his back in the sand. I pointed toward the south, and at myself, and he said, 'Yes - Yes - Yes'; but somehow I gathered that he thought the flying thing was a relative of mine, probably a parent. Perhaps I did his intellect an injustice; I think now that I did.


    'I was bitterly disappointed by the failure to attract attention. I pulled out my thermo-skin and crawled into it, as the night chill was already apparent. Tweel stuck his beak into the sand and drew up his legs and arms and looked for all the world like one of those leafless shrubs out there. I think he stayed that way all night.'


    'Protective mimicry!' ejaculated Leroy. 'See? He is desert creature!'


    'In the morning,' resumed Jarvis, 'we started off again. We hadn't gone a hundred yards into Xanthus when I saw something queer! This is one thing Putz didn't photograph, I'll wager!


    'There was a line of little pyramids - tiny ones, not more than six inches high, stretching across Xanthus as far as I could see! Little buildings made of pygmy bricks, they were, hollow inside and truncated, or at least broken at the top and empty. I pointed at them and said 'What?' to Tweel, but he gave some negative twitters to indicate, I suppose, that he didn't know. So off we went, following the row of pyramids because they ran north, and I was going north.


    'Man, we trailed that line for hours! After a while, I noticed another queer thing: they were getting larger. Same number of bricks in each one, but the bricks were larger.


    'By noon they were shoulder high. I looked into a couple - all just the same, broken at the top and empty. I examined a brick or two as well; they were silica, and old as creation itself!'


    'They were weathered-edges rounded. Silica doesn't weather easily even on earth, and in this climate!'


    'How old you think?'


    'Fifty thousands hundred thousand years. How can I tell? The little ones we saw in the morning were older - perhaps ten times as old. Crumbling. How old would that make them? Half a million years? Who knows?' Jarvis paused a moment. 'Well,' he resumed, 'we followed the line. Tweel pointed at them and said 'rock' once or twice, but he'd done that many times before. Besides, he was more or less right about these.


    'I tried questioning him. I pointed at a pyramid and asked 'People?' and indicated the two of us. He set up a negative sort of clucking and said, 'No, no, no. No one - one - two. No two - two - four,' meanwhile rubbing his stomach. I just stared at him and he went through the business again. 'No one - one - two. No two - two - four.' I just gaped at him. '


    'That proves it!' exclaimed Harrison. 'Nuts!'


    'You think so?' queried Jarvis sardonically. 'Well, I figured it out different! 'No one - one - two!' You don't get it, of course, do you?'


    'Nope - nor do you!'


    'I think I do! Tweel was using the few English words he knew to put over a very complex idea. What, let me ask, does mathematics make you think of?'


    'Why - of astronomy. Or - or logic!'


    'That's it! 'No one - one - two!' Tweel was telling me that the builders of the pyramids weren't people - or that they weren't intelligent, that they weren't reasoning creatures! Get it?'


    'Huh! I'll be damned!'


    'You probably will.'


    'Why,' put in Leroy, 'he rub his belly?'


    'Why? Because, my dear biologist, that's where his brains are! Not in his tiny head - in his middle!'


    'C'est impossible!'


    'Not on Mars, it isn't! This flora and fauna aren't earthly; your biopods prove that!' Jarvis grinned and took up his narrative. 'Anyway, we plugged along across Xanthus and in about the middle of the afternoon, something else queer happened. The pyramids ended.'


    'Ended!'


    'Yeah; the queer part was that the last one and now they were ten-footers - was capped! See? Whatever built it was still inside; we'd trailed 'em from their half-million-year-old origin to the present.


    'Tweel and I noticed it about the same time. I yanked out my automatic (I had a clip of Boland explosive bullets in it) and Tweel, quick as a sleight-of-hand trick, snapped a queer little glass revolver out of his bag. It was much like our weapons, except that the grip was larger to accommodate his four-taloned hand. And we held our weapons ready while we sneaked up along the lines of empty pyramids.


    'Tweel saw the movement first. The top tiers of bricks were heaving, shaking, and suddenly slid down the sides with a thin crash. And then - something - something was coming out!


    'A long, silvery-gray arm appeared, dragging after it an armored body. Armored, I mean, with scales, silver-gray and dull-shining. The arm heaved the body out of the hole; the beast crashed to the sand.


    'It was a nondescript creature - body like a big gray cask, arm and a sort of mouth-hole at one end; stiff, pointed tail at the other - and that's all. No other limbs, no eyes, ears, nose - nothing! The thing dragged itself a few yards, inserted its pointed tail in the sand, pushed itself upright, and just sat.


    'Tweel and I watched it for ten minutes before it moved. Then, with a creaking and rustling like - oh, like crumpling stiff paper - its arm moved to the mouth-hole and out came a brick! The arm placed the brick carefully on the ground, and the thing was still again.


    'Another ten minutes - another brick. Just one of Nature's bricklayers. I was about to slip away and move on when Tweel pointed at the thing and said 'rock'! I went 'huh?' and he said it again. Then, to the accompaniment of some of his trilling, he said, 'No - no - ' and gave two or three whistling breaths.


    'Well, I got his meaning, for a wonder! I said, 'No breathe!' and demonstrated the word. Tweel was ecstatic; he said, 'Yes, yes, yes! No, no, no breet!' Then he gave a leap and sailed out to land on his nose about one pace from the monster!


    'I was startled, you can imagine! The arm was going up for a brick, and I expected to see Tweel caught and mangled, but - nothing happened! Tweel pounded on the creature, and the arm took the brick and placed it neatly beside the first. Tweel rapped on its body again, and said 'rock,' and I got up nerve enough to take a look myself.


    'Tweel was right again. The creature was rock, and it didn't breathe!'


    'How you know?' snapped Leroy, his black eyes blazing interest.


    'Because I'm a chemist. The beast was made of silica! There must have been pure silicon in the sand, and it lived on that. Get it? We, and Tweel, and those plants out there, and even the biopods are carbon life; this thing lived by a different set of chemical reactions. It was silicon life!'


    'La vie silicieuse!' shouted Leroy. 'I have suspect, and now it is proof! I must go see!'


    1 faut que je-'


    'All right! All right!' said Jarvis. 'You can go see. Anyhow, there the thing was, alive and yet not alive, moving every ten minutes, and then only to remove a brick. Those bricks were its waste matter. See, Frenchy? We're carbon, and our waste is carbon dioxide, and this thing is silicon and its waste is silicon dioxide-silica. But silica is a solid, hence the bricks. And it builds itself in, and when it is covered, it moves over to a fresh place to start over. No wonder it creaked! A living creature a half a million years old!'


    'How you know how old?' Leroy was frantic.


    'We trailed its pyramids from the beginning, didn't we? If this weren't the original pyramid builder, the series would have ended somewhere before we found him, wouldn't it? - ended and started over with the small ones. That's simple enough, isn't it?


    'But he reproduces, or tries to. Before the third brick came out, there was a little rustle and out popped a whole stream of those little crystal balls. They're his spores, or seeds - call 'em what you want. They went bouncing by across Xanthus just as they'd bounced by us back in the Mare Chronium. I've a hunch how they work, too - this is for your information, Leroy. I think the crystal shell of silica is no more than protective covering, like an eggshell, and that the active principle is the smell inside. It's some sort of gas that attacks silicon, and if the shell is broken near a supply of that element, some reaction starts that ultimately develops into a beast like that one.'


    'You should try!' exclaimed the little Frenchman. 'We must break one to see!'


    'Yeah? Well, I did. I smashed a couple against the sand. Would you like to come back in about ten thousand years to see if I planted some pyramid monsters? You'd most likely be able to tell by that time!' Jarvis paused and drew a deep breath. 'Lord! That queer creature Do you picture it? Blind, deaf, nerveless, brainless - just a mechanism, and yet - immortal Bound to go on making bricks, building pyramids, as long as silicon and oxygen exist, and even afterwards it'll just stop. It won't be dead. If the accidents of a million years bring it its food again, there it'll be, ready to run again, while brains and civilizations are part of the past. A queer beast - yet I met a stranger one!'


    'If you did, it must have been in your dreams!' growled Harrison.


    'You're right!' said Jarvis soberly. 'In a way, you're right. The dream-beast! That's the best name for it - and it's the most fiendish, terrifying creation one could imagine! More dangerous than a lion, more insidious than a snake!'


    'Tell me!' begged Leroy. 'I must go see!'


    'Not this devil!' He paused again. 'Well,' he resumed, 'Tweel and I left the pyramid creature and plowed along through Xanthus. I was tired and a little disheartened by Putz's failure to pick me up, and Tweel's trilling got on my nerves, as did his flying nosedives. So I just strode along without a word, hour after hour across that monotonous desert.


    'Toward mid-afternoon we came in sight of a low dark line on the horizon. I knew what it was. It was a canal; I'd crossed it in the rocket and it meant that we were just one-third of the way across Xanthus. Pleasant thought, wasn't it? And still, I was keeping up to schedule.


    'We approached the canal slowly; I remembered that this one was bordered by a wide fringe of vegetation and that Mudheap City was on it.


    'I was tired, as I said. I kept thinking of a good hot meal, and then from that I jumped to reflections of how nice and home-like even Borneo would seem after this crazy planet, and from that, to thoughts of little old New York, and then to thinking about a girl I know there, Fancy Long. Know her?'


    'Vision entertainer,' said Harrison. 'I've tuned her in. Nice blonde - dances and sings on the Yerba Mate hour.'


    'That's her,' said Jarvis ungrammatically. 'I know her pretty well - just friends, get me? - though she came down to see us off in the Ares. Well, I was thinking about her, feeling pretty lonesome, and all the time we were approaching that line of rubbery plants.


    'And then - I said, 'What 'n Hell!' and stared. And there she was - Fancy Long, standing plain as day under one of those crack-brained trees, and smiling and waving just the way I remembered her when we left!'


    'Now you're nuts, too!' observed the captain.


    'Boy, I almost agreed with you! I stared and pinched myself and closed my eyes and then stared again - and every time, there was Fancy Long smiling and waving! Tweel saw something, too; he was trilling and clucking away, but I scarcely heard him. I was bounding toward her over the sand, too amazed even to ask myself questions.


    'I wasn't twenty feet from her when Tweel caught me with one of his flying leaps. He grabbed my arm, yelling, 'No - no - no!' in his squeaky voice. I tried to shake him off - he was as light as if he were built of bamboo - but he dug his claws in and yelled. And finally some sort of sanity returned to me and I stopped less than ten feet from her. There she stood, looking as solid as Putz's head!'


    'Vot?' said the engineer.


    'She smiled and waved, and waved and smiled, and I stood there dumb as Leroy, while Tweel squeaked and chattered. I knew it couldn't be real, yet - there she was! 'Finally I said, 'Fancy! Fancy Long!' She just kept on smiling and waving, but looking as real as if I hadn't left her thirty-seven million miles away.


    'Tweel had his glass pistol out, pointing it at her. I grabbed his arm, but he tried to push me away. He pointed at her and said, 'No breet! No breet!' and I understood that he meant that the Fancy Long thing wasn't alive.


    'Man, my head was whirling!


    'Still, it gave me the jitters to see him pointing his weapon at her. I don't know why I stood there watching him take careful aim, but I did. Then he squeezed the handle of his weapon; there was a little puff of steam, and Fancy Long was gone! And in her place was one of those writhing, black rope-armed horrors like the one I'd saved Tweel from!


    'The dream-beast! I stood there dizzy, watching it die while Tweel trilled and whistled. Finally he touched my arm, pointed at the twisting thing, and said, 'You one - one - two, he one - one - two.' After he'd repeated it eight or ten times, I got it. Do any of you?'


    'Oui,' shrilled Leroy. 'Moi - je le comprends! He mean you think of something, the beast he know, and you see it! Un chien - a hungry dog, he would see the big bone with meat! Or smell it - not?'


    'Right!' said Jarvis. 'The dream-beast uses its victim's longings and desires to trap its prey. The bird at nesting season would see its mate, the fox, prowling for its own prey, would see a helpless rabbit!'


    'How he do?' queried Leroy.


    'How do I know? How does a snake back on earth charm a bird into its very jaws? And aren't there deep-sea fish that lure their victims into their mouths? Lord!' Jarvis shuddered. 'Do you see how insidious the monster is? We're warned now - but henceforth we can't trust even our eyes. You might see me - I might see one of you - and back of it may be nothing but another of those black horrors!'


    'How'd your friend know?' asked the captain abruptly.


    'Tweel? I wonder! Perhaps he was thinking of something that couldn't possibly have interested me, and when I started to run, he realized that I saw something different and was warned. Or perhaps the dream-beast can only project a single vision, and Tweel saw what I saw - or nothing. I couldn't ask him. But it's just another proof that his intelligence is equal to ours or greater.'


    'He's daffy, I tell you!' said Harrison. 'What makes you think his intellect ranks with the human?'


    'Plenty of things! First the pyramid-beast. He hadn't seen one before; he said as much. Yet he recognized it as a dead-alive automaton of silicon.'


    'He could have heard of it,' objected Harrison. 'He lives around here, you know.'


    'Well how about the language? I couldn't pick up a single idea of his and he learned six or seven words of mine. And do you realize what complex ideas he put over with no more than those six or seven words? The pyramid monster - the dream-beast! In a single phrase he told me that one was a harmless automaton and the other a deadly hypnotist. What about that?'


    'Huh!' said the captain.


    'Huh if you wish! Could you have done it knowing only six words of English? Could you go even further, as Tweel did, and tell me that another creature was of a sort of intelligence so different from ours that understanding was impossible - even more impossible than that between Tweel and me?'


    'Eh? What was that?'


    'Later. The point I'm making is that Tweel and his race are worthy of our friendship. Somewhere on Mars - and you'll find I'm right - is a civilization and culture equal to ours, and maybe more than equal. And communication is possible between them and us; Tweel proves that. It may take years of patient trial, for their minds are alien, but less alien than the next minds we encountered - if they are minds.'


    'The next ones? What next ones?'


    'The people of the mud cities along the canals.' Jarvis frowned, then resumed his narrative. 'I thought the dream-beast and the silicon-monster were the strangest beings conceivable, but I was wrong. These creatures are still more alien, less understandable than either and far less comprehensible than Tweel, with whom friendship is possible, and even, by patience and concentration, the exchange of ideas.


    'Well,' he continued, 'we left the dream-beast dying, dragging itself back into its hole, and we moved toward the canal. There was a carpet of that queer walking-grass scampering out of our way, and when we reached the bank, there was a yellow trickle of water flowing. The mound city I'd noticed from the rocket was a mile or so to the right and I was curious enough to want to take a look at it.


    'It had seemed deserted from my previous glimpse of its and if any creatures were lurking in it - well, Tweel and I were both armed. And by the way, that crystal weapon of Tweel's was an interesting device; I took a look at it after the dream-beast episode. It fired a little glass splinter, poisoned, I suppose, and I guess it held at least a hundred of 'em to a load. The propellant was steam - just plain steam!'


    'Shteam!' echoed Putz. 'From vot come, shteam?'


    'From water, of course! You could see the water through the transparent handle and about a gill of another liquid, thick and yellowish. When Tweel squeezed the handle there was no trigger - a drop of water and a drop of the yellow stuff squirted into the firing chamber, and the water vaporized-POP! - like that. It's not so difficult; I think we could develop the same principle. Concentrated sulfuric acid will heat water almost to boiling, and so will quicklime, and there's potassium and sodium -


    'Of course, his weapon hadn't the range of mine, but it wasn't so bad in this thin air, and it did hold as many shots as a cowboy's gun in a Western movie. It was effective, too, at least against Martian life; I tried it out, aiming at one of the crazy plants, and darned if the plant didn't wither up and fall a part! That's why I think the glass splinters were poisoned.


    'Anyway, we trudged along toward the mud-heap city and I began to wonder whether the city builders dug the canals. I pointed to the city and then at the canal, and Tweel said 'No - no - no!' and gestured toward the south. I took it to mean that some other race had created the canal system, perhaps Tweel's people. I don't know; maybe there's still another intelligent race on the planet, or a dozen others. Mars is a queer little world.


    'A hundred yards from the city we crossed a sort of road - just a hard-packed mud trap, and then, all of a sudden, along came one of the mound builders!


    'Man, talk about fantastic beings! It looked rather like a barrel trotting along on four legs with four other arms or tentacles. It had no head, just body and members and a row of eyes completely around it. The top end of the barrel-body was a diaphragm stretched as tight as a drumhead, and that was all. It was pushing a little coppery cart and tore right past us like the proverbial bat out of Hell. It didn't even notice us, although I thought the eyes on my side shifted a little as it passed.


    'A moment later another came along, pushing another empty cart. Same thing - it just scooted past us. Well, I wasn't going to be ignored by a bunch of barrels playing train, so when the third one approached, I planted myself in the way - ready to jump, of course, if the thing didn't stop.


    'But it did. It stopped and set up a sort of drumming from the diaphragm on top. And I held out both hands and said, 'We are friends!' And what do you suppose the thing did?'


    'Said, 'Pleased to meet you,' I'll bet!' suggested Harrison.


    'I couldn't have been more surprised if it had! It drummed on its diaphragm, and then suddenly boomed out, 'We are v-r-r-iends' and gave its pushcart a vicious poke at met I jumped aside, and away it went while I stared dumbly after it.


    'A minute later another one came hurrying along. This one didn't pause, but simply drummed out, 'We are v-r-r-iends!' and scurried by. How did it learn the phrase? Were all of the creatures in some sort of communication with each other? Were they all parts of some central organism? I don't know, though I think Tweel does.


    'Anyway, the creatures went sailing past us, every one greeting us with the same statement. It got to be funny; I never thought to find so many friends on this Godforsaken ball! Finally I made a puzzled gesture to Tweel; I guess he understood, for he said, 'One - one - two - yes! Two - two - four - no!' Get it?'


    'Sure,' said Harrison. 'It's a Martian nursery rhyme.'


    'Yeah! Well, I was getting used to Tweel's symbolism, and I figured it out this way. 'One - one - two - yes!' The creatures were intelligent. 'Two - two - four - no!' Their intelligence was not of our order, but something different and beyond the logic of two and two is four. Maybe I missed his meaning. Perhaps he meant that their minds were of low degree, able to figure out the simple things. 'One - one - two - yes! - but not more difficult things - Two - two - four - no!' But I think from what we saw later that he meant the other.


    'After a few moments, the creatures came rushing back - first one, then another. Their pushcarts were full of stones, sand, chunks of rubbery plants, and such rubbish as that. They droned out their friendly greeting, which didn't really sound so friendly, and dashed on. The third one I assumed to be my first acquaintance and I decided to have another chat with him. I stepped into his path again and waited.


    'Up he came, booming out his 'We are v-r-r-riends' and stopped. I looked at him; four or five of his eyes looked at me. He tried his password again and gave a shove on his cart, but I stood firm. And then the - the dashed creature reached out one of his arms, and two finger-like nippers tweaked my nose!'


    'Haw!' roared Harrison. 'Maybe the things have a sense of beauty!'


    'Laugh!' grumbled Jarvis. 'I'd already had a nasty bump and a mean frostbite on that nose. Anyway, I yelled 'Ouch!' and jumped aside and the creature dashed away; but from then on, their greeting was 'We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!' Queer beasts!


    'Tweel and I followed the road squarely up to the nearest mound. The creatures were coming and going, paying us not the slightest attention, fetching their loads of rubbish. The road simply dived into an opening, and slanted down like an old mine, and in and out darted the barrel-people, greeting us with their eternal phrase.


    'I looked in; there was a light somewhere below, and I was curious to see it. It didn't look like a flame or torch, you understand, but more like a civilized light, and I thought that I might get some clue as to the creatures' development. So in I went and Tweel tagged along, not without a few trills and twitters, however.


    'The light was curious; it sputtered and flared like an old arc light, but came from a single black rod set in the wall of the corridor. It was electric, beyond doubt. The creatures were fairly civilized, apparently.


    'Then I saw another light shining on something that glittered and I went on to look at that, but it was only a heap of shiny sand. I turned toward the entrance to leave, and the Devil take, me if it wasn't goner.


    'I supposed the corridor had curved, or I'd stepped into a side passage. Anyway, I walked back in that direction I thought we'd come, and all I saw was more dim-lit corridor. The place was a labyrinth! There was nothing but twisting passages running every way, lit by occasional lights, and now and then a creature running by, sometimes with a pushcart, sometimes without.


    'Well, I wasn't much worried at first. Tweel and I had only come a few steps from the entrance. But every move we made after that seemed to get us in deeper. Finally I tried following one of the creatures with an empty cart, thinking that he'd be going out for his rubbish, but he ran around aimlessly, into one passage and out another. When he started dashing around a pillar like one of these Japanese waltzing mice, I gave up, dumped my water tank on the floor, and sat down.


    'Tweel was as lost as I. I pointed up and he said 'No - no - no!' in a sort of helpless trill. And we couldn't get any help from the natives. They paid no attention at all, except to assure us they were friends - ouch!


    'Lord! I don't know how many hours or days we wandered around there! I slept twice from sheer exhaustion; Tweel never seemed to need sleep. We tried following only the upward corridors, but they'd run uphill a ways and then curve downwards. The temperature in that damned ant hill was constant; you couldn't tell night from day and after my first sleep I didn't know whether I'd slept one hour or thirteen, so I couldn't tell from my watch whether it was midnight or noon.


    'We saw plenty of strange things. There were machines running in some of the corridors, but they didn't seem to be doing anything - just wheels turning. And several times I saw two barrel-beasts with a little one growing between them, joined to both.'


    'Parthenogenesis!' exulted Leroy. 'Parthenogenesis by budding like les tulipes!'


    'If you say so, Frenchy,' agreed Jarvis. 'The things never noticed us at all, except, as I say, to greet us with 'We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!' They seemed to have no homelife of any sort, but just scurried around with their pushcarts, bringing in rubbish. And finally I discovered what they did with it.


    'We'd had a little luck with a corridor, one that slanted upwards for a great distance. I was feeling that we ought to be close to the surface when suddenly the passage debouched into a domed chamber, the only one we'd seen. And man! - I felt like dancing when I saw what looked like daylight through a crevice in the roof.


    'There was a - a sort of machine in the chamber, just an enormous wheel that turned slowly, and one of the creatures was in the act of dumping his rubbish below it. The wheel ground it with a crunch - sand, stones, plants, all into powder that sifted away somewhere. While we watched, others filed in, repeating the process, and that seemed to be all. No rhyme nor reason to the whole thing - but that's characteristic of this crazy planet. And there was another fact that's almost too bizarre to believe.


    'One of the creatures, having dumped his load, pushed his cart aside with a crash and calmly shoved himself under the wheel! I watched him being crushed, too stupefied to make a sound, and a moment later, another followed him! They were perfectly methodical about it, too; one of the cartless creatures took the abandoned pushcart.


    'Tweel didn't seem surprised; I pointed out the next suicide to him, and he just gave the most human-like shrug imaginable, as much as to say, 'What can I do about it?' He must have known more or less about these creatures.


    'Then I saw something else. There was something beyond the wheel, something shining on a sort of low pedestal. I walked over; there was a little crystal, about the size of an egg, fluorescing to beat Tophet. The light from it stung my hands and face, almost like a static discharge, and then I noticed another funny thing. Remember that wart I had on my left thumb? Look!' Jarvis extended his hand. 'It dried up and fell off - just like that! And my abused nose - say, the pain went out of it like magic! The thing had the property of hard ex-rays or gamma radiations, only more so; it destroyed diseased tissue and left healthy tissue unharmed!


    'I was thinking what a present that'd be to take back to Mother Earth when a lot of racket interrupted. We dashed back to the other side of the wheel in time to see one of the pushcarts ground up. Some suicide had been careless, it seems.


    'Then suddenly the creatures were booming and drumming all around us and their noise was decidedly menacing. A crowd of them advanced toward us; we backed out of what I thought was the passage we'd entered by, and they came rumbling after us, some pushing carts and some not. Crazy brutes! There was a whole chorus of 'We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!' I didn't like the 'ouch'; it was rather suggestive.


    'Tweel had his glass gun out and I dumped my water tank for greater freedom and got mine. We backed up the corridor with the barrel-beasts following - about twenty of them. Queer thing - the ones coming in with loaded carts moved past us inches away without a sign.


    'Tweel must have noticed that. Suddenly, he snatched out that glowing coal cigar-lighter of his and touched a cartload of plant limbs. Puff! The whole load was burning - and the crazy beast pushing it went right along without a change of pace. It created some disturbance among our 'v-v-r-riends,' however - and then I noticed the smoke eddying and swirling past us, and sure enough, there was the entrance


    'I grabbed Tweel and out we dashed and after us our twenty pursuers. The daylight felt like Heaven, though I saw at first glance that the sun was all but set, and that was bad, since I couldn't live outside my thermo-skin bag in a Martian night - at least, without a fire.


    'And things got worse in a hurry. They cornered us in an angle between two mounds, and there we stood. I hadn't fired nor had Tweel; there wasn't any use in irritating the brutes. They stopped a little distance away and began their booming about friendship and ouches.


    'Then things got still worse! A barrel-brute came out with a pushcart and they all grabbed into it and came out with handfuls of foot-long copper darts - sharp-looking ones - and all of a sudden one sailed past my ear - zing! And it was shoot or die then.


    'We were doing pretty well for a while. We picked off the ones next to the pushcart and managed to keep the darts at a minimum, but suddenly there was a thunderous booming of 'v-v-r-riends' and 'ouches,' and a whole army of 'em came out of their hole.


    'Man! We were through and I knew it! Then I realized that Tweel wasn't. He could have leaped the mound behind us as easily as not. He was staying for me!


    'Say, I could have cried if there'd been time! I'd liked Tweel from the first, but whether I'd have had gratitude to do what he was doing - suppose I had saved him from the first dream-beast - he'd done as much for me, hadn't he? I grabbed his arm, and said 'Tweel,' and pointed up, and he understood. He said, 'No - no - no, Tick!' and popped away with his glass pistol.


    'What could I do? I'd be a goner anyway when the sun set, but I couldn't explain that to him. I said, 'Thanks, Tweel. You're a man!' and felt that I wasn't paying him any compliment at all. A man! There are mighty few men who'd do that.


    'So I went 'bang' with my gun and Tweel went 'puff' with his, and the barrels were throwing darts and getting ready to rush us, and booming about being friends. I had given up hope. Then suddenly an angel dropped right down from Heaven in the shape of Putz, with his underjets blasting the barrels into very small pieces!


    'Wow! I let out a yell and dashed for the rocket; Putz opened the door and in I went, laughing and crying and shouting! It was a moment or so before I remembered Tweel; I looked around in time to see him rising in one of his nosedives over the mound and away.


    'I had a devil of a job arguing Putz into following. By the time we got the rocket aloft, darkness was down; you know how it comes here - like turning off a light. We sailed out over the desert and put down once or twice. I yelled 'Tweel!' and yelled it a hundred times, I guess. We couldn't find him; he could travel like the wind and all I got - or else I imagined it - was a faint trilling and twittering drifting out of the south. He'd gone, and damn it! I wish - I wish he hadn't!'


    The four men of the Ares were silent - even the sardonic Harrison. At last little Leroy broke the stillness.


    'I should like to see,' he murmured.


    'Yeah,' said Harrison. 'And the wart-cure. Too bad you missed that; it might be the cancer cure they've been hunting for a century and a half.'


    'Oh, that!' muttered Jarvis gloomily. 'That's what started the fight!' He drew a glistening object from his pocket.


    'Here it is.'
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    Well, I was born, if it makes any difference, in Louisville, Ky., circa 1902, and educated, if at all, in the public schools of Milwaukee and the University of Wisconsin. While at the latter institution I assisted in the demise of the now totally defunct Wisconsin Literary Magazine, succeeded once in having it suppressed (the only time, incidentally, that the publication ever showed a profit) and was ejected in 1923. All the same, that crowd made Middle Western literary history and is still making it, tho they've scattered. It included the rising star of Horace Gregory, the tragic Majory Latimer, Paul Gangelin, who writes plots for the movies (one smash to two flops), and the less literary but far more famous Charles Augustus Lindergh, who enjoyed the honor of "graduating" with me. They summoned him back for an honorary degree, but they haven't asked me yet.


    Anyway, as to how I personally became interested in science fiction—I didn't. That's supposed to imply that I've always been interested in it, from the days of such juveniles as Robinson Crusoe, the Motor Boys series, and Tarzan, and eventually to the real classics of Verne and Wells. That doesn't exclude a few others who receive less attention from science fiction readers than they deserve, Bellamy (whose "Looking Backwood" is still a social influence in such movements as the erstwhile popular Technocracy) Conan-Doyle, Poe, and Mrs. Shelley. Those writers wrote with an attention to realistic detail that has been rather neglected in these days of purple, green, or crimson rays, of ant-men, beetlemen, lizard-men, and what not. Science fiction has slipped a peg or two, right into the epic stage, with heroes, demi-gods, and mythical monsters. Or such is my impression.


    And as to how I write—well, in longhand, with a pencil, on a sheet of white paper. I can't type a first copy successfully because the mechanics of typing takes too much attention, at least the way I type. It isn't a total loss, however, since it saves revision, which takes place during the typing.


    Other details—I suppose I ought to claim to write by inspiration. I wish I did; it's far the easiest and most effective way, and don't think it can't be done either. It can; I've known people whose minds worked that way, but I'm not one of them. These fortunate souls suddenly receive an idea pre-cooked and ready to serve, and down it goes, fever hot, on paper. But I have to think up my ideas, plan them to a fair degree of completion, and then write them. They usually change somewhat in the writing, and I have had them escape entirely, go rampant, and end up quite differently from the original plan. That probably happens to anyone who writes; one character, intended to be subordinate, suddenly turns out to be too interesting an individual to ignore, and the plot gets warped around until he (or occasionally she) is carrying the burden of the story.


    That's even happened in novels, of which I've written a few, not under my name, but I won't divulge the pseudonym. Of course it's a rarer occurrence, because novels have to be planned with some care, and even outlined on paper. One can't trust memory alone when sixty to one hundred twenty thousand words are involved. Anyway, I can't. They say Voltaire wrote his "Candide" in twenty hours, and Ben Hecht tried with fair success to duplicate the feat in his "Florentine Dagger," but I'll bet that Ben at least had a few ideas beforehand.


    To return to science fiction, having made plain that I like it, now I'll tell why I don't. There's one general weakness and one universal fallacy in the material published today. It's a tough one to express but perhaps the proposition can be phrased as follows: Most authors, even the best, seem imbued with the idea that science is a sort of savior, a guide, the ultimate hope of mankind. That's wrong; science is utterly impersonal and never points a way, nor is it interested in either the salvation or the destruction of the human race. The words "should" and "ought", in their moral senses, are not scientific words at all, and when a scientist uses them he speaks not for science but for philosophy or ethics, not as a scientist but as a preacher. Science describes but does not interpret; it can predict the results of any given alternative actions, but cannot choose between them.


    If that paragraph seems a little involved, here's an example. The great sociologist Doe, we'll say, has discovered that because of the unchecked breeding of the mentally deficient, the human race will degenerate to the moron level within fifty years. Now Doe can get excited as he wishes over this as a member of the race, but as a scientist, all he can say is something like this: "I call attention to the probability that if we permit this trend to continue, in half a century the average level of intelligence will have descended to that of a twelve year old mind. If the trend is to be checked, an effective means is sterilization of the unfit before reproduction is possible." Not "we ought to" or "we should" but just if.


    That's all science has the right to say. The choice then enters the domain of ethics, and the battle is between those who feel that the good of the race is paramount and those who believe that the rights of the individual are sacred, and that we have no moral grounds for violating them. Science has indicated the roads, but ethics has to choose between them.


    A propos of this, I suppose all of us know which road modern ethics would choose, but only a hundred and fifty years ago, during the highly individualistic eighteenth century, all the weight of the best minds was in the opposite scale. Even a simpleton had the right then to fulfill his life to the utmost, to find (theoretically at least) the greatest happiness he could, even tho that included feeble-minded offspring. In those years "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" meant exactly that.


    All of which is quite beside the point. What course ethics chooses doesn't make a damn bit of difference in the argument, which holds that science is only a signpost and not a guide. Say it again: Science is neither judge nor savior. It cannot choose. It is a road map, not a standard.


    Here's the element that makes so much science fiction seem unreal. Half our authors use the word "scientist" about as the ancient Egyptians used "priest"—a man of special and rather mystical knowledge that has set him apart from the rest of humanity. In fact, as soon as the word is mentioned, one visualizes either a noble, serious, erudite, high-principled superman, or depending on, the type of story, a crafty, ambitious, fiendish, and probably insane super-villain. But never a real human being.


    As for the weakness, that's simpler. It's merely that most of our writers fail to take advantage of science fiction's one grand opportunity—its critical possibilities, if you get me. It's the ideal medium to express an author's ideas, because it can (but doesn't) criticize everything. I mean—well, Western stories, for instance, have no critical possibilities because they deal with conditions fifty years dead. Romance has only a few opportunities in sociological fields. Adventure is equally limited, but science fiction has no limits. It can criticize-social, moral, technical, political, or intellectual conditions—or any others. It's a weapon for intelligent writers, of which there are several, but they won't practice its use.


    Oh, a few have tried it. Dr. Keller does it well occasionally, and Miles J. Breuer did it magnificently once or twice. Dr. Bell (John Taine) touches on it at times, but won't descend to practical suggestions. And by far the most of this sort of writing, when couched in the usual form of satire, is heavy, obvious, and directed at unimportant targets. No one has attempted it on the scale of Bellamy, who actually did criticize world social conditions in the form of a science fiction story, and presented a sort of solution.


    For science fiction can do what science cannot. It can criticize, because science fiction is not science. It is, or at least ought to be, a branch of the art of literature, and can therefore quite properly argue, reject, present a thesis, proselytize, criticize, or perform any other ethical functions.


    Or anyway, that's my opinion, and it won't make a bit of difference to those readers (if any) who've plowed thru to this point. The younger writers will stand by their guns—or purple rays—and the younger readers will take as much delight as ever in super-scientists, Earth-Mars wars, ant-men, tractor rays, and heroes who save country, earth, solar system, or universe from the terrible invaders from Outside.


    More power to 'em. I'd like to experience those same thrills again myself.


    


    

  


  
    DAWN OF FLAME


    


    CHAPTER ONE


    THE WORLD


    


    HULL TARVISH LOOKED backward but once, and that only as he reached the elbow of the road. The sprawling little stone cottage that had been home was visible as he had seen it a thousand times, framed under the cedars. His mother still watched him, and two of his younger brothers stood staring down the Mountainside at him. He raised his hand in farewell, then dropped it as he realized that none of them saw him now; his mother had turned indifferently to the door, and the two youngsters had spied a rabbit. He faced about and strode away, down the slope out of Ozarky.


    He passed the place where the great steel road of the Ancients had been, now only two rusty streaks and a row of decayed logs. Beside it was the mossy heap of stones that had been an ancient structure in the days before the Dark Centuries, when Ozarky had been a part of the old state of M'souri. The mountain people still sought out the place for squared stones to use in building, but the tough metal of the steel road itself was too stubborn for their use, and the rails had rusted quietly these three hundred years.


    That much Hull Tarvish knew, for they were things still spoken of at night around the fireplace. They had been mighty sorcerers, those Ancients; their steel roads went everywhere, and everywhere were the ruins of their towns, built, it was said, by a magic that lifted weights. Down in the valley, he knew, men were still seeking that magic; once a rider had stayed by night at the Tarvish home, a little man who said that in the far south the secret had been found, but nobody ever heard any more of it.


    So Hull whistled to himself, shifted the rag bag on his shoulder, set his bow more comfortably on his mighty back, and trudged on. That was why he himself was seeking the valley; he wanted to see what the world was like. He had been always a restless sort, not at all like the other six Tarvish sons, nor like the three Tarvish daughters. They were true mountainies, the sons great hunters, and the daughters stolid and industrious. Not Hull, however; he was neither lazy like his brothers nor stolid like his sisters, but restless, curious, dreamy. So he whistled his way into the world, and was happy.


    At evening he stopped at the Hobel cottage on the edge of the mountains. Away before him stretched the plain, and in the darkening distance was visible the church spire of Norse. That was a village; Hull had never seen a village, or no more of it than this same distant steeple, shaped like a straight white pine. But he had heard all about Norse, because the mountainies occasionally went down there to buy powder and ball for their rifles, those of them who had rifles.


    Hull had only a bow. He didn't see the use of guns; powder and ball cost money, but an arrow did the same work for nothing, and that without scaring all the game a mile away.


    Morning he bade goodbye to the Hobels, who thought him, as they always had, a little crazy, and set off. His powerful, brown bare legs flashed under his ragged trousers, his bare feet made a pleasant soosh in the dust of the road, the June sun beat warm on his right cheek. He was happy; there never was a pleasanter world than this, so he grinned and whistled, and spat carefully into the dust, remembering that it was bad luck to spit toward the sun. He was bound for adventure.


    Adventure came. Hull had come down to the plain now, where the trees were taller than the scrub of the hill country, and where the occasional farms were broader, well tilled, more prosperous. The trail had become a wagon road, and here it cut and angled between two lines of forest. And unexpectedly a man – no, two men – rose from a log at the roadside and approached Hull. He watched them; one was tall and light-haired as himself, but without his mighty frame, and the other was a head shorter, and dark. Valley people, surely, for the dark one had a stubby pistol at his belt, wooden-stocked like those of the Ancients, and the tall man's bow was of glittering spring steel.


    "Ho, mountainy!" said the dark one. "Where going?"


    "Norse," answered Hull shortly,


    "What's in the bag?"


    "My tongue," snapped the youth. (1)


    "Easy, there," grunted the light man. "No offense, mountainy. We're just curious. That's a good knife you got. I'll trade it."


    "For what?"


    "For lead in your craw," growled the dark one. Suddenly the blunt pistol was in his hand. "Pass it over, and the bag too."


    Hull scowled from one to the other. At last he shrugged, and moved as if to lift his bag from his shoulders. And then, swift as the thrust of a striking diamondback, his left foot shot forward, catching the dark one squarely in the pit of his stomach, with the might of Hull's muscles and weight behind it.


    The man had breath for a low grunt; he doubled and fell, while his weapon spun a dozen feet away into the dust. The light one sprang for it, but Hull caught him with a great arm about his throat, wrenched twice, and the brief fight was over. He swung placidly on toward Norse with a blunt revolver primed and capped at his hip, a glistening spring-steel bow on his shoulder, and twenty-two bright tubular steel arrows in his quiver.


    He topped a little rise and the town lay before him. He stared. A hundred houses at least. Must be five hundred people in the town, more people than he'd ever seen in his life all together. He strode eagerly on, goggling at the church that towered high as a tall tree, at the windows of bits of glass salvaged from ancient ruins and carefully pieced together, at the tavern with its swinging emblem of an unbelievably fat man holding a mammoth mug. He stared at the houses, some of them with shops before them, and at the people, most of them shod in leather.


    He himself attracted little attention. Norse was used to the mountainies, and only a girl or two turned appraising eyes toward his mighty figure. That made him uncomfortable, however; the girls of the mountains giggled and blushed, but never at that age did they stare at a man. So he gazed defiantly back, letting his eyes wander from their bonnets to the billowing skirts above their leather strap-sandals, and they laughed and passed on.


    Hull didn't care for Norse, he decided. As the sun set, the houses loomed too close, as if they'd stifle him, so he set out into the countryside to sleep. The remains of an ancient town bordered the village, with its spectral walls crumbling against the west. There were ghosts there, of course, so he walked farther, found a wooded spot, and lay down, putting his bow and the steel arrows into his bag against the rusting effect of night-dew. Then he tied the bag about his bare feet and legs, sprawled comfortably, and slept with his hand on the pistol grip. Of course there were no animals to fear in these woods save wolves, and they never attacked humans during the warm parts of the year, but there were men, and they bound themselves by no such seasonal laws.


    He awoke dewy wet. The sun shot golden lances through the trees, and he was ravenously hungry. He ate the last of his mother's brown bread from his bag, now crumbled by his feet, and then strode out to the road. There was a wagon creaking there, plodding northward; the bearded, kindly man in it was glad enough to have him ride for company.


    "Mountainy?" he asked.


    "Yes.


    "Bound where?"


    "The world," said Bull.


    "Well," observed the other, "it's a big place, and all I've seen of it much like this. All except Selui. That's a city. Yes, that's a city. Been there?"


    "No."


    "It's got," said the farmer impressively, "twenty thousand people in it. Maybe more. And they got ruins there the biggest you ever saw. Bridges. Buildings. Four – five times as high as the Norse church, and at that they're fallen down. The Devil knows how high they used to be in the old days."


    "Who lived in 'em?" asked Hull.


    "Don't know. Who'd want to live so high up it'd take a full morning to climb there? Unless it was magic. I don't hold much with magic, but they do say the Old People knew how to fly."


    Hull tried to imagine this. For a while there was silence save for the slow clump of the horses' hooves. "I don't believe it," he said at last.


    "Nor I. But did you hear what they're saying in Norse?"


    "I didn't hear anything."


    "They say," said the farmer, "that Joaquin Smith is going to march again."


    "Joaquin Smith!"


    "Yeah. Even the mountainies know about him, eh?"


    "Who doesn't?" returned Hull. "Then there'll be fighting in the south, I guess. I have a notion to go south."


    "Why?"


    "I like fighting," said Hull simply.


    "Fair answer," said the farmer, "but from what folks say, there's not much fighting when the Master marches. He has a spell; there's great sorcery in N'Orleans, from the merest warlock up to Martin Sair, who's blood-son of the Devil himself, or so they say."


    "I'd like to see his sorcery against the mountainy's arrow and ball," said Hull grimly. "There's none of us can't spot either eye at a thousand paces, using rifle. Or two hundred with arrow."


    "No doubt; but what if powder flames, and guns fire themselves before he's even across the horizon? They say he has a spell for that, he or Black Margot."


    "Black Margot?"


    “The Princess, his half-sister. The dark witch who rides beside him, the Princess Margaret."


    "Oh – but why Black Margot?"


    The farmer shrugged. "Who knows? It's what her enemies call her."


    "Then so I call her," said Hull.


    "Well, I don't know," said the other. "It makes small difference to me whether I pay taxes to N'Orleans or to gruff old Marcus Ormiston, who's eldarch of Ormiston village there." He flicked his whip toward the distance ahead, where Hull now descried houses and the flash of a little river. "I've sold produce in towns within the Empire, and the people of them seemed as happy as ourselves, no more, no less."


    "There is a difference, though. It's freedom."


    "Merely a word, my friend. They plow, they sow, they reap, just as we do. They hunt, they fish, they fight. And as for freedom, are they less free with a warlock to rule them than I with a wizened fool?"


    "The mountainies pay taxes to no one."


    "And no one builds them roads, nor digs them public wells. Where you pay little you get less, and I will say that the roads within the Empire are better than ours."


    "Better than this?" asked Hull, staring at the dusty width of the highway.


    "Far better. Near Memphis town is a road of solid rock, which they spread soft through some magic, and let harden, so there is neither mud nor dust."


    Hull mused over this. "The Master," he burst out suddenly, "is he really immortal?"


    The other shrugged. "How can I say? There are great sorcerers in the southlands, and the greatest of them is Martin Sair. But I do know this, that I have seen sixty-two years, and as far back as memory goes here was always Joaquin Smith in the south, and always an Empire gobbling cities as a hare gobbles carrots. When I was young it was far away, now it reaches close at hand; that is all the difference. Men talked of the beauty of Black Margot then as they do now, and of the wizardry of Martin Sair.


    Hull made no answer, for Ormiston was at hand. The village was much like Norse save that it huddled among low hills, on the crest of some of which loomed ancient ruins. At the near side his companion halted, and Hull thanked him as he leaped to the ground.


    "Where to?" asked the farmer.


    Hull thought a moment. "Selui," he said.


    "Well, it's a hundred miles, but there'll be many to ride you."


    "I have my own feet," said the youth. He spun suddenly about at a voice across the road: "Hi! Mountainy!"


    It was a girl. A very pretty girl, slim waisted, copper haired, blue eyed, standing at the gate before a large stone house. "Hi!" she called. "Will you work for your dinner?"


    Hull was ravenous again. "Gladly!" he cried.


    The voice of the farmer sounded behind him. "It's Vail Ormiston, the dotard eldarch's daughter. Hold her for a full meal, mountainy. My taxes are paying for it."


    But Vail Ormiston was above much converse with a wandering mountain-man. She surveyed his mighty form approvingly, showed him the logs he was to quarter, and then disappeared into the house. If, perchance, she peeped out through the clearest of the ancient glass fragments that formed the window, and if she watched the flexing muscles of his great bare arms as he swung the axe – well, he was unaware of it.


    So it happened that afternoon found him trudging toward Selui with a hearty meal inside him and three silver dimes in his pocket, ancient money, with the striding figure of the woman all but worn away. He was richer than when he had set out by those coins, by the blunt pistol at his hip, by the shiny steel bow and arrows, and by the memory of the copper hair and blue eyes of Vail Ormiston.


    


    (1. Idiom of the second century of the Enlightenment. To have "one's tongue in the bag" was to refuse to answer questions.)


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    OLD EINAR


    


    THREE WEEKS IN SELUI HAD served to give Hull Tarvish a sort of speaking acquaintancy with the place. He no longer gaped at the sky-piercing ruins of the ancient city, or the vast fallen bridges, and he was quite at home in the town that lay beside it. He had found work easily enough in a baker's establishment, where his great muscles served well; the hours were long, but his pay was munificent – five silver quarters a week. He paid two for lodging, and food – what he needed beyond the burnt loaves at hand from his employment cost him another quarter, but that left two to put by. He never gambled other than a wager now and then on his own marksmanship, and that was more profitable than otherwise.


    Ordinarily Hull was quick to make friends, but his long hours hindered him. He had but one, an incredibly old man who sat at evening on the step beyond his lodging, Old Einar. So this evening Hull wandered out as usual to join him, staring at the crumbling towers of the Ancients glowing in the sunset. Trees sprung on many, and all were green with vine and tussock and the growth of wind-carried seeds. No one dared build among the ruins, for none could guess when a great tower might come crashing down.


    "I wonder," he said to Old Einar, "what the Ancients were like. Were they men like us? Then how could they fly?"


    "They were men like us, Hull. As for flying – well, it's my belief that flying is a legend. See here; there was a man supposed to have flown over the cold lands to the north and those to the south, and also across the great sea. But this flying man is called in some accounts Lindbird and in others Bird and surely one can see the origin of such a legend. The migrations of birds, who cross land and seas each year, that is all."


    "Or perhaps magic," suggested Hull.


    "There is no magic. The Ancients themselves denied it and I have struggled through many a moldy book in a curious, archaic tongue."


    Old Einar was the first scholar Hull had ever encountered. Though there were many during the dawn of that brilliant age called the Second Enlightenment, most of them were still within the Empire. John Holland was dead, but Olin was yet alive in the world, and Kohlmar, and Jorgensen, and Teran, and Martin Sair, and Joaquin Smith the Master. Great names – the names of demigods.


    But Hull knew little of them. "You can read!" he exclaimed. "That in itself is a sort of magic. And you have been within the Empire, even in N'Orleans. Tell me, what is the Great City like? Have they really learned the secrets of the Ancients? Are the Immortals truly immortal? How did they gain their knowledge?"


    Old Einar settled himself on the step and puffed blue smoke from his pipe filled with the harsh tobacco of the region. "Too many questions breed answers to none," he observed. "Shall I tell you the true story of the world, Hull – the story called History?"


    "Yes. In Ozarky we spoke little of such things."


    "Well," said the old man comfortably, "I will begin then, at what to us is the beginning, but to the Ancients was the end. I do not know what factors, what wars, what struggles, led up to the mighty world that died during the Dark Centuries, but I do know that three hundred years ago the world reached its climax. You cannot imagine such a place, Hull. It was a time of vast cities, too – fifty times as large as N'Orleans with its hundred thousand people."


    He puffed slowly. "Great steel wagons roared over the iron roads of the Ancients. Men crossed the oceans to east and west. The cities were full of whirring wheels, and instead of the many little city-states of our time, there were giant nations with thousands of cities and a hundred million – a hundred and fifty million people."


    Hull stared. "I do not believe there are so many people in the world," he said.


    Old Einar shrugged. "Who knows?" he returned. "The ancient books – all too few – tell us that the world is round, and that beyond the seas lie one, or several continents, but what races are there today not even Joaquin Smith can say." He puffed smoke again. "Well, such was the ancient world. These were warlike nations, so fond of battle that they had to write many books about the horrors of war to keep themselves at peace, but they always failed. During the time they called their twentieth century there was a whole series of wars, not such little quarrels as we have so often between our citystates, nor even such as that between the Memphis League and the Empire, five years ago. Their wars spread like storm clouds around the world, and were fought between millions of men with unimaginable weapons that flung destruction a hundred miles, and with ships on the seas, and with gases."


    "What's gases?" asked Hull.


    Old Einar waved his hand so that the wind of it brushed the youth's brown cheek. "Air is a gas," he said. "They knew how to poison the air so that all who breathed it died. And they fought with diseases, and legend says that they fought also in the air with wings, but that is only legend."


    "Diseases!" said Hull. "Diseases are the breath of Devils, and if they controlled Devils they used sorcery, and therefore they knew magic."


    "There is no magic," reiterated the old man. "I do not know how they fought each other with diseases, but Martin Sair of N'Orleans knows. That was his study, not mine, but I know there was no magic in it." He resumed his tale. "So these great fierce nations flung themselves against each other, for war meant more to them than to us. With us it is something of a rough, joyous, dangerous game, but to them it was a passion. They fought for any reason, or for none at all save the love of fighting."


    "I love fighting," said Hull.


    "Yes, but would you love it if it meant simply the destroying of thousands of men beyond the horizon? Men you were never to see?"


    "No. War should be man to man, or at least no farther than the carry of a rifle ball."


    "True. Well, some time near the end of their twentieth century, the ancient world exploded into war like a powder horn in a fire. They say every nation fought, and battles surged back and forth across seas and continents. It was not only nation against nation, but race against race, black and white and yellow and red, all embroiled in a titanic struggle."


    "Yellow and red?" echoed Hull. "There are a few black men called Nigs in Ozarky, but I never heard of yellow or red men."


    "I have seen yellow men," said Old Einar. "There are some towns of yellow men on the edge of the western ocean, in the region called Friscia. The red race, they say, is gone, wiped out by the plague called the Grey Death, to which they yielded more readily than the other races."


    "I have heard of the Grey Death," said Hull. "When I was very young, there was an old, old man who used to say that his grand-father had lived in the days of the Death."


    Old Einar smiled. "I doubt it, Hull. It was something over two and a half centuries ago. However," he resumed, "the great ancient nations were at war, and as I say, they fought with diseases. Whether some nation learned the secret of the Grey Death, or whether it grew up as a sort of cross between two or more other diseases, I do not know. Martin Sair says that diseases are living things, so it may be so. At any rate, the Grey Death leaped suddenly across the world, striking alike at all people. Everywhere it blasted the armies, the cities, the countryside, and of those it struck, six out of every ten died. There must have been chaos in the world; we have not a single book printed during that time, and only legend tells the story.


    "But the war collapsed. Armies suddenly found themselves unopposed, and then were blasted before they could move. Ships in mid-ocean were stricken, and drifted unmanned to pile in wreckage, or to destroy others. In the cities the dead were piled in the streets, and after a while, were simply left where they fell, while those who survived fled away into the country. What remained of the armies became little better than roving robber bands, and by the third year of the plague there were few if any stable governments in the world."


    "What stopped it?" asked Hull.


    "I do not know. They end, these pestilences. Those who take it and live cannot take it a second time, and those who are somehow immune do not take it at all, and the rest – die. The Grey Death swept the world for three years; when it ended, according to Martin Sair, one person in four had died. But the plague came back in lessening waves for many years; only a pestilence in the Ancient's fourteenth century, called the Black Death, seems ever to have equaled it.


    "Yet its effects were only beginning. The ancient transport system had simply collapsed, and the cities were starving. Hungry gangs began raiding the countryside, and instead of one vast war there were now a million little battles. The weapons of the Ancients were everywhere, and these battles were fierce enough, in all truth, though nothing like the colossal encounters of the great war. Year by year the cities decayed until by the fiftieth year after the Grey Death, the world's population had fallen by three-fourths, and civilization was ended. It was barbarism now that ruled the world, but only barbarism, not savagery. People still remembered the mighty ancient civilization, and everywhere there were attempts to combine into the old nations, but these failed for lack of great leaders."


    "As they should fail," said Hull. "We have freedom now."


    "Perhaps. By the first century after the Plague, there was little left of the Ancients save their ruined cities where lurked robber bands that scoured the country by night. They had little interest in anything save food or the coined money of the old nations, and they did incalculable damage. Few could read, and on cold nights was usual to raid the ancient libraries for books to burn and to make things worse, fire gutted the ruins of all cities, and there was no organized resistance to it. The flames simply burned themselves out, and priceless books vanished."


    "Yet in N'Orleans they study, don't they?" asked Hull.


    "Yes, I'm coming to that. About two centuries after the Plague – a hundred years ago, that is – the world had stabilized itself. It was much as it is here today, with little farming towns and vast stretches of deserted country. Gunpowder had been rediscovered, rifles were used, and most of the robber bands had been destroyed. And then, into the town of N'Orleans, built beside the ancient city, came young John Holland.


    "Holland was a rare specimen, anxious for learning. He found the remains of an ancient library and began slowly to decipher the archaic words in the few books that had survived. Little by little others joined him, and as the word spread slowly, men from other sections wandered in with books, and the Academy was born. No one taught, of course; it was just a group of studious men living a sort of communistic, monastic life. There was no attempt at practical use of the ancient knowledge until a youth named Teran had a dream – no less a dream than to recondition the centuries-old power machines of N'Orleans, to give the city the power that travels on wires!"


    "What's that?" asked Hull. "What's that, Old Einar?"


    "You wouldn't understand, Hull. Teran was an enthusiast; it didn't stop him to realize that there was no coal or oil to run his machines. He believed that when power was needed, it would be there, so he and his followers scrubbed and filed and welded away, and Teran was right. When he needed power, it was there.


    "This was the gift of a man named Olin, who had unearthed the last, the crowning secret of the Ancients, the power called atomic energy. He gave it to Teran, and N'Orleans became a miracle city where lights glowed and wheels turned. Men came from every part of the continent to see, and among these were two called Martin Sair and Joaquin Smith, come out of Mexico with the half-sister of Joaquin, the Satanically beautiful being sometimes called Black Margot.


    "Martin Sair was a genius. He found his field in the study of medicine, and it was less than ten years before he had uncovered the secret of the hard rays. He was studying sterility but he found – immortality!"


    "Then the Immortals are immortal !" murmured Hull.


    "It may be, Hull. At least they do not seem to age, but– Well, Joaquin Smith was also a genius, but of a different sort. He dreamed of the re-uniting of the peoples of the country. I think he dreams of even more, Hull; people say he will stop when he rules a hundred cities, but I think he dreams of an American Empire, or" – Old Einar's voice dropped – "a world Empire. At least, he took Martin Sair's immortality and traded it for power. The Second Enlightenment was dawning and there was genius in N'Orleans. He traded immortality to Kohlmar for a weapon, he offered it to Olin for atomic power, but Olin was already past youth, and refused, partly because he didn't want it, and partly because he was not entirely in sympathy with Joaquin Smith. So the Master seized the secret of the atom despite Olin, and the Conquest began.


    "N'Orleans, directly under the influence of the Master's magnetic personality, was ready to yield, and yielded to him cheering. He raised his army and marched north, and everywhere cities fell or yielded willingly. Joaquin Smith is magnificent, and men flock to him, cities cheer him, even the wives and children of the slain swear allegiance when he forgives them in that noble manner of his. Only here and there men hate him bitterly, and speak such words as tyrant, and talk of freedom."


    "Such are the mountainies," said Hull.


    "Not even the mountainies can stand the ionic beams that Kohlmar dug out of ancient books, nor the Erden resonator that explodes gunpowder miles away. I think that Joaquin Smith will succeed, Hull. Moreover, I do not think it entirely bad that he should, for he is a great ruler, and a bringer of civilization."


    "What are they like, the Immortals?"


    "Well, Martin Sair is as cold as mountain rock, and the Princess Margaret is like black fire. Even my old bones feel younger only to look at her, and it is wise for young men not to look at her at all, because she is quite heartless, ruthless, and pitiless. As for Joaquin Smith, the Master – I do not know the words to describe so complex a character, and I know him well. He is mild, perhaps, but enormously strong, kind or cruel as suits his purpose, glitteringly intelligent, and dangerously charming."


    "You know him!" echoed Hull, and added curiously, "What is your other name, Old Einar, you who know the Immortals?"


    The old man smiled. "When I was born," he said, "my parents called me Einar Olin."


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    THE MASTER MARCHES


    


    JOAQUIN SMITH WAS marching.


    Hull Tarvish leaned against the door of File Ormson's iron worker's shop in Ormiston, and stared across the fields and across the woodlands, and across to the blue mountains of Ozarky in the south. There is where he should have been, there with the mountainy men, but by the time the tired rider had brought the news to Selui, and by the time Hull had reached Ormiston, it was already too late, and Ozarky was but an outlying province of the expanding Empire, while the Master camped there above Norse, and sent representations to Selui.


    Selui wasn't going to yield. Already the towns of the three months old Selui Confederation were sending in their men, from Bloom'ton, from Cairo, even from distant Ch'cago on the shores of the saltless sea Mitchin. The men of the Confederation hated the little, slender, dark Ch'cagoans, for they had not yet forgotten the disastrous battle at Starved Rock, but any allies were welcome against Joaquin Smith. The Ch'cagoans were good enough fighters, too, and heart and soul in the cause, for if the Master took Selui, his Empire would reach dangerously close to the saltless seas, spreading from the ocean on the cast to the mountains on the west, and north as far as the great confluence of the M'sippi and M'souri.


    Hull knew there was fighting ahead, and he relished it. It was too bad that he couldn't have fought in Ozarky for his own people, but Ormiston would do. That was his home for the present, since he'd found work here with File Ormson, the squat iron-worker, broad-shouldered as Hull himself and a head shorter. Pleasant work for his mighty muscles, though at the moment there was nothing to do.


    He stared at the peaceful countryside. Joaquin Smith was marching, and beyond the village, the farmers were still working in their fields. Hull listened to the slow Sowing Song:


    


    "This is what the ground needs:


    First the plow and then the seeds,


    Then the harrow and then the hoe,


    And rain to make the harvest grow.


    "This is what the man, needs:


    First the promises, then the deeds,


    Then the arrow and then the blade,


    And last the digger with his black spade.


    "This is what his wife needs:


    First a garden free of weeds,


    Then the daughter, and their the son,


    And a fireplace warm when the work is done.


    "This is what his son needs–"


    


    Hull ceased to listen. They were singing, but Joaquin Smith was marching, marching with the men of a hundred cities, with his black banner and its golden serpent fluttering. That serpent, Old Einar had said, was the Midgard Serpent, which ancient legend related had encircled the earth. It was the symbol of the Master's dream, and for a moment Hull had a stirring of sympathy for that dream.


    "No!" he growled to himself. "Freedom's better, and it's for us to blow the head from the Midgard Serpent."


    A voice sounded at his side. "Hull! Big Hull Tarvish! Are you too proud to notice humble folk?"


    It was Vail Ormiston, her violet eyes whimsical below her smooth copper hair. He flushed; he was not used to the ways of these valley girls, who flirted frankly and openly in a manner impossible to the shy girls of the mountains. Yet he – well, in a way, he liked it, and he liked Vail Ormiston, and he remembered pleasantly an evening two days ago when he had sat and talked a full three hours with her on the bench by the tree that shaded Ormiston well. And he remembered the walk through the fields when she had shown him the mouth of the great ancient storm sewer that had run under the dead city, and that still stretched crumbling for miles underground toward the hills, and he recalled her story of how, when a child, she had lost herself in it, so that her father had planted the tangle of blackberry bushes that still concealed the opening.


    He grinned, "Is it the eldarch's daughter speaking of humble folk? Your father will be taxing me double if he hears of this."


    She tossed her helmet of metallic hair. "He will if he sees you in that Selui finery of yours." Her eyes twinkled. "For whose eyes was it bought, Hull? For you'd be better saving your money."


    "Save silver, lose luck," he retorted. After all, it wasn't so difficult a task to talk to her. "Anyway, better a smile from you than the glitter of money."


    She laughed. "But how quickly you learn, mountainy! Still, what if I say I liked you better in tatters, with your powerful brown muscles quivering through the rips?"


    "Do you say it, Vail?"


    "Yes, then!"


    He chuckled, raising his great hands to his shoulders. There was the rasp of tearing cloth, and a long rent gleamed in the back of his Selui shirt. "There, Vail!"


    "Oh!" she gasped. "Hull, you wastrel! But it's only a seam." She fumbled in the bag at her belt. "Let me stitch it back for you."


    She bent behind him, and he could feel her breath on his skin, warm as spring sunshine. He set his jaw, scowled, and then plunged determinedly into what he had to say. "I'd like to talk to you again this evening, Vail."


    He sensed her smile at his back. "Would you?" she murmured demurely.


    "Yes, if Enoch Ormiston hasn't spoken first for your time."


    "But he has, Hull."


    He knew she was teasing him deliberately. "I'm sorry," he said shortly.


    "But – I told him I was busy," she finished.


    "And are you?"


    Her voice was a whisper behind him. "No. Not unless you tell me I am."


    His great roar of a laugh sounded. "Then I tell you so, Vail."


    He felt her tug at the seam, then she leaned very close to his neck, but it was only to bite the thread with her white teeth. "So!" she said gaily. "Once mended, twice new."


    Before Hull could answer there came the clang of File Ormson's sledge, and the measured bellow of his Forge Song. They listened as his resounding strokes beat time to the song.


    


    "Then it's ho – oh – ho – oh – ho!


    While I'm singing to the ringing


    Of each blow – blow – blow!


    Till the metal's soft as butter


    Let my forge and bellows sputter


    Like the revels of the devils down below – low – LOW!


    Like the revels of the devils down below!"


    


    "I must go," said Hull, smiling reluctantly. "There's work for me now."


    "What does File make?" asked Vail.


    Instantly Hull's smile faded. "He forges – a sword!"


    Vail too was no longer the joyous one of a moment ago. Over both of them had come a shadow, the shadow of the Empire. Out in the blue hills of Ozarky Joaquin Smith was marching.


    


    * * *


    


    Evening. Hull watched the glint of a copper moon on Vail's copper hair, and leaned back on the bench. Not the one near the pump this time; that had been already occupied by two laughing couples, and though they had been welcomed eagerly enough, Hull had preferred to be alone. It wasn't mountain shyness any more, for his great, good-natured presence had found ready friendship in Ormiston village; it was merely the projection of that moodiness that had settled over both of them at parting, and so they sat now on the bench near Vail Ormiston's gate at the edge of town. Behind them the stone house loomed dark, for her father was scurrying about in town on Confederation business, and the help had availed themselves of the evening of freedom to join the crowd in the village square. But the yellow daylight of the oillamp showed across the road in the house of Hue Helm, the farmer who had brought Hull from Norse to Ormiston.


    It was at this light that Hull stared thoughtfully. "I like fighting," he repeated, "but somehow the joy has gone out of this. It's as if one waited an approaching thunder cloud."


    "How," asked Vail in a timid, small voice, "can one fight magic?"


    "There is no magic," said the youth, echoing Old Einar's words. "There is no such thing–"


    "Hull! How can you say such stupid words?"


    "I say what was told me by one who knows."


    "No magic!" echoed Vail. "Then tell me what gives the wizards of the south their power. Why is it that Jaoquin Smith has never lost a battle? What stole away the courage of the men of the Memphis League, who are good fighting men? And what – for this I have seen with my own eyes – pushes the horseless wagons of N'Orleans through the streets, and what lights that city by night? If not magic, then what?"


    "Knowledge," said Hull. "The knowledge of the Ancients."


    "The knowledge of the Ancients was magic," said the girl. "Everyone knows that the Ancients were wizards, warlocks, and sorcerers. If Holland, Olin, and Martin Sair are not sorcerers, then what are they? If Black Margot is no witch, then my eyes never looked on one."


    "Have you seen them?" queried Hull.


    "Of course, all but Holland, who is dead. Three years ago during the Peace of Memphis my father and I traveled into the Empire. I saw all of them about the city of N'Orleans."


    "And is she – what they say she is?"


    "The Princess?" Vail's eyes dropped. "Men say she is beautiful."


    "But you think not?"


    "What if she is?" snapped the girl almost defiantly. "Her beauty is like her youth, like her very life – artificial, preserved after its allotted time, frozen. That's it – frozen by sorcery. And as for the rest of her–" Vail's voice lowered, hesitated, for not even the plain-spoken valley girls discussed such things with men. "They say she has outworn a dozen lovers," she whispered.


    Hull was startled, shocked. "Vail!" he muttered.


    She swung the subject back to safer ground, but he saw her flush red. "Don't tell me there's no magic!" she said sharply.


    "At least," he returned, "there's no magic will stop a bullet save flesh and bone. Yes, and the wizard who stops one with his skull lies just as dead as an honest man."


    "I hope you're right," she breathed timidly. "Hull, he must be stopped! He must!"


    "But why feel so strongly, Vail? I like a fight – but men say that life in the Empire is much like life without, and who cares to whom he pays his taxes if only–" He broke off suddenly, remembering. "Your father!" he exclaimed. "The eldarch!"


    "Yes, my father, Hull. If Joaquin Smith takes Ormison, my father is the one to suffer. His taxes will be gone, his lands parceled out, and he's old, Hull – old. What will become of him then? I know many people feel the way you – the way you said, and so they fight halfeartedly, and the Master takes town after town without killing a single man. And then they think there is magic in the very name of Joaquin Smith, and he marches through armies that outnumber him ten to one." She paused. "But not Ormiston!" she cried fiercely. "Not if the women have to bear arms!"


    "Not Ormiston," he agreed gently.


    "You'll fight, Hull, won't you? Even though you're not Ormiston born?"


    "Of course. I have bow and sword, and a good pistol. I'll fight."


    "But no rifle? Wait, Hull." She rose and slipped away in the darkness.


    In a moment she was back again. "Here. Here is rifle and horn and ball. Do you know its use?"


    He smiled proudly. "What I can see I can hit," he said, "like any mountain man."


    "Then," she whispered with fire in her voice, "send me a bullet through the Master's skull. And one besides between the eyes of Black Margot – for me!"


    "I do not fight women," he said.


    "Not woman but witch!"


    "None the less, Vail, it must be two bullets for the Master and only the captive's chains for Princess Margaret, at least so far as Hull Tarvish is concerned. But wouldn't it please you fully as well to watch her draw water from your pump, or shine pots in your kitchen?" He was jollying her, trying to paint fanciful pictures to lift her spirit from the somber depths.


    But she read it otherwise. "Yes!" she blazed. "Oh, yes, Hull, that's better. If I could ever hope to see that–" She rose suddenly, and he followed her to the gate. "You must go," she murmured, "but before you leave, you can – if you wish it, Hull – kiss me."


    Of a sudden he was all shy mountainy again. He set the rifle against the fence with its horn swinging from the trigger guard. He faced her flushing a furious red, but only half from embarrassment, for the rest was happiness. He circled her with his great arms and very hastily, fire touched his lips to her soft ones.


    "Now," he said exultantly, "now I will fight if I have to charge the men of the Empire alone."


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    THE BATTLE OF EAGLEFOOT FLOW


    


    THE MEN OF THE Confederation were pouring into Ormiston all night long, the little dark men of Ch'cago and Selui, the tall blond ones from the regions of Iowa, where Dutch blood still survived, mingled now with a Scandinavian infusion from the upper rivers. All night there was a rumble of wagons, bringing powder and ball from Selui, and food as well for Ormiston couldn't even attempt to feed so many ravenous mouths. A magnificent army, ten thousand strong, and all of them seasoned fighting men, trained in a dozen little wars and in the bloody War of the Lakes and Rivers, when Ch'cago had bitten so large a piece from Selui territories.


    The stand was to be at Ormiston, and Norse, the only settlement now between Joaquin Smith and the Confederation, was left to its fate. Experienced leaders had examined the territory, and had agreed on a plan. Three miles south of the town, the road followed an ancient railroad cut, with fifty-foot embankments on either side, heavily wooded for a mile north and south of the bridge across Eaglefoot Flow.


    Along this course they were to distribute their men, a single line where the bluffs were high and steep, massed forces where the terrain permitted. Joaquin Smith must follow the road; there was no other. An ideal situation for ambush, and a magnificently simple plan. So magnificent and so simple that it could not fail, they said, and forgot completely that they were facing the supreme military genius of the entire Age of the Enlightenment.


    It was mid-morning when the woods – runners that had been sent into Ozarky returned with breath-taking news. Joaquin Smith had received the Selui defiance of his representations, and was marching. The Master was marching, and though they had come swiftly and had ridden horseback from Norse, he could not now be far distant. His forces? The runners estimated them at four thousand men, all mounted, with perhaps another thousand auxiliaries. Outnumbered two to one! But Hull Tarvish remembered tales of other encounters where Joaquin Smith had overcome greater odds than these.


    The time was at hand. In the little room beside File Ormson's workshop, Hull was going over his weapons while Vail Ormiston, pale and nervous and very lovely, watched him. He drew a bit of oiled rag through the bore of the rifle she had given him, rubbed a spot of rust from the hammer, blew a speck of dust from the pan. Beside him on the table lay powder horn and ball, and his steel bow leaned against his chair.


    "A sweet weapon!" he said admiringly, sighting down the long barrel.


    "I – I hope it serves you well," murmured Vail tremulously. "Hull, he must be stopped. He must!"


    "We'll try, Vail." He rose. "It's time I started."


    She was facing him. "Then, before you go, will you – kiss me, Hull?"


    He strode toward her, then recoiled in sudden alarm, for it was at that instant that the thing happened. There was a series of the faintest possible clicks, and Hull fancied that he saw for an instant a glistening of tiny blue sparks on candle-sticks and metal objects about the room, and that he felt for a brief moment a curious tingling. Then he forgot all of these strange trifles as the powder horn on the table roared into terrific flame, and flaming wads of powder shot meteor-like around him.


    For an instant he froze rigid. Vail was screaming; her dress was burning. He moved into sudden action, sweeping her from her feet, crashing her sideways to the floor, where his great hands beat out the fire. Then he slapped table and floor; he brought his ample sandals down on flaming spots, and finally there were no more flames.


    He turned coughing and choking in the black smoke, and bent over Vail, who gasped half overcome. Her skirt had burned to her knees, and for the moment she was too distraught to cover them, though there was no modesty in the world in those days like that of the women of the middle river regions. But as Hull leaned above her she huddled back.


    "Are you hurt?" he cried. "Vail, are you burned?"


    "No – no!" she panted.


    "Then outside!" he snapped, reaching down to lift her.


    "Not – not like this!"


    He understood. He snatched his leather smith's apron from the wall, whipped it around her, and bore her into the clearer air of the street.


    Outside there was chaos. He set Vail gently on the step and surveyed a scene of turmoil. Men ran shouting, and from windows along the street black smoke poured. A dozen yards away a powder wagon had blasted itself into a vast mushroom of smoke, incinerating horses and driver alike. On the porch across the way lay a writhing man, torn by the rifle that had burst in his hands.


    He comprehended suddenly. "The sparkers!" he roared. "Joaquin Smith's sparkers! Old Einar told me about them." He groaned. "There goes our ammunition." (2)


    The girl made a great effort to control herself. "Joaquin Smith's sorcery," she said dully. "And there goes hope as well."


    He started. "Hope? No! Wait, Vail."


    He rushed toward the milling group that surrounded bearded old Marcus Ormiston and the Confederation leaders. He plowed his way fiercely through, and seized the panic-stricken greybeard. "What now?" he roared. "What are you going to do?"


    "Do? Do?" The old man was beyond comprehending.


    "Yes, do! I'll tell you." He glared at the five leaders. "You'll carry through. Do you see? For powder and ball there's bow and sword, and just as good for the range we need. Gather your men! Gather your men and march!"


    And such, within the hour, was the decision. Hull marched first with the Ormiston men, and he carried with him the memory of Vail's farewell. It embarrassed him cruelly to be kissed thus in public, but there was great pleasure in the glimpse of Enoch Ormiston's sour face as he had watched her.


    The Ormiston men were first on the line of the Master's approach, and they filtered to their forest-hidden places as silently as foxes. Hull let his eyes wander back along the cut and what he saw pleased him, for no eye could have detected that along the deserted road lay ten thousand fighting men. They were good woodsmen too, these fellows from the upper rivers and the saltless seas.


    Down the way from Norse a single horseman came galloping. Old Marcus Ormiston recognized him, stood erect, and hailed him. They talked; Hull could hear the words. The Master had passed through Norse, pausing only long enough to notify the eldarch that henceforth his taxes must be transmitted to N'Orleans, and then had moved leisurely onward. No, there had been no sign of sorcery, nor had he even seen any trace of the witch Black Margot, but then, he had ridden away before the Master had well arrived.


    Their informant rode on toward Ormiston, and the men fell to their quiet waiting. A half hour passed, and then, faintly drifting on the silent air, came the sound of music. Singing; men's voices in song. Hull listened intently, and his skin crept and his hair prickled as he made out the words of the Battle Song of N'Orleans:


    


    "Queen of cities, reigning


    Empress, starry pearled


    See our arms sustaining


    Battle flags unfurled!


    Hear our song rise higher,


    Fierce as battle fire,


    Death our one desire


    Or the Empire of the World!"


    


    Hull gripped his bow and set feather to cord. He knew well enough that the plan was to permit the enemy to pass unmolested until his whole line was within the span of the ambush, but the rumble of that distant song was like spark to powder. And now, far down the way beyond the cut, he saw the dust rising. Joaquin Smith was at hand.


    Then – the unexpected! Ever afterward Hull told himself that it should have been the expected, that the Master's reputation should have warned them that so simple a plan as theirs must fail. There was no time now for such vain thoughts, for suddenly, through the trees to his right, brown-clothed, lithe little men were slipping like charging shadows, horns sounding, whistles shrilling. The woods runners of the Master! Joaquin Smith had anticipated just such an ambush.


    Instantly Hull saw their own weakness. They were ten thousand, true enough, but here they were strung thinly over a distance of two miles, and now the woods runners were at a vast advantage in numbers, with the main body approaching. One chance! Fight it out, drive off the scouts, and retire into the woods. While the army existed, even though Ormiston fell, there was hope.


    He shouted, strung his arrow, and sent it flashing through the leaves. A bad place for arrows; their arching flight was always deflected by the tangled branches. He slung bow on shoulder and gripped his sword; close quarters was the solution, the sort of fight that made blood tingle and life seem joyous.


    Then – the second surprise! The woods runners had flashed their own weapons, little blunt revolvers. (3) But they sent no bullets; only pale beams darted through leaves and branches, faint blue streaks of light. Sorcery? And to what avail?


    He learned instantly. His sword grew suddenly scorching hot in his hands, and a moment later the queerest pain he had ever encountered racked his body. A violent, stinging, inward tingle that twitched his muscles and paralyzed his movements. A brief second and the shock ceased, but his sword lay smoking in the leaves, and his steel bow had seared his shoulders. Around him men were yelling in pain, writhing on the ground, running back into the forest depths. He cursed the beams; they flicked like sunlight through branched and leafy tangles where an honest arrow could find no passage.


    Yet apparently no man had been killed. Hands were seared and blistered by weapons that grew hot under the blue beams, bodies were racked by the torture that Hull could not know was electric shock, but none was slain. Hope flared again, and he ran to head off a retreating group.


    "To the road!" he roared. "Out where our arrows can fly free! Charge the column!"


    For a moment the group halted. Hull seized a yet unheated sword from someone, and turned back. "Come on!" he bellowed. "Come on! We'll have a fight of this yet!"


    Behind him he heard the trample of feet. The beams flicked out again, but he held his sword in the shadow of his own body, gritted his teeth, and bore the pain that twisted him. He rushed on; he heard his own name bellowed in the booming voice of File Ormson, but he only shouted encouragement and burst out into the full sunlight of the road.


    Below in the cut was the head of the column, advancing placidly. He glimpsed a silver helmeted, black haired man on a great white mare at its head, and beside him a slighter figure on a black stallion. Joaquin Smith! Hull roared down the embankment toward him.


    Four men spurred instantly between him and the figure with the silver helmet. A beam flicked; his sword scorched his skin and he flung it away. "Come on!" he bellowed. "Here's a fight!"


    Strangely, in curious clarity, he saw the eyes of the Empire men, a smile in them, mysteriously amused. No anger, no fear – just amusement. Hull felt a sudden surge of trepidation, glanced quickly behind him, and knew finally the cause of that amusement. No one had followed him; he had charged the Master's army alone!


    Now the fiercest anger he had ever known gripped Hull. Deserted! Abandoned by those for whom he fought. He roared his rage to the echoing bluffs, and sprang at the horseman nearest him.


    The horse reared, pawing the air. Hull thrust his mighty arms below its belly and heaved with a convulsion of his great muscles. Backward toppled steed and rider, and all about the Master was a milling turmoil where a man scrambled desperately to escape the clashing hooves. But Hull glimpsed Joaquin Smith sitting statuelike and smiling on his great white mare.


    He tore another rider from his saddle, and then caught from the corner of his eye, he saw the slim youth at the Master's side raise a weapon, coolly, methodically. For the barest instant Hull faced icy green eyes where cold, passionless death threatened. He flung himself aside as a beam spat smoking against the dust of the road.


    "Don't!" snapped Joaquin Smith, his low voice clear through the turmoil. "The youth is splendid!"


    But Hull had no mind to die uselessly. He bent, flung himself halfway up the bluff in a mighty leap, caught a dragging branch, and swung into the forest. A startled woods runner faced him; he flung the fellow behind him down the slope, and slipped into the shelter of leaves. "The wise warrior fights pride," he muttered to himself. "It's no disgrace for one man to run from an army."


    He was mountain bred. He circled silently through the forest, avoiding the woods runners who were herding the Confederation army back towards Ormiston. He smiled grimly as he recalled the words he had spoken to Vail. He had justified them; he had charged the army of the Master alone.


    (2. The Erden resonators. A device, now obsolete, that projected an inductive field sufficient to induce tiny electrical discharges in metal objects up to a distance of many miles. Thus it ignited inflammables like gunpowder. 3. Koblmar's ionic beams. Two parallel beams of highly actinic light ionize a path of air, and along these conductive lanes of gas an electric current can he passed, powerful enough to kill or merely intense enough to punish.)


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    BLACK MARGOT


    


    HULL CIRCLED WIDE through the forest, and it took all his mountain craft to slip free through the files of woods runners. He came at last to the fields east of Ormiston, and there made the road, entering from the direction of Selui.


    Everywhere were evidences of rout. Wagons lay overturned, their teams doubtless used to further the escape of their drivers. Guns and rifles, many of them burst, littered the roadside, and now and again he passed black smoking piles and charred areas that marked the resting place of an ammunition cart.


    Yet Ormiston was little damaged. He saw the firegutted remains of a shed or two where powder had been stored, and down the street a house roof still smoked. But there was no sign of battle carnage, and only the crowded street gave evidence of the unusual.


    


    He found File Ormson in the group that stared across town to where the road from Norse elbowed east to enter. Hull had outsped the leisurely march of the Master, for there at the bend was the glittering army, now halted. Not even the woods runners had come into Ormiston town, for there they were too, lined in a brown-clad rank along the edge of the wood-lots beyond the nearer fields. They had made no effort, apparently, to take prisoners but had simply herded the terrified defenders into the village. Joaquin Smith had done it again; he had taken a town without a single death, or at least no casualties other than whatever in ' Juries had come from bursting rifles and blazing powder.


    Suddenly Hull noticed something. "Where are the Confederation men?" he asked sharply.


    File Ormson turned gloomy eyes on him. "Gone. Flying back to Selui like scared gophers to their holes." He scowled, then smiled. "That was a fool's gesture of yours at Eaglefoot Flow, Hull. A fool's gesture, but brave."


    The youth grimaced wryly. "I thought I was followed."


    "And so you should have been, but that those fiendish ticklers tickled away our courage. But they can kill as well as tickle; when there was need of it before Memphis they killed quickly enough."


    Hull thought of the green-eyed youth. "I think I nearly learned that," he said smiling.


    Down the way there was some sort of stir. Hull narrowed his eyes to watch, and descried the silver helmet of the Master. He dismounted and faced someone; it was – yes, old Marcus Ormiston. He left File Ormson and shouldered his way to the edge of the crowd that circled the two.


    Joaquin Smith was speaking. "And," he said, "all taxes are to be forwarded to N'Orleans, including those on your own lands. Half of them I shall use to maintain my government, but half will revert to your own district, which will be under a governor I shall appoint in Selui when that city is taken. You are no longer eldarch, but for the present you may collect the taxes at the rate I prescribe."


    Old Marcus was bitterly afraid; Hull could see his beard waggling like an oriole's nest in a breeze. Yet there was a shrewd, bargaining streak in him. "You are very hard," he whined. "You left Pace Helm as eldarch undisturbed in Norse. Why do you punish me because I fought to hold what was mine? Why should that anger you so?"


    "I am not angry," said the Master passively. "I never blame any for fighting against me, but it is my policy to favor those eldarchs who yield peacefully." He paused. "Those are my terms, and generous enough."


    They were generous, thought Hull, especially to the people of Ormiston, who received back much less than half their taxes from the eldarch as roads, bridges, or wells.


    "My – my lands?" faltered the old man.


    "Keep what you till," said Joaquin Smith indifferently. "The rest of them go to their tenants." He turned away, placed foot to stirrup, and swung upon his great white mare.


    Hull caught his first fair glimpse of the conqueror. Black hair cropped below his ears, cool greenish grey eyes, a mouth with something faintly humorous about it. He was tall as Hull himself, more slender, but with powerful shoulders, and he seemed no older than the late twenties, or no more than thirty at most, though that was only the magic of Martin Sair, since more than eighty years had passed since his birth in the mountains of Mexico. He wore the warrior's garb of the southlands, a shirt of metallic silver scales, short thigh-length trousers of some shiny, silken material, cothurns on his feet. His bronzed body was like the ancient statues Hull had seen in Selui, and he looked hardly the fiend that most people thought him. A pleasant seeming man, save for something faintly arrogant in his face – no, not arrogant, exactly, but proud or confident, as if he felt himself a being driven by fate, as perhaps he was.


    He spoke again, now to his men. "Camp there," he ordered, waving at Ormiston square, "and there," pointing at a fallow field. "Do not damage the crops." He rode forward, and a dozen officers followed. "The Church," he said.


    A voice, a tense, shrieking voice behind Hull. "You! It is, Hull! It's you!" It was Vail, teary eyed and pale. "They said you were–" She broke off sobbing, clinging to him, while Enoch Ormiston watched sourly.


    He held her. "It seems I failed you," he said ruefully. "But I did do my best, Vail."


    "Failed? I don't care." She calmed. "I don't care, Hull, since you're here."


    "And it isn't as bad as it might be," he consoled. "He wasn't as severe as I feared."


    "Severe !" she echoed. "Do you believe those mild words of his, Hull? First our taxes then our lands, and next it will be our lives – or at least my father's life. Don't you understand? That was no eldarch from some enemy town, Hull – that was Joaquin Smith. Joaquin Smith! Do you trust him?"


    "Vail, do you believe that?"


    "Of course I believe it!" She began to sob again. "See how he has already won over half the town with – with that about the taxes. Don't you be won over, Hull. I – couldn't stand it!"


    "I will not," he promised.


    "He and Black Margot and their craft! I hate them, Hull. I – Look there! Look there!"


    He spun around. For a moment he saw nothing save the green-eyed youth who had turned death-laden eyes on him at Eaglefoot Flow, mounted on the mighty black stallion. Youth! He saw suddenly that it was a woman – a girl rather. Eighteen – twenty-five? He couldn't tell. Her face was averted as she scanned the crowd that lined the opposite side of the street, but the sunset fell on a flaming black mop of hair, so black that it glinted blue – an intense, unbelievable black. Like Joaquin Smith she wore only a shirt and very abbreviated shorts, but a caparison protected the slim daintiness of her legs from any contact with the mount's ribs. There was a curious grace in the way she sat the idling steed, one hand on its haunches, the other on withers, the bridle dangling loose. Her Spanish mother's blood showed only in the clear, transparent olive of her skin, and of course, in the startling ebony of her hair.


    "Black Margot!" Hull whispered, "Brazen! Half naked! What's so beautiful about her?"


    As if she heard his whisper, she turned suddenly, her emerald eyes sweeping the crowd about him, and he felt his question answered. Her beauty was starkly incredible – audacious, outrageous. It was more than a mere lack of flaws; it was a sultry, flaming positive beauty with a hint of sullenness in it. The humor of the Master's mouth lurked about hers as mockery; her perfect lips seemed always about to smile, but to smile cruelly and sardonically. Hers was a ruthless and pitiless perfection, but it was nevertheless perfection, even to the faintly Oriental cast given by her black hair and sea-green eyes.


    Those eyes met Hull's and it was almost as if he heard an audible click. He saw recognition in her face, and she passed her glance casually over his mighty figure. He stiffened, stared defiantly back, and swept his own gaze insolently over her body from the midnight hair to the diminutive cothurns on her feet. If she acknowledged his gaze at all, it was by the faintest of all possible smiles of mockery as she rode coolly away toward Joaquin Smith.


    Vail was trembling against him, and it was a great relief to look into her deep but not at all mysterious blue eyes, and to see the quite understandable loveliness of her pale features. What if she hadn't the insolent brilliance of the Princess, he thought fiercely. She was sweet and honest and loyal to her beliefs, and he loved her. Yet he could not keep his eyes from straying once more to the figure on the black stallion.


    "She – she smiled at you, Hull!" gasped Vail. "I'm frightened. I'm terribly frightened."


    His fascination was yielding now to a surge of hatred for Joaquin Smith, for the Princess, for the whole Empire. It was Vail he loved, and she was being crushed by these. An idea formed slowly as he stared down the street to where Joaquin Smith had dismounted and was now striding into the little church. He heard an approving murmur sweep the crowd, already half won over by the distribution of land. That was simply policy, the Master's worshipping in Ormiston church, a gesture to the crowd.


    He lifted the steel bow from his back and bent it. The spring was still in it; it had been heated enough to scorch his skin but not enough to untemper it. "Wait here!" he snapped to Vail, and strode up the street toward the church.


    Outside stood a dozen Empire men, and the Princess idled on her great black horse. He slipped across the churchyard, around behind where a tangle of vines stretched toward the roof. Would they support his weight? They did, and he pulled himself hand over hand to the eaves, and thence to the peak. The spire hid him from the Master's men, and not one of the Ormiston folk glanced his way.


    He crept forward to the base of the steeple. Now he must leave the peak and creep precariously along the steep slope around it. He reached the street edge and peered cautiously over.


    The Master was still within. Against his will he glanced at Black Margot, and even put cord to feather and sighted at her ivory throat. But he could not. He could not loose the shaft.


    Below him there was a stir. Joaquin Smith came out and swung to his white horse. Now was the moment. Hull rose to his knees, hoping that he could remain steady on the sharp pitch of the roof. Carefully, carefully, he drew the steel arrow back.


    There was a shout. He had been seen, and a blue beam sent racking pain through his body. For an instant he bore it, then loosed his arrow and went sliding down the roof edge and over.


    He fell on soft loam. A dozen hands seized him, dragged him upright, thrust him out into the street. He saw Joaquin Smith still on his horse, but the glistening arrow stood upright like a plume in his silver helmet, and a trickle of blood was red on his cheek.


    But he wasn't killed. He raised the helmet from his head, waved aside the cluster of officers, and with his own hands bound a white cloth about his forehead. Then he turned cool grey eyes on Hull.


    "You drive a strong shaft," he said, and then recognition flickered in his eyes. "I spared your life some hours ago, did I not?"


    Hull said nothing.


    "Why," resumed the Master, "do you seek to kill me after your eldarch has made peace with me? You are part of the Empire now, and this is treason."


    "I made no peace!" growled Hull.


    "But your leader did, thereby binding you.


    Hull could not keep his gaze from the emerald eyes of the Princess, who was watching him without expression save faint mockery.


    "Have you nothing to say," asked Joaquin Smith.


    "Nothing."


    The Master's eyes slid over him. "Are you Ormiston born?" he asked. "What is your name?"


    No need to bring troubles on his friends. "No," said Hull. "I am called Hull Tarvish."


    The conqueror turned away. "Lock him up," he ordered coolly. "Let him make whatever preparations his religion requires, and then – execute him."


    Above the murmur of the crowd Hull heard Vail Ormiston's cry of anguish. He turned to smile at her, watched her held by two Empire men as she struggled to reach him. "I'm sorry," he called gently. "I love you, Vail." Then he was being thrust away down the street.


    He was pushed into Hue Helm's stonewalled tool shed. It had been cleared of everything, doubtless for some officer's quarters. Hull drew himself up and stood passively in the gathering darkness where a single shaft of sunset light angled through the door, before which stood two grim Empire men.


    One of them spoke. "Keep peaceful, Weed," he said in his N'Orleans drawl. (4) "Go ahead with your praying, or whatever it is you do."


    "I do nothing," said Hull. "The mountainies believe that a right life is better than a right ending, and right or wrong a ghost's but a ghost anyway."


    The guard laughed. "And a ghost you'll be."


    "If a ghost I'll be," retorted Hull, turning slowly toward him, "I'd sooner turn one – fighting!"


    He sprang suddenly, crashed a mighty fist against the arm that bore the weapon, thrust one guard upon the other, and overleaped the tangle into the dusk. As he spun to circle the house, something very hard smashed viciously against the back of his skull, sending him sprawling half dazed against the wall.


    


    (4. Weed: The term applied by Dominists [the Master's partisans] to their opposers. It originated in Joaquin Smith's remark before the Battle of Memphis: "Even the weeds of the fields have taken arms against me.")


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    THE HARRIERS


    


    AFTER A BRIEF MOMENT Hull sprawled half stunned, then his muscles lost their paralysis and he thrust himself to his feet, whirling to face whatever assault threatened. In the doorway the guards still scrambled, but directly before him towered a rider on a black mount, and two men on foot flanked him. The rider, of course, was the Princess, her glorious green eyes luminous as a cat's in the dusk as she slapped a short sword into its scabbard. It was a blow from the flat of its blade that had felled him.


    She held now the blunt weapon of the blue beam. It came to him that he had never heard her speak, but she spoke now in a voice low and liquid, yet cold, cold as the flow of an ice-crusted winter stream. "Stand quiet, Hull Tarvish," she said. "One flash will burst that stubborn heart of yours forever."


    Perforce he stood quiet, his back to the wall of the shed. He had no doubt at all that the Princess would kill him if he moved; he couldn't doubt it with her icy eyes upon him. He stared sullenly back, and a phrase of Old Einar's came strangely to his memory. "Satanically beautiful," the old man had called her, and so she was. Hell or the art of Martin Sair had so fashioned her that no man could gaze unmoved on the false purity of her face, no man at least in whom flowed red blood.


    She spoke again, letting her glance flicker disdainfully over the two appalled guards. "The Master will be pleased," she said contemptuously, "to learn that one unarmed Weed outmatches two men of his own cohort."


    The nearer man faltered, "But your Highness, he rushed us unexpect–"


    "No matter," she cut in, and turned back to Hull. For the first time now he really felt the presence of death as she said coolly, "I am minded to kill you."


    "Then do it!" he snapped.


    "I came here to watch you die," she observed calmly. "It interests me to see men die, boldly or cowardly or resignedly. I think you would die boldly."


    It seemed to Hull that she was deliberately torturing him by this procrastination. "Try me!" he growled.


    "But I think also," she resumed, "that your living might amuse me more than your death, and" for the first time there was a breath of feeling in her voice "God knows I need amusement!" Her tones chilled again. "I give you your life."


    "Your Highness," muttered the cowed guard, "the Master has ordered–"


    "I countermand the orders," she said shortly. And then to Hull. "You are a fighter. Are you also a man of honor?"


    "If I'm not," he retorted, "the lie that says I am would mean nothing to me."


    She smiled coldly. "Well, I think you are, Hull Tarvish. You go free on your word to carry no weapons, and your promise to visit me this evening in my quarters at the eldarch's home." She paused. "Well?"


    "I give my word."


    "And I take it." She crashed her heels against the ribs of the great stallion, and the beast reared and whirled. "Away, all of you!" she ordered. "You two, carry tub and water for my bath." She rode off toward the street.


    Hull let himself relax against the wall with a low "whew!" Sweat started on his cold forehead, and his mighty muscles felt almost weak. It wasn't that he had feared death, he told himself, but the strain of facing those glorious, devilish emerald eyes, and the cold torment of the voice of Black Margot, and the sense of her taunting him, mocking him, even her last careless gesture of freeing him. He drew himself erect. After all, fear of death or none, he loved life, and let that be enough.


    He walked slowly toward the street. Across the way lights glowed in Marcus Orison's home, and he wondered if Vail were there, perhaps serving the Princess Margaret as he had so lately suggested the contrary. He wanted to find Vail; he wanted to use her cool loveliness as an antidote for the dark poison of the beauty he had been facing. And then, at the gate, he drew back suddenly. A group of men in Empire garb came striding by, and among them, helmetless and with his head bound, moved the Master.


    His eyes fell on Hull. He paused suddenly and frowned. "You again!" he said. "How is it that you still live, Hull Tarvish?"


    "The Princess ordered it."


    The frown faded. "So," said Joaquin Smith slowly, "Margaret takes it upon herself to interfere somewhat too frequently. I suppose she also freed you?"


    "Yes, on my promise not to bear arms."


    There was a curious expression in the face of the conqueror. "Well," he said almost gently, "it was not my intention to torture you, but merely to have you killed for your treason. It may be that you will soon wish that my orders had been left unaltered." He strode on into the eldarch's dooryard, with his silent men following.


    Hull turned his steps toward the center of the village. Everywhere he passed Empire men scurrying about the tasks of encampment, and supply wagons rumbled and jolted in the streets. He saw files of the soldiers passing slowly before cook-wagons and the smell of food floated on the air, reminding him that he was ravenously hungry. He hurried toward his room beside File Ormiston's shop, and there, tragic-eyed and mist-pale, he found Vail Ormiston.


    She was huddled on the doorstep with sour Enoch holding her against him. It was Enoch who first perceived Hull, and his jaw dropped and his eyes bulged, and a gurgling sound issued from his throat. And Vail looked up with uncomprehending eyes, stared for a moment without expression, and then, with a little moan, crumpled and fainted.


    She was unconscious only a few moments, scarcely long enough for Hull to bear her into his room. There she lay now on his couch, clinging to his great hand, convinced at last of his living presence.


    "I think," she murmured, "that you're as deathless as Joaquin Smith, Hull. I'll never believe you dead again. Tell me – tell me how it happened."


    He told her. "Black Margot's to thank for it," he finished.


    But the very name frightened Vail. "She means evil, Hull. She terrifies me with her witch's eyes and her hellstained hair. I haven't even dared go home for fear of her."


    He laughed. "Don't worry about me, Vail. I'm safe enough."


    Enoch cut in. "Here's one for the Harriers, then," he said sourly. "The pack needs him."


    "The Harriers?" Hull looked up puzzled.


    "Oh, Hull, yes!" said Vail. "File Ormson's been busy. The Harriers are what's left of the army – the better citizens of Ormiston. The Master's magic didn't reach beyond the ridge, and over the hills there's still powder and rifles. And the spell is no longer in the valley, either. One of the men carried a cup of powder across the ridge, and it didn't burn."


    The better citizens, Hull thought smiling. She meant, of course, those who owned land and feared a division of it such as Marcus Ormiston had suffered. But aloud he said only, "How many men have you?"


    "Oh, there'll be several hundred with the farmers across the hills." She looked into his eyes, "I know it's a forlorn hope, Hull, but – we've got to try. You'll help, won't you?"


    "Of course. But all your Harriers can attempt is raids. They can't fight the Master's army."


    "I know. I know it, Hull. It's a desperate hope."


    "Desperate?" said Enoch suddenly. "Hull, didn't you say you were ordered to Black Margot's quarters this evening?"


    "Yes."


    "Then – see here! You'll carry a knife in your armpit. Sooner or later she'll want you alone with her, and when that happens, you'll slide the knife quietly into her ruthless heart! There's a hope for you – if you've courage!"


    "Courage!" he growled. "To murder a woman "


    "Black Margot's a devil!"


    "Devil or not, what's the good of it? It's Joaquin Smith that's building the Empire, not the Princess."


    "Yes," said Enoch, "but half his power is the art of the witch. Once she's gone the Confederation could blast his army like ducks in a frog pond."


    "It's true!" gasped Vail. "What Enoch says is true!"


    Hull scowled. "I swore not to bear weapons!"


    "Swore to her!" snapped Enoch. "That needn't bind you.


    "My word's given," said Hull firmly. "I do not lie."


    Vail smiled. "You're right," she whispered, and as Enoch's face darkened, "I love you for it, Hull."


    "Then," grunted Enoch, "if it's not lack of courage, do this. Lure her somehow across the west windows. We can slip two or three Harriers to the edge of the woodlot, and if she passes a window with the light behind her – well, they won't miss."


    "Oh, I won't," said Hull wearily. "I won't fight women, nor betray even Black Margot to death."


    But Vail's blue eyes pleaded. "That won't be breaking your word, Hull. Please. It isn't betraying a woman. She's a sorceress. She's evil. Please, Hull."


    Bitterly he yielded. "I'll try, then." He frowned gloomily. "She saved my life, and– Well, which room is her's?"


    "My father's. Mine is the western chamber, which she took for her – her maid," Vail's eyes misted at the indignity of it. "We," she said, "are left to sleep in the kitchen."


    An hour later, having eaten, he walked somberly home with Vail while Enoch slipped away toward the hills. There were tents in the dooryard, and lights glowed in every window, and before the door stood two dark Empire men who passed the girl readily enough, but halted Hull with small ceremony. Vail cast him a wistful backward glance as she disappeared toward the rear, and he submitted grimly to the questioning of the guards.


    "On what business?"


    "To see the Princess Margaret."


    "Are you Hull Tarvish?"


    "Yes."


    One of the men stepped to his side and ran exploratory hands about his body. "Orders of Her Highness," he explained gruffly.


    Hull smiled. The Princess had not trusted his word too implicitly. In a moment the fellow had finished his search and swung the door open.


    Hull entered. He had never seen the interior of the house, and for a moment its splendor dazzled him. Carved ancient furniture, woven carpets, intricately worked standards for the oil lamps, and even – for an instant he failed to comprehend it – a full-length mirror of ancient workmanship wherein his own image faced him. Until now he had seen only bits and fragments of mirrors.


    To his left a guard blocked an open door whence voices issued. Old Marcus Ormiston's voice. "But I'll pay for it. I'll buy it with all I have." His tones were wheedling.


    "No." Cool finality in the voice of Joaquin Smith. "Long ago I swore to Martin Sair never to grant immortality to any who have not proved themselves worthy." A note of sarcasm edged his voice. "Go prove yourself deserving of it, old man, in the few years left to you."


    Hull sniffed contemptuously. There seemed something debased in the old man's whining before his conqueror. "The Princess Margaret?" he asked, and followed the guard's gesture.


    Upstairs was a dimly lit hall where another guard stood silently. Hull repeated his query, but in place of an answer came the liquid tones of Margaret herself. "Let him come in, Corlin."


    A screen within the door blocked sight of the room. Hull circled it, steeling himself against the memory of that soul-burning loveliness he remembered. But his defense was shattered by the shock that awaited him.


    The screen, indeed, shielded the Princess from the sight of the guard in the hall, but not from Hull's eyes. He stared utterly appalled at the sight of her lying in complete indifference in a great tub of water, while a fat woman scrubbed assiduously at her bare body. He could not avoid a single glimpse of her exquisite form, then he turned and stared deliberately from the east windows, knowing that he was furiously crimson even to his shoulders.


    "Oh, sit down!" she said contemptuously. "This will be over in a moment."


    He kept his eyes averted while water splashed and a towel whisked sibilantly. When he heard her footsteps beside him he glanced up tentatively, still fearful of what he might see, but she was covered now in a full robe of shiny black and gold that made her seem taller, though its filmy delicacy by no means concealed what was beneath. Instead of the cothurns she wore when on the march, she had slipped her feet into tiny high-heeled sandals that were reminiscent of the footgear he had seen in ancient pictures. The black robe and her demure coif of short ebony hair gave her an appearance of almost nunlike purity, save for the green hell-fires that danced in her eyes.


    In his heart Hull cursed that false aura of innocence, for he felt again the fascination against which he had steeled himself.


    "So," she said. "You may sit down again. I do not demand court etiquette in the field." She sat opposite, and produced a black cigarette, lighting it at the chimney of the lamp on the table. Hull stared; not that he was unaccustomed to seeing women smoke, for every mountainy woman had her pipe, and every cottage its tobacco patch, but cigarettes were new to him.


    "Now," she said with a faintly ironic smile, "tell me what they say of me here."


    "They call you witch."


    "And do they hate me?"


    "Hate you?" he echoed thoughtfully. "At least they will fight you and the Master to the last feather on the last arrow."


    "Of course. The young men will fight – except those that Joaquin has bought with the eldarch's lands – because they know that once within the Empire, fighting is no more to be had. No more joyous, thrilling little wars between the cities, no more boasting and parading before the pretty provincial girls " She paused. "And you, Hull Tarvish – what do you think of me?"


    "I call you witch for other reasons."


    "Other reasons?"


    "There is no magic," said Hull, echoing the words of old Einar in Selui. "There is only knowledge."


    The Princess looked narrowly at him. "A wise thought for one of you," she murmured, and then, "You came weaponless."


    "I keep my word."


    "You owe me that. I spared your life."


    "And I," declared Hull defiantly, "spared yours. I could have sped an arrow through that white throat of yours, there on the church roof. I aimed one."


    She smiled. "What held you?"


    "I do not fight women." He winced as he thought of what mission he was on, for it belied his words.


    "Tell me," she said, "was that the eldarch's pretty daughter who cried so piteously after you there before the church?"


    "Yes."


    "And do you love her?"


    "Yes." This was the opening he had sought, but it came bitterly now, facing her. He took the opportunity grimly. "I should like to ask one favor."


    "Ask it."


    "I should like to see" – lies were not in him but this was no lie – "the chamber that was to have been our bridal room. The west chamber." That might be – should be – truth.


    The Princess laughed disdainfully. "Go see it then."


    For a moment he feared, or hoped, perhaps, that she was going to let him go alone. Then she rose and followed him to the hall, and to the door of the west chamber.


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    BETRAYAL


    


    HULL PAUSED AT THE door of the west chamber to permit the Princess to enter. For the merest fraction of a second her glorious green eyes flashed speculatively to his face, then she stepped back. "You first, Weed," she commanded.


    He did not hesitate. He turned and strode into the room, hoping that the Harrier riflemen, if indeed they lurked in the copse, might recognize his mighty figure in time to stay their eager trigger fingers. His scalp prickled as he moved steadily across the window, but nothing happened.


    Behind him the Princess laughed softly. "I have lived too long in the aura of plot and counterplot in N'Orleans," she said. "I mistrust you without cause, honest Hull Tarvish."


    Her words tortured him. He turned to see her black robe mold itself to her body as she moved, and, as sometimes happens in moments of stress, he caught an instantaneous picture of her with his senses so quickened that it seemed as if she, himself, and the world were frozen into immobility. He remembered her forever as she was then, with her limbs in the act of striding, her green eyes soft in the lamplight, and her perfect lips in a smile that had a coloring of wistfulness. Witch and devil she might be, but she looked like a dark-haired angel, and in that moment his spirit revolted.


    "No!" he bellowed, and sprang toward her, striking her slim shoulders with both hands in a thrust that sent her staggering back into the hallway, there to sit hard and suddenly on the floor beside the amazed guard.


    She sprang up instantly, and there was nothing angelic now in 'her face. "You – hurt me!" she hissed. "Me! Now, I'll–" She snatched the guard's weapon from his belt, thrust it full at Hull's chest, and sent the blue beam humming upon him.


    It was pain far worse than that at Eaglefoot Flow. He bore it stolidly, grinding into silence the groan that rose in his throat, and in a moment she flicked it off and slapped it angrily into the guard's holster. "Treachery again!" she said. "I won't kill you, Hull Tarvish. I know a better way." She whirled toward the stair-well. "Lebeau!" she called. "Lebeau! There's–" She glanced sharply at Hull, and continued, "II y a des tirailleurs dans le bois. Je vais les tireer en avant!"* It was the French of N'Orleans, as incomprehensible to Hull as Aramaic.


    She spun back. "Sora!" she snapped, and then, as the fat woman appeared, "Never mind. You're far too heavy." Then back to Hull. "I've a mind," she blazed, "to strip the Weed clothes from the eldarch's daughter and send her marching across the window!"


    He was utterly appalled. "She – she was in town!" he gasped, then fell silent at the sound of feet below.


    "Well, there's no time," she retorted. "So, if I must–" She strode steadily into the west chamber, paused a moment, and then stepped deliberately in front of the window!


    Hull was aghast. He watched her stand so that the lamplight must have cast her perfect silhouette full on the pane, stand tense and motionless for the fraction of a breath, and then leap back so sharply that her robe billowed away from her body.


    She had timed it to perfection. Two shots crashed almost together, and the glass shattered. And then, out in the night, a dozen beams crisscrossed, and, thin and clear in the silence after the shots, a yell of mortal anguish drifted up, and another, and a third.


    "'There are snipers in the copse. I'll draw them out!"


    The Princess Margaret smiled in malice, and licked a crimson drop from a finger gashed by flying glass. "Your treachery reacts," she said in the tones of a sneer. "Instead of my betrayal, you have betrayed your own men."


    "I need no accusation from you," he said gloomily. "I am my own accuser, and my own judge. Yes, and my own executioner as well. I will not live a traitor."


    She raised her dainty eyebrows, and blew a puff of grey smoke from the cigarette still in her hand. "So strong Hull Tarvish will die a suicide," she remarked indifferently. "I had intended to kill you now. Should I leave you to be your own victim?"


    He shrugged. "What matter to me?"


    "Well," she said musingly, "you're rather more entertaining than I had expected. You're strong, you're stubborn, and you're dangerous. I give you the right to do what you wish with your own life, but" – her green eyes flickered mockingly – "if I were Hull Tarvish, I should live on the chance of justifying myself. You can wipe out the disgrace of your weakness by an equal courage. You can sell your life in your own cause, and who knows? – perhaps for Joaquin's – or mine!"


    He chose to ignore the mockery in her voice. "Perhaps," he said grimly, "I will."


    "Why, then, did you weaken, Hull Tarvish? You might have had my life."


    "I do not fight women," he said despondently. "I looked at you – and turned weak." A question formed in his mind. "But why did you risk your life before the window? You could have had fifty woods runners scour the copse. That was brave, but unnecessary."


    She smiled, but there was a shrewd narrowness in her eyes. "Because so many of these villages are built above the underground ways of the Ancients – the subways, the sewers. How did I know but that your assassins might slip into some burrow and escape? It was necessary to lure them into disclosure."


    Hull shadowed the gleam that shot into his own eyes. He remembered suddenly the ancient sewer in which the child Vail had wandered, whose entrance was hidden by blackberry bushes. Then the Empire men were unaware of it! He visioned the Harriers creeping through it with bow and sword – yes, and rifle, now that the spell was off the valley – springing suddenly into the center of the camp, finding the Master's army, sleeping, disorganized, unwary. What a plan for a surprise attack!


    "Your Highness," he said grimly, "I think of suicide no more, and unless you kill me now, I will be a bitter enemy to your Empire army."


    "Perhaps less bitter than you think," she said softly. "See, Hull, the only three that know of your weakness are dead. No one can name you traitor or weakling."


    "But I can," he returned somberly. "And you."


    "Not I, Hull," she murmured. "I never blame a man who weakens because of me – there have been many. Men as strong as you, Hull, and some that the world still calls great." She turned toward her own chamber. "Come in here," she said in altered tones. "I will have some wine. Sora!" As the fat woman padded off, she took another cigarette and lit it above the lamp, wrinkling her dainty nose distastefully at the night-flying insects that circled it.


    "What a place!" she snapped impatiently.


    "It is the finest house I have ever seen," said Hull stolidly.


    She laughed. "It's a hovel. I sigh for the day we return to N'Orleans, where windows are screened, where water flows hot at will, where lights do not flicker as yellow oil lamps nor send heat to stifle one. Would you like to see the Great City, Hull?"


    "You know I would."


    "What if I say you may?"


    "What could keep me from it if I go in peace?"


    She shrugged. "Oh, you can visit N'Orleans, of course, but suppose I offered you the chance to go as the – the guest, we'll say, of the Princess Margaret. What would you give for that privilege?"


    Was she mocking him again? "What would you ask for it?" he rejoined guardedly.


    "Oh, your allegiance, perhaps. Or perhaps the betrayal of your little band of Harriers, who will be the devil's own nuisance to stamp out of these hills."


    He looked up startled that she knew the name. "The Harriers? How?"


    She smiled. "We have friends among the Ormiston men. Friends bought with land," she added contemptuously. "But what of my offer, Hull?"


    He scowled. "You say as your guest. What am I to understand by that?"


    She leaned across the table, her exquisite green eyes on his, her hair flaming blue-black, her perfect lips in a faint smile. "What you please, Hull. Whatever you please."


    Anger was rising. "Do you mean," he asked huskily, "that you'd do that for so small a thing as the destruction of a little enemy band? You, with the whole Empire at your back?"


    She nodded. "It saves trouble, doesn't it?"


    "And honesty, virtue, honor, mean as little to you as that? Is this one of your usual means of conquest? Do you ordinarily sell your – your favors for–?"


    "Not ordinarily," she interrupted coolly. "First I must like my co-partner in the trade. You, Hull – I like those vast muscles Of yours, and your stubborn courage, and your slow, clear mind. You are not a great man, Hull, for your mind has not the cold fire of genius, but you are a strong one, and I like you for it."


    "Like me!" he roared, starting up in his chair. "Yet you think I'll trade what honor's left me for – that! You think I'll betray my cause! You think– Well, you're wrong, that's all. You're wrong!"


    She shook her head, smiling. "No. I wasn't wrong, for I thought you wouldn't."


    "Oh, you did!" he snarled. "Then what if I'd accepted? What would you have done then?"


    "What I promised." She laughed at his angry, incredulous face. "Don't look so shocked, Hull. I'm not little Vail Ormiston. I'm the Princess Margaret of N'Orleans, called Margaret the Divine by those who love me, and by those who hate me called– Well, you must know what my enemies call me."


    "I do!" he blazed. "Black Margot, I do!"


    "Black Margot!" she echoed smiling. "Yes, so called because a poet once amused me, and because there was once a very ancient, very great French poet named Francois Villon, who loved a harlot called Black Margot." She sighed. "But my poet was no Villon; already his works are nearly forgotten."


    "A good name!" he rasped. "A good name for you!"


    "Doubtless. But you fail to understand, Hull. I'm an Immortal. My years are three times yours. Would you have me follow the standards of death-bound Vail Ormiston?"


    "Yes! By what right are you superior to all standards?"


    Her lips had ceased to smile, and her deep green eyes turned wistful. "By the right that I can act in no other way, Hull," she said softly. A tinge of emotion quavered in her voice. "Immortality!" she whispered. "Year after year after year of sameness, tramping up and down the world on conquest! What do I care for conquest? I have no sense of destiny like Joaquin, who sees before him Empire – Empire – Empire, ever larger, ever growing. What's Empire to me? And year by year I grow bored until fighting, killing, danger, and love are all that keep me breathing!"


    His anger had drained away. He was staring at her aghast, appalled.


    "And then they fail me!" she murmured. "When killing palls and love grows stale, what's left? Did I say love? How can there be love for me when I know that if I love a man, it will be only to watch him age and turn wrinkled, weak, and flabby? And when I beg Joaquin for immortality for him, he flaunts before me that promise of his to Martin Sair, to grant it only to those already proved worthy. By the time a man's worthy he's old." She went on tensely, "I tell you, Hull, that I'm so friendless and alone that I envy you death-bound ones! Yes, and one of these days I'll join you!"


    He gulped. "My God!" he muttered. "Better for you if you'd stayed in your native mountains with friends, home, husband, and children."


    "Children!" she echoed, her eyes misting with tears. "Immortals can't have children. They're sterile; they should be nothing but brains like Joaquin and Martin Sair, not beings with feelings – like me. Sometimes I curse Martin Sair and his hard rays. I don't want immortality; I want life!"


    Hull found his mind in a whirl. The impossible beauty of the girl he faced, her green eyes now soft and moist and unhappy, her lips quivering, the glisten of a tear on her cheek – these things tore at him so powerfully that he scarcely knew his own allegiance. "God!" he whispered. "I'm sorry!"


    "And you, Hull – will you help me – a little?"


    "But we're enemies – enemies!"


    "Can't we be – something else?" A sob shook her.


    "How can we be?" he groaned.


    Suddenly some quirk to her dainty lips caught his attention. He stared incredulously into the green depths of her eyes. It was true. There was laughter there. She had been mocking him! And as she perceived his realization, her soft laughter rippled like rain on water.


    "You – devil!" he choked. "You black witch! I wish I'd let you be killed!"


    "Oh, no," she said demurely. "Look at me, Hull."


    The command was needless. He couldn't take his fascinated gaze from her exquisite face.


    "Do you love me, Hull?"


    "I love Vail Ormiston," he rasped.


    "But do you love me?"


    "I hate you!"


    "But do you love me as well?"


    He groaned. "This is bitterly unfair," he muttered.


    She knew what he meant. He as crying out against the circumstances that had brought the Princess Margaret – the most brilliant woman of all that brilliant age, and one of the most brilliant of any age – to flash all her fascination on a simple mountainy from Ozarky. It wasn't fair; her smile admitted it, but there was triumph there, too.


    "May I go?" he asked stonily.


    She nodded. "But you will be a little less my enemy, won't you, Hull?"


    He rose. "Whatever harm I can do your cause," he said, "that harm will I do. I will not be twice a traitor." But he fancied a puzzling gleam of satisfaction in her green eyes at his words.


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    TORMENT


    


    HULL LOOKED DOWN at noon over Ormiston valley, where Joaquin Smith was marching. At his side Vail paused, and together they gazed silently over Selui road, now black with riding men and rumbling wagons on their way to attack the remnant of the Confederation army in Selui. But Ormiston was not entirely abandoned, for three hundred soldiers and two hundred horsemen remained to deal with the Harriers, under Black Margot herself. It was not the policy of the Master to permit so large a rebel band to gather unopposed in conquered territory; within the Empire, despite the mutual hatred among rival cities, there existed a sort of enforced peace.


    "Our moment comes tonight," Hull said soberly. "We'll never have a better chance than now, with our numbers all but equal to theirs, and surprise on our side."


    Vail nodded. "The ancient tunnel was a bold thought, Hull. The Harriers are shoring up the crumbled places. Father is with them."


    "He shouldn't be. The aged have no place in the field."


    "But this is his hope, Hull. He lives for this."


    "Small enough hope! Suppose we're successful, Vail. What will it mean save the return of Joaquin Smith and his army? Common sense tells me this is a fool's hunt, and if it were not for you and the chance of fairer fighting than we've had until now – well, I'd be tempted to concede the Master his victory."


    "Oh, no!" cried Vail. "If our success means the end of Black Margot, isn't that enough? Besides, you know that half the Master's powers are the work of the witch. Enoch – poor Enoch – said so."


    Hull winced. Enoch had been one of the three marksmen slain outside the west windows, and the girl's words brought memory of his own part in that. But her words pricked painfully in yet another direction, for the vision of the Princess that had plagued him all night long still rose powerfully in his mind, nor could he face the mention of her death unmoved.


    But Vail read only distress for Enoch in his face. "Enoch," she repeated softly. "He loved me in his sour way, Hull, but once I had known you, I had no thoughts for him."


    Hull slipped his arm about her, cursing himself that he could not steal his thought away from Margaret of N'Orleans, because it was Vail he loved, and Vail he wanted to love. Whatever spell the Princess had cast about him, he knew her to be evil, ruthless, and inhumanly cold – a sorceress, a devil. But he could not blot her Satanic loveliness from his inward gaze.


    "Well," he sighed, "let it be tonight, then. Was it four hours past sunset? Good. The Empire men should be sleeping or gaming in Tigh's tavern by that time. It's for us to pray for our gunpowder."


    "Gunpowder? Oh, but didn't you hear what I told File Ormson and the Harriers, back there on the ridge? The casters of the spell are gone; Joaquin Smith has taken them to Selui. I watched and listened from the kitchen this morning."


    "The sparkers? They're gone?"


    "Yes. They called them reson – resators–"


    "Resonators," said Hull, recalling Old Einar's words.


    "Something like that. There were two of them, great iron barrels on swivels, full of some humming and clicking magic, and they swept the valley north and south, and east and west, and over toward Norse there was the sound of shots and the smoke of a burning building. They loaded them on wagons and dragged them away toward Selui."


    "They didn't cross the ridge with their spell," said Hull. (5) "The Harriers still have powder."


    "Yes," murmured Vail, drawing his arm closer about her. "Tell me," she said suddenly, "what did she want of you last night?"


    Hull grimaced. He had told Vail little enough of that discreditable evening, and he had been fearing her question. "Treason," he said finally. "She wanted me to betray the Harriers."


    "You? She asked that of you?"


    "Do you think I would?" countered Hull.


    "I know you never would. But what did she offer you for betrayal?"


    Again he hesitated. "A great reward," he answered at last. "A reward out of all proportion to the task."


    "Tell me, Hull, what is she like face to face?"


    "A demon. She isn't exactly human."


    "But in what way? Men say so much of her beauty, of her deadly charm. Hull – did you feel it?"


    "I love you, Vail."


    She sighed, and drew yet closer. "I think you're the strongest man in the world, Hull. The very strongest."


    "I'll need to be," he muttered, staring gloomily over the valley. Then he smiled faintly as he saw men plowing, for it was late in the season for such occupation. Old Marcus Ormiston was playing safe; remembering the Master's words, he was tilling every acre across which a horse could drag a blade.


    Vail left him in Ormiston village and took her way hesitantly homeward. Hull did what he could about the idle shop, and when the sun slanted low, bought himself a square loaf of brown bread, a great slice of cheese, and a bottle of the still, clear wine of the region. It was just as he finished his meal in his room that a pounding on the door of the shop summoned him.


    It was an Empire man. "Hull Tarvish?" he asked shortly. At Hull's nod he continued, "From Her Highness," and handed him a folded slip of black paper.


    The mountain youth stared at it. On one side, in raised gold, was the form of a serpent circling a globe, its tail in its mouth – the Midgard Serpent. He slipped a finger through the fold, opened the message, and squinted helplessly at the characters written in gold on the black inner surface.


    "This scratching means nothing to me," he said.


    The Empire man sniffed contemptuously. "I'll read it," he said, taking the missive. "It says, Follow the messenger to our quarters,' and it's signed Margarita Imperii Regina, which means Margaret, Princess of the Empire. Is that plain?" He handed back the note. "I've been looking an hour for you."


    "Suppose I won't go," growled Hull.


    "This isn't an invitation, Weed. It's a command."


    Hull shrugged. He had small inclination to face Black Margot again, especially with his knowledge of the Harriers' plans. Her complex personality baffled and fascinated him, and he could not help fearing that somehow, by some subtle art, she might wring that secret from him. Torture wouldn't force it out of him, but those green eyes might read it. Yet – better to go quietly than be dragged or driven; he grunted assent and followed the messenger.


    He found the house quiet. The lower room where Joaquin Smith had rested was empty now, and he mounted the stairs again steeling himself against the expected shock of Black Margot's presence. This time, however, he found her clothed, or half clothed by Ormiston standards, for she wore only the diminutive shorts and shirt that were her riding costume, and her dainty feet were bare. She sat in a deep chair beside the table, a flagon of wine at hand and a black cigarette in her fingers. Her jet hair was like a helmet of ebony against the ivory of her forehead and throat, and her green eyes like twin emeralds.


    "Sit down," she said as he stood before her. "The delay is your loss, Hull. I would have dined with you."


    "I grow strong enough on bread and cheese," he growled.


    "You seem to." Fire danced in her eyes. "Hull, I am as strong as most men, but I believe those vast muscles of yours could overpower me as if I were some shrinking provincial girl. And yet–"


    "And yet what?"


    "And yet you are much like my black stallion Eblis. Your muscles are nearly as strong, but like him, I can goad you, drive you, lash you, and set you galloping in whatever direction I choose."


    "Can you?" he snapped. "Don't try it." But the spell of her unearthly beauty was hard to face.


    "But I think I shall try it," she cooed gently. "Hull, do you ever lie?"


    "I do not."


    "Shall I make you lie, then, Hull? Shall I make you swear such falsehoods that you will redden forever afterward at the thought of them? Shall I?"


    "You can't!"


    She smiled, then in altered tones, "Do you love me, Hull?"


    "Love you? I hate–" He broke off suddenly.


    "Do you hate me, Hull?" she asked gently.


    "No," he groaned at last. "No, I don't hate you."


    "But do you love me?" Her face was saint-like, earnest, pure, even the green eyes were soft now as the green of spring. "Tell me, do you love me?"


    "No!" he ground out savagely, then flushed crimson at the smile on her lips. "That isn't a lie!" he blazed. "This sorcery of yours isn't love. I don't love your beauty. It's unnatural, hellish, and the gift of Martin Sair. It's a false beauty, like your whole life!"


    "Martin Sair had little to do with my appearance," she said gently. "What do you 'feel for me, Hull, if not love?"


    "I – don't know. I don't want to think of it!" He clenched a great fist. "Love? Call it love if you wish, but it's a hell's love that would find satisfaction in killing you!" But here his heart revolted again. "That isn't so," he ended miserably. "I couldn't kill you."


    "Suppose," she proceeded gently, "I were to promise to abandon Joaquin, to be no longer Black Margot and Princess of the Empire, but to be only – Hull Tarvish's wife. Between Vail and me, which would you choose?"


    He said nothing' for a moment. "You're unfair," he said bitterly at last. "Is it fair to compare Vail and yourself? She's sweet and loyal and innocent, but you – you are Black Margot!"


    "Nevertheless," she said calmly, "I think I shall compare us. Sora!" The fat woman appeared. "Sora, the wine is gone. Send the eldarch's daughter here with another bottle and a second goblet."


    Hull stared appalled. "What are you going to do?"


    "No harm to your little Weed. I promise no harm."


    "But–" He paused. Vail's footsteps sounded on the stairs, and she entered timidly, bearing a tray with a bottle and a metal goblet. He saw her start as she perceived him, but she only advanced quietly, set the tray on the table, and backed toward the door.


    "Wait a moment," said the Princess. She rose and moved to Vail's side as if to force the comparison on Hull. He could not avoid it; he hated himself for the thought, but it came regardless. Barefooted, the Princess Margaret was exactly the height of Vail in her lowheeled sandals, and she was the merest shade slimmer. But her startling black hair and her glorious green eyes seemed almost to fade the unhappy Ormiston girl to a colorless dun, and the coppery hair and blue eyes seemed water pale. It wasn't fair; Hull realized that it was like comparing candlelight to sunbeam, and he despised himself even for gazing.


    "Hull," said the Princess, "which of us is the more beautiful ?"


    He saw Vail's lips twitch fearfully, and he remained stubbornly silent.


    "Hull," resumed the Princess, "which of us do you love?"


    "I love Vail!" he muttered.


    "But do you love her more than you love me?"


    Once again he had recourse to silence.


    "I take it," said the Princess, smiling, "that your silence means you love me the more. Am I right?"


    He said nothing.


    "Or am I wrong, Hull? Surely you can give little Vail the satisfaction of answering this question! For unless you answer I shall take the liberty of assuming that you love me the more. Now do you?"


    He was in utter torment. His white lips twisted in anguish as he muttered finally, "Oh, God! Then yes!"


    She smiled softly. "You may go," she said to the pallid and frightened Vail.


    But for a moment the girl hesitated. "Hull," she whispered, "Hull, I know you said that to save me. I don't believe it, Hull, and I love you. I blame – her!"


    "Don't!" he groaned. "Don't insult her."


    The Princess laughed, "Insult me! Do you think I could be insulted by a bit of creeping dust as it crawls its way from cradle to grave?" She turned contemptuous green eyes on Vail as the terrified girl backed through the door.


    "Why do you delight in torture?" cried Hull. "You're cruel as a cat. You're no less than a demon."


    "That wasn't cruelty," said the Princess gently. "It was but a means of proving what I said, that your mighty muscles are well-broken to my saddle."


    "If that needed proof," he muttered.


    "It needed none. There's proof enough, Hull, in what's happening even now, if I judge the time rightly. I mean your Harriers slipping through their ancient sewer right into my trap behind the barn."


    He was thunderstruck. "You – are you – you must be a witch!" he gasped.


    "Perhaps. But it wasn't witchcraft that led me to put the thought of that sewer into your head, Hull. Do you remember now that it was my suggestion, given last evening there in the hallway? I knew quite well that you'd put the bait before the Harriers."


    His brain was reeling. "But why– Why–?"


    "Oh," she said indifferently, "it amuses me to see you play the traitor twice, Hull Tarvish."


    


    (5. The field of the Erden resonator passes readily through structures and walls, but it is blocked by any considerable natural obstructions, hills, and for some reason fog-banks or low clouds.)


    


    CHAPTER NINE


    THE TRAP


    


    THE PRINCESS STEPPED close to him, her magnificent eyes gentle as an angel's, the sweet curve of her lips in the ghost of a pouting smile. "Poor, strong, weak Hull Tarvish!" she breathed. "Now you shall have a lesson in the cost of weakness. I am not Joaquin, who fights benignly with his men's slides in the third notch. When I go to battle, my beams flash full, and there is burning flesh and bursting heart. Death rides with me."


    He scarcely heard her. His gyrating mind struggled with an idea. The Harriers were creeping singly into the trap, but they could not all be through the tunnel. If he could warn them– His eyes shifted to the bell-pull in the hall beside the guard, the rope that tolled the bronze bell in the belfry to summon public gatherings, or to call aid to fight fires. Death, beyond doubt, if he rang it, but that was only a fair price to pay for expiation.


    His great arm flashed suddenly, sweeping the Princess from her feet and crashing her dainty figure violently against the wall. He heard her faint "O – o – oh" of pain as breath left her and she dropped slowly to her knees, but he was already upon the startled guard, thrusting him up and over the rail of the stair-well to drop with a sullen thumb below. And then he threw his weight on the bellrope, and the great voice of bronze boomed out, again, and again.


    But Black Margot was on her feet, with the green hell-sparks flickering in her eyes and her face a lovely mask of fury. Men came rushing up the stairs with drawn weapons, and Hull gave a last tug on the rope and turned to face death. Half a dozen weapons were on him.


    "No – no!" gasped the Princess, struggling for the breath he had knocked out of her. "Hold him – for me! Take him – to the barn!"


    She darted down the stairway, her graceful legs flashing bare, her bare feet padding softly. After her six grim Empire men thrust Hull past the dazed guard sitting on the lower steps and out into a night where blue beams flashed and shots and yells sounded.


    Behind the barn was comparative quiet, however, by the time Hull's captors had marched him there. A closepacked mass of dark figures huddled near the mouth of the ancient tunnel, where the bushes were trampled away, and a brown-clad file of Empire woods runners surrounded them. A few figures lay sprawled on the turf, and Hull smiled a little as he saw that some were Empire men. Then his eyes strayed to the Princess where she faced a dark-haired officer.


    "How many, Lebeau?"


    "A hundred and forty or fifty, Your Highness."


    "Not half! Why are you not pursuing the rest through the tunnel?"


    "Because, Your Highness, one of them pulled the shoring and the roof down upon himself, and blocked us off. We're digging him out now."


    "By then they'll have left their burrow. Where does this tunnel end?" She strode over to Hull. "Hull, where does this tunnel end?" At his silence, she added. "No matter. They'd be through it before we could reach it." She spun back. "Lebeau! Burn down what we have and the rest we'll stamp out as we can." A murmur ran through the crowd of villagers that was collecting, and her eyes, silvery green in the moonlight, flickered over them. "And any sympathizers," she added coldly. "Except this man, Hull Tarvish."


    File Ornison's great voice rumbled out of the mass of prisoners. "Hull! Hull! Was this trap your doing?"


    Hull made no answer, but Black Margot herself replied. "No," she snapped, "but the warning bell was."


    "Then why do you spare him?"


    Her eyes glittered icy green. "To kill in my own way, Weed," she said in tones so cold that it was as if a winter wind had sent a shivering breath across the spring night. "I have my own account to collect from him."


    Her eyes blazed chill emerald fire into Hull's. He met her glance squarely, and said in a low voice, "Do you grant any favors to a man about to die?"


    "Not by custom," she replied indifferently. "Is it the safety of the eldarch's daughter? I plan no harm to her."


    "It isn't that."


    "Then ask it – though I am not disposed to grant favors to you, Hull Tarvish, who have twice laid hands of violence on me."


    His voice dropped almost to a whisper. "It is the lives of my companions I ask."


    She raised here eyebrows in surprise, then shook her ebony flame of hair. "How can I? I remained here purposely to wipe them out. Shall I release the half I have, only to destroy them with the rest?"


    "I ask their lives," he repeated.


    A curious, whimsical fire danced green in her eves. "I will try," she promised, and turned to the officer, who was ranging his men so that the cross-fire of execution could not mow down his own ranks. "Lebeau!" she snapped. "Hold back a while."


    She strode into the gap between the prisoners and her own men. Hand on hip she surveyed the Harriers, while moonlight lent her beauty an aura that was incredible, unearthly. There in the dusk of night she seemed no demon at all, but a girl, almost a child, and even Hull, who had learned well enough what she was, could not but sweep fascinated eyes from her jet hair to her tiny white feet.


    "Now," she said, passing her glance over the group, on my promise of amnesty, how many of you would join me?"


    A stir ran through the mass. For a moment there was utter immobility, then, very slowly, two figures moved forward, and the stir became an angry murmur. Hull recognized the men; they were stragglers of the Confederation army, Ch'cago men, good fighters but merely mercenaries, changing sides as mood or advantage moved them. The murmur of the Harriers became an angry growl.


    "You two," said the Princess, "are you Ormiston men?"


    "No," said one. "Both of us come from the shores of Mitchin."


    "Very well," she proceeded calmly. With a movement swift as arrow flight she snatched the weapon from her belt, the blue beam spat twice, and the men crumpled, one with face burned carbon-black, and both sending forth an odorous wisp of flesh-seared smoke.


    She faced the aghast group. "Now," she said, "Who is your leader?"


    File Ormson stepped forth, scowling and grim. "What do you want of me?"


    "Will you treat with me? Will your men follow your agreements?"


    File nodded. "They have small choice."


    "Good. Now that I have sifted the traitors from your ranks – for I will not deal with traitors – I shall make my offer." She smiled at the squat ironsmith. "I think I've served both of us by so doing," she said softly, and Hull gasped as he perceived the sweetness of the glance she bent on the scowling File. "Would you, with your great muscles and warrior's heart, follow a woman?"


    The scowl vanished in surprise. "Follow you? You?"


    "Yes." Hull watched her in fascination as she used her voice, her eyes, her unearthly beauty intensified by the moonlight, all on hulking File Ormson, behind whom the Harrier prisoners stood tense and silent. "Yes, I mean to follow me," she repeated softly. "You are brave men, all of you, now that I have weeded out the two cowards." She smiled wistfully, almost tenderly at the squat figure before her. "And you – you are a warrior."


    "But–" File gulped, "our others–"


    "I promise you need not fight against your companions. I will release any of you who will not follow me. And your lands – it is your lands you fight for, is it not? I will not touch, not one acre save the eldarch's." She paused. "Well?"


    Suddenly File's booming laugh roared out. "By God!" he swore. "If you mean what you say, there's nothing to fight about! For my part, I'm with you!" He turned on his men. "Who follows me?"


    The group stirred. A few stepped forward, then a few more, and then, with a shout, the whole mass. "Good!" roared File. He raised his great hard hand to his heart in the Empire salute. "To Black – to the Princess Margaret!" he bellowed. "To a warrior!"


    She smiled and dropped her eyes as if in modesty. When the cheer had passed, she addressed File Ormson again. "You will send men to your others?" she asked. "Let them come in on the same terms."


    "They'll come!" growled File.


    The Princess nodded. "Lebeau," she called, "order off your men. These are our allies."


    The Harriers began to separate, drifting away with the crowd of villagers. The Princess stepped close to Hull, smiling maliciously up into his perplexed face. He scarcely knew whether to be glad or bitter, for indeed, though she had granted his request to spare his companions, she had granted it only at the cost of the destruction of the cause for which he had sacrificed everything. There were no Harriers any more, but he was still to die for them.


    "Will you die happy now?" she cooed softly.


    "No man dies happy," he growled.


    "I granted your wish, Hull."


    "If your promises can be trusted," he retorted bitterly. "You lied coolly enough to the Ch'cago men, and you made certain they were not loved by the Harriers before you killed them."


    She shrugged. "I lie, I cheat, I swindle by whatever means comes to hand," she said indifferently, "but I do not break my given word. The Harriers are safe."


    Beyond her, men came suddenly from the tunnel mouth, dragging something dark behind them.


    "The Weed who pulled down the roof, Your Highness," said Lebeau.


    She glanced behind her, and pursed her dainty lips in surprise. "The eldarch! The dotard died bravely enough." Then she shrugged. "He had but a few more years anyway."


    But Vail slipped by with a low moan of anguish, and Hull watched her kneel desolately by her father's body. A spasm of pity shook him as he realized that now she was utterly, completely alone. Enoch had died in the ambush of the previous night, old Marcus lay dead here before her, and he was condemned to death. The three who loved her and the man she loved – all slain in two nights passing. He bent a slow, helpless, pitying smile on her, but there was nothing he could do or say.


    And Black Margot, after the merest glance, turned back to Hull, "Now," she said, the ice in her voice again, "I deal with you!"


    He faced her dumbly. "Will you have the mercy to deal quickly, then?" he muttered at last.


    "Mercy? I do not know the word where you're concerned, Hull. Or rather I have been already too merciful. I spared your life three times – once at Joaquin's request at Eaglefoot Flow, once before the guardhouse, and once up there in the hallway." She moved closer. "I cannot bear the touch of violence, Hull, and you have laid violent hands on me twice. Twice!"


    "Once was to save your life," he said, "and the other to rectify my own unwitting treason. And I spared your life three times too, Black Margot – once when I aimed from the church roof, once from the ambush in the west chamber, and once but a half hour ago, for I could have killed you with this fist of mine, had I wished to strike hard enough. I owe you nothing."


    She smiled coldly. "Well argued, Hull, but you die none the less in the way I wish." She turned. "Back to the house!" she commanded, and he strode away between the six guards who still flanked him.


    She led them into the lower room that had been the Master's. There she sat idly in a deep chair of ancient craftsmanship, lit a black cigarette at the lamp, and thrust her slim legs carelessly before her, gazing at Hull. But he, staring through the window behind her, could see the dark blot that was Vail Ormiston weeping beside the body of her father.


    "Now," said the Princess, "how would you like to die, Hull.


    Of old age!" he snapped. "And if you will not permit that, then as quickly as possible."


    "I might grant the second," she observed. "I might."


    The thought of Vail was still torturing him. At last he said, "Your Highness, is your courage equal to the ordeal of facing me alone? I want to ask something that I will not ask in others' ears."


    She laughed contemptuously. "Get out," she snapped at the silent guards. "Hull, do you think I fear you? I tell you your great muscles and stubborn heart are no more than those of Eblis, the black stallion. Must I prove it again to you?"


    "No," he muttered. "God help me, but I know it's true. I'm not the match for Black Margot."


    "Nor is any other man," she countered. Then, more softly, "But if ever I do meet the man who can conquer me, if ever he exists, he will have something of you in him, Hull. Your great, slow strength, and your stubborn honesty, and your courage. I promise that." She paused, her face now pure as a marble saint's. "So say what you have to say, Hull. What do you ask?"


    "My life," he said bluntly.


    Her green eyes widened in surprise. "You, Hull? You beg your life? You?"


    "Not for myself," he muttered. "There's Vail Ormiston weeping over her father. Enoch, who would have married her and loved her, is dead in last night's ambush, and if I die, she's left alone. I ask my life for her."


    "Her troubles mean nothing to me," said Margaret of N'Orleans coldly.


    "She'll die without someone – someone to help her through this time of torment."


    "Let her die, then. Why do you death-bound cling so desperately to life, only to age and die anyway? Sometimes I myself would welcome death, and I have infinitely more to live for than you. Let her die, Hull, as I think you'll die in the next moment or so!"


    Her hand rested on the stock of the weapon at her belt. "I grant your second choice," she said coolly. "The quick death."


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    OLD EINAR AGAIN


    


    BLACK MARGOT GROUND out her cigarette with her left hand against the polished wood of the table top, but her right rested inexorably on her weapon. Hull knew beyond doubt or question that he was about to die, and for a moment he considered the thought of dying fighting, of being blasted by the beam as he flung himself at her. Then he shook his head; he revolted at the idea of again trying violence on the exquisite figure he faced, who, though witch or demon, had the passionless purity and loveliness of divinity. It was easier to die passively, simply losing his thoughts in the glare of her unearthly beauty.


    She spoke. "So die, Hull Tarvish," she said gently, and drew the blunt weapon.


    A voice spoke behind him, a familiar, pleasant voice. "Do I intrude, Margaret?"


    He whirled. It was Old Einar, thrusting his goodhumored, wrinkled visage through the opening he had made in the doorway. He grinned at Hull, flung the door wider, and slipped into the room.


    "Einar!" cried the Princess, springing from her chair. "Einar Olin! Are you still in the world?" Her tones took on suddenly the note of deep pity. "But so old – so old!"


    The old man took her free hand. "it is forty years since last I saw you, Margaret – and I was fifty then,"


    "But so old!" she repeated. "Einar, have I changed?"


    He peered at her. "Not physically, my dear. But from the stories that go up and down the continent, you are hardly the gay madcap that N'Orleans worshipped as the Princess Peggy, nor even the valiant little warrior they used to call the Maid Of Orleans."


    She had forgotten Hull, but the guards visible through the half open door still blocked escape. He listened fascinated, for it was almost as if he saw a new Black Margot.


    "Was I ever the Princess Peggy?" she murmured. "I had forgotten – Well, Martin Sair can stave off age but he cannot halt the flow of time. But Einar – Einar, you were wrong to refuse him!"


    "Seeing you, Margaret, I wonder instead if I were not very wise. Youth is too great a restlessness to bear for so long a time, and you have borne it less than a century. What will you be in another fifty years? In another hundred, if Martin Sair's art keeps its power? What will you be?"


    She shook her head; her green eyes grew deep and sorrowful. "I don't know, Einar. I don't know."


    "Well," he said placidly, "I am old, but I am contented. I wonder if you can say as much."


    "I might have been different, Einar, had you joined us. I could have loved you, Einar."


    "Yes," he agreed wryly. "I was afraid of that, and it was one of the reasons for my refusal. You see, I did love you, Margaret, and I chose to outgrow the torture rather than perpetuate it. That was a painful malady, loving you, and it took all of us at one time or another. 'Flame-struck', we used to call it." He smiled reflectively. "Are any left save me of all those who loved you?"


    "Just Jorgensen," she answered sadly. "That is if he has not yet killed himself in his quest for the secret of the Ancient's wings. But he will."


    "Well," said Olin dryly, "my years will yet make a mock of their immortality." He pointed a gnarled finger at Hull. "What do you want of my young friend here?"


    Her eyes flashed emerald, and she drew her hand from that of Old Einar. "I plan to kill him."


    "Indeed? And why?"


    "Why?" Her voice chilled. "Because he struck me with his hands. Twice."


    The old man smiled. "I shouldn't wonder if he had cause enough, Margaret. Memory tells me that I myself have had the same impulse."


    "Then it's well you never yielded, Einar. Even you."


    "Doubtless. But I think I shall ask you to forgive young Hull Tarvish."


    "You know his name! Is he really your friend?"


    Old Einar nodded. "I ask you to forgive him."


    "Why should I?" asked the Princess. "Why do you think a word from you can save him?"


    "I am still Olin," said the aged one, meeting her green eyes steadily with his watery blue ones. "I still carry Joaquin's seal."


    "As if that could stop me!" But the cold fire died slowly in her gaze, and again her eyes were sad. "But you are still Olin, the Father of Power," she murmured. With a sudden gesture she thrust her weapon back into her belt. "I spare him again," she said, and then, in tones gone strangely dull, "I suppose I wouldn't have killed him anyway. It is a weakness of mine that I cannot kill those who love me in a certain way – a weakness that will cost me dear some day."


    Olin twisted his lips in that skull-like smile, turning to the silent youth. "Hull," he said kindly, "you must have been born under fortunate stars. But if you're curious enough to tempt your luck further, listen to this old man's advice." His smile became a grin. "Beyond the western mountains there are some very powerful, very rare hunting cats called lions, which Martin Sair says are not native to this continent, but were brought here by the Ancients to be caged and gazed at, and occasionally trained. As to that I know nothing, but I do say this, Hull – go twist the tail of a lion before you again try the wrath of Black Margot. And now get out of here."


    "Not yet, Hull," snapped the Princess. "I have still my score to settle with you." She turned back to Olin. "Where do you wander now, Einar?"


    "To N'Orleans. I have some knowledge to give Jorgensen, and I am homesick besides for the Great City."


    He paused. "I have seen Joaquin. Selui has fallen."


    "I know. I ride to meet him tonight."


    "He has sent representations to Ch'cago."


    "Good!" she flashed. "Then there will be fighting." Then her eyes turned dreamy. "I have never seen the saltless seas," she added wistfully, "but I wonder if they can be as beautiful as the blue Gulf beyond N'Orleans."


    But Old Einar shook his thin white hair. "What will be the end of this, Margaret?" he asked gently. "After Ch'cago is taken – for you will take it – what then?"


    "Then the land north of the saltless seas, and east of them. N'York, and all the cities on the ocean shore."


    "And then?"


    "Then South America, I suppose."


    "And then, Margaret?"


    "Then? There is still Europe veiled in mystery, and Asia, Africa – all the lands known to the Ancients."


    "And after all of them?"


    "Afterwards," she replied wearily, "we can rest. The fierce destiny that drives Joaquin surely cannot drive him beyond the boundaries of the world."


    "And so," said Olin, "you fight your way around the world so you can rest at the end of the journey. Then why not rest now, Margaret? Must you pillow your head on the globe of the planet?"


    Fury flamed green in her eyes. She raised her hand and struck the old man across his lips, but it must have been lightly, for he still smiled.


    "Fool!" she cried. "Then I will see to it that there is always war! Between me and Joaquin, if need be – or between me and anyone – anyone – so that I fight!" She paused panting. "Leave me, Einar," she said tensely. "I do not like the things you bring to mind."


    Still smiling, the old man backed away. At the door he paused. "I will see you before I die, Margaret," he promised, and was gone.


    She followed him to the doorway. "Sora!" she called. "Sora! I ride!"


    Hull heard the heavy tread of the fat Sora, and in a moment she entered bearing the diminutive cothurns and a pair of glistening silver gauntlets on her hands, and then she too was gone.


    Slowly, almost wearily, the Princess turned to face Hull, who had as yet permitted no gleam of hope to enter his soul, for he had experienced too much of her mockery to trust the promise of safety Old Einar had won for him. He felt only the fascination that she always bound about him, the spell of her unbelievable black hair and her glorious sea-green eyes, and all her unearthly beauty.


    "Hull," she said gently, "what do you think of me now?"


    "I think you are a black flame blowing cold across the world. I think a demon drives you."


    "And do you hate me so bitterly?"


    "I pray every second to hate you."


    "Then see, Hull." With her little gauntleted fingers she took his great hands and placed them about the perfect curve of her throat. "Here I give you my life for the taking. You have only to twist once with these mighty hands of yours and Black Margot will be out of the world forever." She paused. "Must I beg you?"


    Hull felt as if molten metal flowed upward through his arms from the touch of her white skin. His fingers were rigid as metal bars, and all the great strength of them could not put one feather's weight of pressure on the soft throat they circled. And deep in the lambent emerald flames that burned in her eyes he saw again the fire of mockery – jeering, taunting.


    "You will not?" she said, lifting away his hands, but holding them in hers. "Then you do not hate me?"


    "You know I don't," he groaned.


    "And you do love me?"


    "Please," he muttered. "Is it necessary again to torture me? I need no proof of your mastery."


    "Then say you love me."


    "Heaven forgive me for it;" he whispered, "but I do!"


    She dropped his hands and smiled. "Then listen to me, Hull. You love little Vail with a truer love, and month by month memory fades before reality. After a while there will be nothing left in you of Black Margot, but there will be always Vail. I go now hoping never to see you again, but" – and her eyes chilled to green ice – "before I go I settle my score with you."


    She raised her gauntleted hand. "This for your treachery!" she said, and struck him savagely across his right check. Blood spouted, there would be scars, but he stood stolid. "This for your violence!" she said, and the silver gauntlet tore his left check. Then her eyes softened. "And this," she murmured, "for your love!"


    Her arms circled him, her body was warm against him, and her exquisite lips burned against his. He felt as if he embraced a flame for a moment, and then she was gone, and a part of his soul went with her. When he heard the hooves of the stallion Eblis pounding beyond the window, he turned and walked slowly out of the house to where Vail still crouched beside her father's body. She clung to him, wiped the blood from his cheeks, and strangely, her words were not of her father, nor of the sparing of Hull's life, but of Black Margot.


    "I knew you lied to save me," she murmured. "I knew you never loved her."


    And Hull, in whom there was no falsehood, drew her close to him and said nothing.


    But Black Margot rode north from Selui through the night. In the sky before her were thin shadows leading phantom armies, Alexander the Great, Attila, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, Napoleon, and clearer than all, the battle queen Semiramis. All the mighty conquerors of the past, and where were they, where were their empires, and where, even, were their bones? Far in the south were the graves of men who had loved her, all except Old Einar, who tottered like a feeble grey ghost across the world to find his.


    At her side Joaquin Smith turned as if to speak stared, and remained silent. He was not accustomed to the sight of tears in the eyes and on the cheeks of Black Margot.


    


    (All conversation ascribed to the Princess Margaret in this story is taken verbatim from an anonymous volume Published in Urbs in the year 186, called "Loves of the Black Flame." It is credited to Jacques Lebeau, officer in command of the Black Flame's personal guard.)

  


  
    FLIGHT ON TITAN


    


    THE GALE ROARED INCESSANTLY like all the tormented souls since creation's dawn, driving the two sliding and tumbling into the momentary shelter of a ridge of ice. A cloud of glittering ice needles swept by, rainbow-hued in the brilliant night, and the chill of eighty below zero bit through the sponge rubber of their suits.


    The girl placed her visor close against the man's helmet and said steadily: "This is the end, isn't it, Tim? Because I'm glad I came with you, then. I'm glad it's both of us together."


    The man groaned despairingly, and the blast tore the wood away. He turned aside, thinking regretfully of the past.


    The year 2142, as most people recall, was a disastrous one in the financial world. It was the year of the collapse of the Planetary Trading Corporation and the year that ushered in the resultant depression.


    Most of us remember the hysterical two years of speculation that preceded the crash. These followed the final development of the Hocken Rocket in 2030, the annexation of the arid and useless Moon by Russia, and the discovery by the international expeditions of a dead civilization on Mars and a primitive one on Venus. It was the Venus report that led to the formation of the P.T.C. and the debacle that followed.


    No one knows now who was to blame. All the members of those intrepid expeditions have suffered under the cloud; two of them were murdered in Paris only a little more than a year ago, presumably by vengeful investors in Planetary. Gold will do such things to men; they will take mad risks with what they have, pursuing a vision of what they hope to have, and, when the crash comes, turn on any scapegoat that's luckless enough to be handy.


    At any rate, regardless of responsibility, the rumor started that gold was as common on Venus as iron on Earth—and then the damage was done. No one stopped to reflect that the planet's density is less than the Earth's, and that gold, or any heavy metal, should be even rarer there, if not utterly absent, as on the Moon.


    The rumors spread like an epidemic, and stories circulated that the expedition members had returned wealthy. All one had to do, it seemed, was to trade beads and jack-knives to the obliging Venusian natives for golden cups, golden axes, golden ornaments.


    The shares of the quickly organized Planetary Trading Corporation skyrocketed from a par of fifty to a peak of thirteen hundred. Vast paper fortunes were made; the civilized world went into a frenzy of speculative fervor; prices of everything shot upward in anticipation of a flood of new gold—food, rent, clothing, machinery.


    We all remember the outcome. Planetary's first two trading expeditions looked long and arduously for the gold. 'They found the natives; they found them eager enough for beads and jackknives, but they found them quite destitute of gold. They brought back neat little carvings and a quantity of silver, scientifically valuable records, and a handful of pearlike stones from Venusian seas—but no gold. Nothing to pay dividends to the avid stockholders; nothing to support the rumor-puffed structure of prices, which crashed as quickly as the shares of Planetary, once the truth was out.


    The collapse affected investors and noninvestors alike, and among them, Timothy Vick and his Canadian wife Diane. The spring of 2142 found them staring at each other in their New York apartment, all but penniless, and in the very depths of despair. Jobs were vanishing, and Tim's training as a salesman of 'vision sets was utterly useless in a world where nobody could afford to buy them. So they sat and stared hopelessly, and said very little.


    Tim at last broke the gloomy silence. "Di," he said, "what'll we do when it's all gone?"


    "Our money? Tim, something will come before then. It has to!"


    "But if it doesn't?" At her silence, he continued: "I'm not going to sit and wait. I'm going to do something."


    "What, Tim? What is there to do?"


    "I know!" His voice dropped. "Di, do you remember that queer gem the government expedition brought back from Titan? The one Mrs. Advent paid half a million dollars for, just so she could wear it to the opera?"


    "I remember the story, Tim. I never heard of Titan."


    "One of Saturn's moons. United States possession; there's a confirmatory settlement on it. It's habitable."


    "Oh!" she said, puzzled. "But—what about it?"


    "Just this: Last year half a dozen traders went up there after more. One of 'em returned to-day with five of the things; I saw it on the news broadcast. He's rich, Di. Those things are almost priceless."


    Diane began to see. "Tim!" she said huskily.


    "Yes. That's the idea. I'm going to leave you all I can, except what money I must have, and go up there for a year. I've read up on Titan; I know what to take." He paused. "It's coming near Perigee now. There'll be a rocket leaving for Nivia—that's the settlement—in a week."


    "Tim!" murmured Diane again. "Titan—oh, I did hear of it! That's—that's the cold one, isn't it?"


    "Cold as Dante's hell," replied Tm. He saw her lips form a word of protest and his blue eyes went narrow and stubborn.


    She changed her unspoken word. "I'm going with you," she said. Her brown eyes narrowed to meet his.


    


    Diane had won. That was over now—the long hours of argument, the final submission, the months of insufferably stuffy air abroad the rocket, the laborious struggle to erect the tiny hemispherical metal-walled shack that served as living quarters. The rocket had dropped them, cargo and all, at a point determined after a long conference back on Earth with Simonds, the returned trader.


    He had been an agreeable sort, but rather discouraging; his description of the Titan climate had sounded rather like a word picture of an Eskimo hell. He hadn't exaggerated, either; Tim realized that now and cursed the weakness that had made him yield to Diane's insistence.


    Well, there they were. He was smoking his one permitted daily cigarette, and Diane was reading aloud from a history of the world, taken because it had some thousand pages and would last a long time. Outside was the unbelievable Titanian night with its usual hundred-mile gale screaming against the curved walls, and the glitter of ice mountains showing green under the glare of Saturn wills its rings visible edgewise from the satellite since it revolved in the same plane.


    Beyond the Mountains of the Damned—so named by Young, the discoverer—a hundred miles away, lay Nivia, the City of Snow. But they might as well have been on a planet of Van Maanen's star so far as human contacts went; surely no one could survive a cross-country journey here through nights that were generally eighty below zero, or even days that sometimes attained the balmy warmth of just above freezing. No; they were marooned here until the rocket returned next year.


    Tim shivered as the grinding roar of a shifting mountain sounded above the scream of the wind. That was common enough here; they were always shifting under the enormous tidal pull of the giant Saturn and the thrust of that incredible wind. But it was disquieting, none the less; it was an ever-present danger to their little dwelling.


    "Br-r-r!" he shuddered. "Listen to that!"


    Diane looked up. "Not used to it yet, after three months?"


    "And never will be!" he returned. "What a place!"


    She smiled. "I know what'll cheer you," she said, rising.


    From a tin box she poured a cascade of fire. "Look, Tim! Six of them. Six flame-orchids!"


    He gazed at the glowing eggs of light. Like the flush of life itself, rainbow rings rolled in a hundred tints beneath their surfaces. Diane passed her hand above them, and they responded to its warmth with a flame of changing colors that swept the entire keyboard of the spectrum, reds merging into blues, violets, greens, and yellows, then orange and scarlet of blood.


    "They're beautiful!" Tim whispered, staring fascinated. "No wonder rich women bleed themselves dry for them. Diane, we'll save one out—the prettiest—for you."


    She laughed. "There are things I'd rather have, Tim."


    A pounding sounded above the windy bellowing. They knew what it meant; Tim rose and peered through the reenforccd window into the brilliant night, and, after a moment of blinking, made out the four-foot-long body of a native sprawled before his door, his coned claws hooked into the ice. On Titan, of course, no creature stood erect against those perpetual howling blasts, no creature, that is, save man, a recent arrival from a gentler world.


    Tim opened the door, slipping it wider notch by notch on its retaining chain, since muscular power would have been inadequate to hold it. The wind bellowed gleefully in, sweeping the hanging utensils on the walls into a clanging chorus, spinning a loose garment into a mad dance, chilling the air to bitterness.


    The native slithered through like a walrus, his streamlined body seallike and glistening with its two-inch protective layer of blubbery flesh. As Tim cranked the door shut, the creature raised the filmy underlids from its eyes, and they showed large, luminous, and doglike.


    This was a Titanian native, not much more intelligent than a St. Bernard dog, perhaps, but peacable and inoffensive, beautifully adapted to its forbidding environment, and the highest form of life yet known on Titan.


    He reached into the pouch opening on his rubbery back. "Uh!" he said, displaying a white ovoid. As the comparatively warm air of the room struck it, the flame-orchid began to glow in exquisite colors.


    Diane took it; against her palms the tints changed more quickly, deepened gloriously. It was a small one, no larger than a robin's egg, but perfect except where it had been attached to some frigid rock.


    "Oh!" she exclaimed. "What a beauty, Tim!"


    He grinned. "That's no way to bargain."


    He pulled out the black case that contained their trade goods, opening it to display the little mirrors, knives, beads, matches, and nondescript trinkets.


    The coal-black eyes of the native glittered avidly; he glanced from one article to the next in an agony of longing indecision. He touched them with his clawed, three-fingered hands; he cooed huskily. His eyes wandered over the room.


    "Huss!" he said abruptly, pointing. Diane burst into a sudden laugh. He was indicating an old and battered eight-day clock, quite useless to the pair since it lacked the adjustment to permit them to keep other than Earth time. The ticking must have attracted him.


    "Oh, no!" She chuckled. "It's no good to you. Here!" She indicated a box of trinkets.


    "Ugha! Huss!" The native was insistent.


    "Here, then!"


    She passed him the clock; he held it close to his skin-shielded ears and listened. He cooed.


    Impulsively, Diane picked a pocketknife from the box. "Here,” she said, "I won't cheat you. Take this, too."


    The native gurgled. He pried open the glittering blade with his hooked claws, closed it and slipped it carefully into his back pouch, stuffing the clock after it. The pouch stood out like a miniature hump as he turned and scuttled toward the door.


    "Uh!" he said.


    Tim led him out, watching through the window as he slipped across the slope, his blunt nose pointed into the wind as he moved sideways.


    Tim faced Diane. "Extravagance!" He grinned.


    "Oh, a fifty-cent knife for this!" She fondled the gem.


    "Fifty cents back home," he reminded her. "Just remember what we paid for freight, and you'll see what I mean. Why, look at Nivia; they mine gold there, pure, virgin gold right out of the rocks, and by the time the cost of shipping it back to Earth is deducted, and the insurance, it barely pays—just barely."


    "Cold?"


    "Yes. That's simple to understand. You know how little freight a rocket can carry when it has to be fueled and provisioned for a flight from the Earth to Titan, or vice versa. A mere jaunt of seven hundred and eighty million miles and plenty of chance for trouble on the way. I think the insurance on gold is thirty per cent of the value."


    "Tim, shall we have to insure these? How shall we ever manage?"


    "We won't. We won't insure these because we'll be going with 'em."


    "But if they're lost?"


    "If they're lost, Diane, insurance wouldn't help us, because, then, we'll be lost, too."


    Three more months dragged by. Their little hoard of flame-orchids reached fifteen, then eighteen. They realized, of course, that the gem wouldn't command the fabulous price of that first one, but half that price, even a tenth of it, meant wealth, meant leisure and luxury. It was worth the year of sacrifice.


    Titan swung endlessly about its primary. Nine-hour days succeeded nine-hour nights of unbelievable ferocity. The eternal wind howled and bit and tore, and the shifting ice mountains heaved and roared under Saturn's tidal drag.


    Sometimes, during the day, the pair ventured into the open, fought the boisterous winds, dung precariously to frigid slopes. Once Diane was swept bodily away, saving herself miraculously on the verge of one of the deep and mysterious crevasses that bounded their mountain slope, and thereafter they were very catitious.


    Once they dared to penetrate the grove of rubbery and elastic whiplash trees that grew in the shelter of the nearest cliff. The things lashed out at them with resounding strokes, not violent enough to fell them, but stinging sharply even through the inch-thick layer of sponge rubber that insulated their bodies from the cold.


    And every seven and a half days the wind died to a strange and oddly silent calm, was still for half an hour or so, and then roared with renewed ferocity from the opposite direction. Thus it marked Titan's revolution.


    At almost equal intervals, every eight days, the native appeared with the clock. The creature seemed unable to master the intricate problem of winding it and always presented it mournfully, brightening at once as Diane set it ticking again.


    There was one impending event that worried Tim at times. Twice in its thirty-year period Saturn eclipses the Sun, and for four Titanian days, seventy-two hours, Titan is in utter darkness. The giant planet was nearing that point now and would reach it long before the rocket ship, speeding from the Earth at perigee, was due.


    Human occupation dated back only six years; no one knew what four days of darkness might do to the little world of Titan.


    The absolute zero of space? Probably not, because of the dense and xenon-rich atmosphere, but what storms, what titanic upheavals of ice, might accompany that night of eclipse? Glowing Saturn itself supplied a little heat, of course, about a third as much as the distant Sun.


    Well, worry was futile. Tim glanced at Diane, mending a rip in the furry face-mask of her outdoor garment, and suggested a stroll. "A stroll in the sunlight," he phrased it sardonically. It was August back on Earth.


    Diane agreed. She always agreed, cheerfully and readily. Without her this project would have been utterly unbearable, and be wondered amazedly how Simonds had stood it, how those others scattered around Titan's single little continent were standing it. He sighed, slipped into this thick garment, and opened the door into the roaring hell outside.


    That was the time they came near disaster. They crawled, crept, and struggled their way into the lee of an ice hummock, and stood there panting and gasping for a moment's rest. Tim raised his head to peer over the crest and saw through his visor's protecting goggles something unique in his experience on Titan. He frowned at it through the dense refractive air of the planet; it was hard to judge distances when the atmosphere made everything quiver like heat waves.


    "Look, Di!" he exclaimed. "A bird!"


    It did look like one, sailing on the wind toward them, wings outspread. It grew larger; it was as large as a pterodactyl, bearing down on them with the force of that hundred-mile wind behind it. Tim could make out a fierce, three-foot beak.


    Diane screamed. The thing was headed for them; it was diving now at airplane speed. It was the girl who seized and flung a jagged piece of ice; the thing veered higher, swept like a cloud above them, and was gone. It could not fly upwind.


    They looked it up in Young's book at the shack. That intrepid explorer had seen and named the creature; it was a knife-kite, the same sort of beast that had accounted for the death of one of his men. It wasn't a bird; it didn't really fly; it just sailed like a kite before the terrific blasts of Titan, and touched ground only during the weekly calm or when it had succeeded in stabbing some prey.


    But life was scarce indeed on the icy little world. Except for the occasional natives, who came and went mysteriously as spirits, and that single knife-kite, and the whiplash trees near the cliff, they saw nothing living. Of course the crystal bubbles of the ice-ants marked the glacial surface of the hills, but these creatures never emerged, laboring incessantly beneath their little domes that grew like mushrooms as they melted within and received fresh deposits of ice crystals without. A lonely world, a wild, bizarre, forbidding, and unearthly little planet.


    It never actually snowed on Titan. The chill air could absorb too little water vapor for condensation as snow, but there was a substitute. During the days, when the temperature often passed the melting point, shallow pools formed on the frozen oceans, augmented sometimes by mighty eruptions of frigid brine from below. The ferocious winds swept these pools into a spindrift that froze and went rushing as clouds of icy needles around the planet.


    Often during the darkness Diane had watched from the window as one of these clouds loomed glittering in the cold-green Saturn-light, sweeping by with a scream and slithering of ice crystals on the walls, and seeming to her mind like a tall, sheeted ghost. At suds times, despite the atom-generated warmth of the tiny dwelling, she was apt to shiver and draw her garment closer about her, though she was careful that Tim never observed it.


    So time passed in the trading shack, slowly and dismally. The weather, of course, was uniformly, unvaryingly terrible, such weather as only Titan, nearly nine hundred million miles from the moderating Sun, can present. The little world, with its orbital period of fifteen days and twenty-three hours, has no perceptible seasons; only the recurrent shifting of the winds from east to west marks its swing about gigantic Saturn.


    The season is always winter—fierce, bitter, unimaginable winter, to which the earthly storms of desolate Antarctica are as April on the Riviera. And little by little, Saturn edged closer to the Sun, until one day the western streak of its rings knifed a dark gash across the reddish disk. The eclipse was at hand.


    That night saw the catastrophe. Tim was dozing on the bunk; Diane was dreaming idly of green fields and warm sunlight. Outside roared a gale more than usually vociferous, and a steady parade of ice ghosts streamed past the windows. Low and ominous came the roar of shifting glacial mountains; Saturn and the Sun, now nearly in a direct line, heaved at the planet with a redoubled tidal pull. And then suddenly came the clang of warning; a bell rang ominously.


    Diane knew what it meant. Months before, Tim had driven a row of posts into the ice, extending toward the cliff that sheltered the whiplash grove. He had foreseen the danger; he had rigged up an alarm. The bell meant that the cliff had shifted, had rolled upon the first of the stakes. Danger!


    Tim was springing frantically from the bunk. "Dress for outside!" he snapped. "Quickly!"


    He seized her lunacy sponge-rubber parka and tossed it to her. He dragged on his own, cranked the door open to the pandemonium without, and a fierce and bitter blast swept in, upsetting a chair, spinning loose articles around the room.


    "Close the emergency pack!" he yelled above the tumult. "I'll take a look."


    Diane suppressed her upsurging fear as he vanished. She strapped the pack tightly, then poured the precious eighteen flame-orchids into a little leather pouch, and suspended this about her throat. She forced calmness upon herself; perhaps the ice cliff had stopped, or perhaps only the wind itself had snapped the warning post. She righted the chair and sat with her visor open despite the knife-sharp blasts from the door.


    Tim was coming. She saw his gloved hand as he seized the doorframe, then his fur-masked face, eyes grins behind the non-frosting goggles.


    "Outside!" he yelled, seizing the pack.


    She ruse and scrambled after him into the howling inferno just as the second bell clanged.


    Barely in time! As the tornado sent her sprawling and clutching, she had a sharply etched glimpse of a mighty pinnacle of glittering ice looming high above the shack; there was a rumble .d a roar deeper than the winds, and the shack was gone. One iron wall, caught by the gale, swept like a giant bat above her, and she heard it go clanging and clattering along the slope to the east.


    Dazed and horribly frightened, she clawed her way after Tim into the shelter of a ridge, watching him while he wrestled the pack that struggled in the blast like something living. She was calm when at last he got it strapped to his shoulders.


    "This is the end, isn't it, Tim?" she said, putting her visor close against his helmet, "Because I'm glad I came with you, then. I'm glad it's both of us together."


    Tim groaned despairingly, and the blast tore the sound away. He turned suddenly, slipping his arms around her figure. "I'm sorry, Di," he said huskily.


    He wanted to kiss her—an impossibility, of course, in a Titanian night. It would have been a kiss of death; they would have died with lips frozen together. He put away the thought that maybe that might he a pleasanter way, since death was inevitable now, anyway. Better, he decided, to die fighting. He pulled her down into the lee of the ridge and sat thinking.


    They couldn't stay here; that was obvious. The rocket wasn't due for three months, and long before then they'd be frozen corpses, rolling away before the hurricane or buried in some crevasse. They couldn't build a habitable shelter without tools, and if they could, their atomic stove was somewhere under the shifting cliff. They couldn't attempt the journey to Nivia, a hundred miles away across the Mountains of the Damned—or could they? That was the only possible alternative.


    "Di," Tim said tensely, "we're going to Nivia. Don't be startled. Listen. The wind's just shifted. It's behind us; we have almost eight Earth days before it changes. If we can make it—twelve, thirteen miles a day— if we can make it, we'll be safe. If we don't make it before the wind shifts—" He paused. "Well, it's no worse than dying here."


    Diane was silent. Tim frowned thoughtfully behind his goggles. It was a possibility. Pack, parka, and all, he weighed less than Earth weight; not as much less as one would think, of course. Titan, although no larger than Mercury, is a dense little world, and, besides, weight depends not only on a planet's density, but also on distance from its center. But the wind might not hinder them so much, since they were traveling with it, not against it. Its terrible thrust, fiercer than even an equal Earth wind because the air contained thirty per cent of the heavy gas xenon, would be dangerous enough, but—Anyway, they had no choice.


    "Come on, Di," 'Tim said, rising. They had to keep moving now; they could rest later, after sunrise, when the danger of a frozen sleep was less.


    Another terrible thought struck Tim—there would be only three more sunrises. Then for four Titanian days, the little satellite would be in the mighty shadow of Saturn, and during that long eclipse, heaven alone knew what terrific forces might attack the harassed pair crawling painfully toward Nivia, the City of Snow.


    But that had to he faced, too. There was no alternative. Tim lifted Diane to her feet, and they crept cautiously out of the shelter of the ridge, bowing as the cruel wind caught them and bruised them, even through their thick suits, by flying ice fragments.


    It was a dark night for Titan; Saturn was on the other side of the little world, along with the Sun it was soon to eclipse, but the stars shone brilliant and twinkling through the shallow, but very dense and refractive, atmosphere. The Earth, which had so often lent a green spark of cheer to the lonely couple, was not among them; from the position of Titan, it was always near the Sun and showed only just before sunrise or just after sunset. Its absence now seemed a desolate omen.


    They came to a long, smooth, wind-swept slope. They made the error of trying to cross it erect, trusting to their cleated shoes for secure footing. It was misjudgment; the wind thrust them suddenly into a run, pressed them faster and faster until it was impossible to stop, and they were staggering through the darkness toward unknown terrain ahead.


    Tim flung himself recklessly against Diane; they fell in a heap and went sliding and rolling, to crash at last against a low wall of ice a hundred feet beyond.


    They struggled up, and Diane moaned inaudibly from the pain of a bruised knee. They crept cautiously on; they ended a bottomless crevasse from the depths of which came strange roarings and shriekings; they slipped miserably past a glittering cliff that shook and shifted above them. And when at last the vast hulk of Saturn rose over the wild land before them, and the tiny reddish Sun followed like a ruby hung on a pendant, they were near exhaustion.


    Tim supported Diane to a crevice facing the Sun. For many minutes they were silent, content to rest, and then he took a bar of chocolate from the pack and they ate, slipping the squares hastily through visors opened for each bite.


    But under the combined radiance of Saturn and the Sun, the temperature rose rapidly more than a hundred degrees; when Tim glanced at his wrist thermometer it was already nearly thirty-eight, and pools of water were forming in the wind-sheltered spots. He scooped some up with a rubber cup, and they drank. Water at least was no problem.


    Food might be, however, if they lived long enough to consume that in the pack. Humans couldn't eat Titanian life because of its arsenical metabolism; they had to exist on food laboriously transported from the Earth, or, as did the Nivian settlers, on Titanian creatures from whose substance the arsenic had first been chemically removed. The Nivians ate the ice-ants, the whiplash trees, and occasionally, it was sometimes whispered, the Titanian natives.


    Diane had fallen asleep, lying huddled in a pool of icy water that flowed off into the open and then was whirled into sparkling spray by the wind. He shook her gently; they couldn't afford to lose time now, not with the shadow of the eclipse looming ominously so few hours away. But it tore his heart to see her eyes crinkle in a weary smile as she rose; he damned himself again for ever bringing her to this.


    So they plodded on, haltered and trampled by the fierce and ruthless gale. He had no idea how far they had traveled during the night; from the crest of a high ridge he looked back, but the shifting hills of ice made localities hard to recognize, and he could not be sure that the grim escarpment far behind was actually the cliff that had crushed their shack.


    He let Diane rest again from noon until sunset, nearly five hours. She regained much of the strength spent in the struggle of the night, but when the dropping sun set his wrist thermometer tumbling far toward the hundred-below-zero mark, it seemed to her as if she had not rested at all. Yet they survived another night of inferno, and the gray of dawn found them still staggering and stumbling before the incredible ferocity of that eternal wind.


    During the morning a native appeared. They recognized him; in his clawed hands was the battered case of the eight-day clock. He sidled up to them, head toward the wind, and held out his short arms to display the mechanism; he whined plaintively and obviously thought himself cheated.


    Tim felt an unreasoning hope at the sight of him, but it vanished immediately. The creature simply couldn't understand their predicament; Titan was the only world he knew, and he couldn't conceive of beings not adapted to its fierce environment. So the man stood silently as Diane wound the clock and responded dully to her smile as she returned it.


    "This time, old fellow," she said to the native, "it's ticking away our lives. If we're not in Nivia by the time it stops again—" She patted the blunt head; the creature cooed and sidled away.


    They rested and slept again during the afternoon, but it was a weary pair that faced the inferno of night. Diane was nearing exhaustion, not from lack of nourishment, but simply from the incessant battering she had received from the wind, and the terrific struggle that every step required. Tim was stronger, but his body ached, and the cold, striking somehow through the inch-thick parka had left him with a painfully frostbitten shoulder.


    By two hours after sunset, he perceived hopelessly that Diane was not going to survive the night. She was struggling bravely, but she was unequal to the effort. She was weakening; the pitiless wind kept lashing her to her knees, and each time she rose more slowly, leaned more heavily on Tim's supporting arm. All too quickly came the moment he had foreseen with despairing heart, when she did not rise at all.


    He crouched beside her; tears misted his goggles as he distinguished her words above the screaming of the blast.


    "You go on, Tim," she murmured. She gestured toward the bag on her throat. "Take the flame-orchids and leave me."


    Tim made no answer, but cradled her tired body in his arms, shielding her as best he could from the furious winds. He thought desperately. To remain here was quick death; at least he might carry Diane to some more sheltered spot, where they could sink more slowly into the fatal sleep of cold. To leave her was unthinkable; she knew that, too, but it had been a brave offer to make.


    She clung weakly to him as he lifted her; he staggered a dozen steps before the wind toppled him, and the last struggle brought him to the lee of a low hillock. He dropped behind it and gathered the girl into his arms to wait for the cold to do its work.


    He stared hopelessly ahead. The wild splendor of a Titanian night was before him, with the icy stars glittering on cold and glassy peaks. Just beyond their hillock stretched the smooth surface of a wind-swept glacier, and here and there were the crystalline bubbles of the ice-ants.


    The ice-ants! Lucky little creatures! He remembered Young's description of them in the book at the shack. Within those domes it was warm; the temperature was above forty. He stared at them, fragile and yet resisting that colossal wind. He knew why; it was their ovoid shape, the same principle that enables an egg to resist the greatest pressure on its two ends. No one can break an egg by squeezing it endways.


    Suddenly he started. A hope! He murmured a word to Diane, lifted her, and staggered out on the mirror-surface of the ice. There! There was a dome large enough—fully six feet across. He circled to the lee side and kicked a hole in the glittering roundness.


    Diane crawled weakly through. He followed, crouching beside her in the dusk. Would it work? He gave a long cry of relief as he perceived the scurrying three-inch figures of the ice-ants, saw them patching the dome with crystal fragments.


    Steam misted his nonfrosting goggles. He drew Diane against him and then opened his visor. Warm air! It was like balm after the bitter air without; it was musty, perhaps—but warm! He opened Diane's; she was sleeping in exhaustion and never stirred as he uncovered her pale, drawn features.


    His eyes grew accustomed to the gloomy starlight that filtered through the dome. He could see the ice-ants, little three-legged ruddy balls that run about with a galloping motion. They weren't ants at all, of course, nor even insects in the terrestrial sense; Young had named them ants because they lived in antlike colonies.


    Tim saw the two holes that pierced the saucerlike floor; through one, he knew, warm air came up from the mysterious hive below, and the other drained away the melting water of the dome. That dome would grow until it burst, but the ants didn't care; they'd sense the bursting point and have a new dome already started above the holes.


    For a time he watched them; they paid no attention at all to the intruders, whose rubber suits offered nothing edible. They were semicivilized little creatures; he observed them curiously as they scraped a gray mold from the ice, loaded it on tiny sledges that he recognized as leaves of the whiplash tree, and tugged the load to one of the holes, dumping it in, presumably, to a handling crew below. And after a while he fell asleep, and precious time trickled away.


    


    Hours later something awakened him to daylight. He sat up; he had been lying with his head pillowed on his arm to keep his face from the water, and he rubbed the half-paralyzed limb ruefully as he stared about. Diane was still sleeping, but her face was more peaceful, more rested. He smiled gently down on her, and suddenly a flicker of motion caught his eye and, at the same time, a flash of brilliance.


    The first was only an ice-ant scurrying across the rubber of her parka. The flash was—he started violently—it was a flame-orchid rolling sluggishly in the stream of water to the vent, and there went another! The ants had cut and carried away for food the little leather bag, exposed on Diane's breast by the opening of her visor.


    He snatched the rolling gem of flame from the trickling water and searched desperately for the others. No use. Of their eighteen precious ovoids, he had retrieved exactly one—the small but perfect one for which they had traded the clock. He gazed in utter despondency at the flaming little egg for which they had risked—and probably lost—everything.


    Diane stirred, sat up. She saw at once the consternation in his face. "Tim!" she cried. "What's wrong now?"


    He told her. "It's my fault," he concluded grimly. "I opened your suit. I should have foreseen this." He slipped the lone gem into his left gauntlet, where it nestled against his palm.


    "It's nothing, Tim," said Diane softly. "What use would all eighteen be to us, or a hundred? We might as well die with one as with all of them."


    He did not answer directly. He said: "Even one will be enough if we get back. Perhaps eighteen would have glutted the market; perhaps we'll get almost as much for one as we would have for all."


    That was a lie, of course; other traders would be increasing the supply, but it served to distract her mind.


    Tim noticed then that the ice-ants were busy around the two vents at the center; they were building an inner dome. The crystal egg above them, now eight feet through, was about to crack.


    He saw it coming, and they closed their visors. There was a jagged streak of light on the west, and suddenly, with a glistening of fragments, the walls collapsed and went spinning away over the icy floor, and the wind howled down upon them, nearly flattening them to the glacier! It began to thrust them over the ice.


    They slid and crawled their way to the jagged crags beyond. Diane was strong again; her young body recovered quickly. In a momentary shelter, he noticed something queer about the light and glanced up to see gigantic Saturn almost half obscuring the Sun. He remembered then. This was the last day; for seventy-two hours there would be night.


    And night fell far too quickly. Sunset came with the red disk three quarters obscured, and the bitter cold swept out of the west with a horde of ice ghosts, whose sharp needles clogged the filters of their masks and forced them to shake them out time after time.


    The temperature had never been higher than forty below all day, and the night air, coming after that cold day, dropped rapidly to a hundred below, and even the warming filters could not prevent that frigid air from burning in their lungs like searing flame.


    Tim sought desperately for an ice-ant bubble. Those large enough were rare, and when at last he found one, it was already too large, and the ice-ants didn't trouble to repair the hole he kicked, but set at once to build a new dome. In half an hour the thing collapsed, and they were driven on.


    Somehow, they survived the night, and dawn of the fourth day found them staggering all but helpless into the lee of a cliff. They stared hopelessly at that strange, sunless, Saturn-lighted dawn that brought so little warmth.


    An hour after the rising of the eclipsed Sun, Tim glanced at his wrist thermometer to find the temperature risen only to seventy below. They ate some chocolate, but each bite was a burning pain for the moment that their visors were open, and the chocolate itself was numbing cold.


    When numbness and drowsiness began to attack his limbs, Tim forced Diane to rise, and they struggled on. Day was no better than night now, except for the cold Saturn light. The wind battered them more fiercely than ever; it was scarcely mid-afternoon, when Diane, with a faintly audible moan, collapsed to her knees and could not rise.


    Tim stared frantically about for an ice bubble. At last, far over to the right, he saw a small one, three feet through, perhaps, but big enough for Diane. He could not carry her; he took her shoulders and dragged her painfully to it. She managed to creep wearily in and he warned her to sleep with her visor closed, lest the ants attack her face. A quarter of a mile downwind he found one for himself.


    It was the collapse of the bubble that wakened him. It was night again, a horrible, shrieking, howling, blasting night when the temperature on his thermometer showed a hundred and forty below. Stark fear gripped him. If Diane's shelter had fallen! He fought his way madly against the wind to the spot and shouted in relief. The dome had grown, but still stood; he kicked his way in to find Diane trembling and pallid; she had feared him lost or dead. It was almost dawn before the shelter collapsed.


    Strangely, that day was easier. It was bitterly cold, but they had reached the foothills of the Mountains of the Damned, and ice-covered crags offered shelter from the winds. Diane's strength held better; they made the best progress they had yet achieved.


    But that meant little now, for there before them, white and glittering and cold, loomed the range of mountains, and Tim despaired when he looked at them. Just beyond, perhaps twenty-five miles away, lay Nivia and safety, but how were they ever to cross those needle peaks?


    Diane was still on her feet at nightfall. Tim left her standing in the shelter of a bank of ice and set out to find an ant bubble. But this time he failed. He found only a few tiny six-inch domes; there was nothing that offered refuge from a night that promised to be fiercer than any he had seen. He returned at last in despair.


    "We'll have to move farther," he told her.


    Her grave, weary eyes frightened him.


    "No matter," she said quietly. "We'll never cross the Mountains of the Damned, Tim. But I love you."


    They moved on. The night dropped quickly to a hundred and forty below, and their limbs turned numb and slow to respond. Ice ghosts whirred past them; cliffs quaked and rumbled. In half an hour they were both nearing exhaustion, and no crystal shelter appeared.


    In the lee of a ridge Diane paused, swaying against him, "No use, Tim," she murmured. "I'd rather die here than fight longer. I can't." She let herself sink to the ice, and that action saved their lives.


    Tim bent over her, and as he did a black shadow and glistening beak cleaved the air where his head had been. A knife-kite! Its screech of anger drifted faintly back as it whirled away on that hundred-mile wind.


    "You see," said the girl, "it's hopeless."


    Tim gazed dully around, and it was then that he saw the funnel. Young had mentioned these curious caves in the ice, and sometimes in the rocks, of the Mountains of the Damned. Opening always north or south, he had thought them the homes of the natives, so placed and shaped to prevent their filling with ice needles. But the traders had learned that the natives have no homes.


    "We're going in there!" Tim cried.


    He helped Diane to her feet and they crept into the opening. The funnellike passage narrowed, then widened suddenly into a chamber, where steam condensed instantly on their goggles. That meant warmth; they opened their visors, and Tim pulled out his electric torch.


    "Look!" gasped Diane. In the curious chamber, walled half by ice and half by rock of the mountain, lay what was unmistakably a fallen, carved column.


    "Good Heaven!" Tim was startled momentarily from his worries. "This iceberg harbored a native culture once! I'd never have given those primitive devils credit for it."


    "Perhaps the natives weren't responsible," said the girl. "Perhaps there was once some higher creature on Titan, hundreds of thousands of years ago, when Saturn was hot enough to warm it. Or perhaps there still is."


    Her guess was disastrously right. A voice said, "Um, uzza, uzza," and they turned to stare at the creature emerging from a hole in the rock wall. A face—no, not a face, but a proboscis like the head end of a giant earthworm, that kept thrusting itself to a point, then contracting to a horrible, red, ringed disk.


    At the point was the hollow fang or sucking tooth, and above it on a quivering stalk, the ice-green, hypnotic eye of a Titanian threadworm, the first ever to be faced by man. They gazed in horrified fascination as the tubular body slid into the chamber, its ropelike form diminishing at the end to the thickness of a hair.


    "Uzza, uzza, uzza," it said, and strangely, their minds translated the sounds. The thing was saying "Sleep, sleep, sleep," over and over.


    Tim snatched for his revolver—or intended to. The snatch turned into a gentle, almost imperceptible movement, and then died to immobility. He was held utterly helpless under the glare of the worm's eye.


    "Uzza, uzza, uzza,"thrummed the thing in a soothing, slumberous buzz. "Uzza, uzza, uzza." The sound drummed sleepily in his ears. He was sleepy anyway, worn to exhaustion by the hell without. "Una, uzza, uzza." Why not sleep?


    It was the quick-witted Diane who saved them. Her voice snapped him to wakefulness. "We are sleeping," she said. "We're both asleep. This is the way we sleep. Don't you see? We're both fast asleep."


    The thing said "Uzza, uzza," and paused as if perplexed.


    "I tell you we're sleeping!" insisted Diane.


    "Vera!" buzzed the worm.


    It was silent, stretching its terrible face toward Diane. Suddenly Tim's arm snapped in sharp continuation of his interrupted movement, the gun burned cold through his glove, and then spat blue flame.


    A shriek answered. The worm, coiled like a spring, shot its bloody face toward the girl. Unthinking, Tim leaped upon it; his legs tangled in its ropy length and he crashed on his hands against the rocky wall. But the worm was fragile; it was dead and in several pieces when he rose.


    "Oh!" gasped Diane, her face white. "How—how horrible! Let's get away—quickly!" she swayed and sat weakly on the floor. "It's death outside," said Tim grimly.


    He gathered the ropy worm in his hands, stuffed it back into the hole whence it had emerged. Then, very cautiously, he flashed his beam into the opening, peered through. He drew back quickly.


    "Ugh!" he said, shuddering.


    "What, Tim? What's there?"


    "A—a brood of 'cm." He raised the broken end of the column in his arms; the shaft fitted the hole. "At least that will fall if another comes," he muttered. "We'll be warned. Di, we've got to rest here a while. Neither of us could last an hour out there."


    She smiled wanly. "What's the difference, Tim? I'd rather die in clean cold than by—by those things." Rut in five minutes she was sleeping.


    As soon as she slept, Tim slipped the glove from his left hand and stared gloomily at their lone flame-orchid. He had felt it shatter when he struck the wall, and there it lay, colorless, broken, worthless. They had nothing left now, nothing but life, and probably little more of that.


    He cast the pieces to the rock-dusty floor and then seized a fragment of stone and viciously pounded the jewel into dull powder and tiny splinters. It vented his feelings.


    Despite his determination, he must have dozed. He woke with a start, glanced fearfully at the plugged hole, and then noticed that dim green light filtered through the ice wall. Dawn. At least, as much dawn as they'd get during the eclipse. They'd have to leave at once, for to-day they must cross the peaks. They must, for to-night would see the shifting of the wind, and when that occurred, hope would vanish.


    He woke Diane, who sat up so wearily that his eyes felt tears of pity. She made no comment when he suggested leaving, but there was no hope in her obedience. He rose to creep through the funnel, to be there to help her when the wind struck her.


    "Tim!" she shrieked. "Tim! What's that?


    He spun around. She was pointing at the floor where he had slept and where now flashed a thousand changing colors like rainbow fire. Flame-orchids! Each splinter he had cracked from the ruined one was now a fiery gem; each tiny grain was sprouting from the rock dust of the floor.


    Some were as large as the original, some were tiny flames no bigger than peas, but all glowed perfect and priceless. Fifty of them—a hundred, if one counted the tiny ones.


    They gathered them. Tim told her of their origin, and carefully wrapped a few grains of the rock dust in tinfoil from their chocolate.


    "Have it analyzed," he explained. "Perhaps we can raise 'em back on Earth."


    "If we ever—" began Diane, and then was silent. Let Tim find what pleasure he could in the discovery.


    She followed him through the passage into the howling inferno of Titanian eclipse weather.


    That day gave both of them all the experience of souls condemned to hell. They struggled hour after hour up the ice-coated slopes of the Mountains of the Damned. The air thinned and turned so cold that the hundred and fifty below which was the minim on Tim's thermometer dial was insufficient and the needle rested full against the stop.


    The wind kept flinging them flat against the slopes, and a dozen times the very mountains heaved beneath them. And this was day; what, he wondered fearfully, would night be like, here among the peaks of the Mountains of the Damned?


    Diane drove herself to the limit, and even beyond. This was their last chance; at least they must surmount the crest before the wind shifted. Again and again she fell, but each time she rose and clambered on. And for a time, just before evening, it seemed that they might make it.


    A mile from the summit the wind died to that wierd, unnatural calm that marked, if you care to call it so, the half-hour Titanian summer season. They bunt into a final effort; they rushed up the rugged slope until their blood pounded in their ears. And a thousand feet short of the summit, while they dung helplessly to a steep icy incline, they heard far off the rising whine that meant failure.


    Tim paused; effort was useless now. He cast one final glance over the wild magnificance of the Titanian landscape, then leaned close to Diane.


    "Good-by, ever valiant," he murmured. "I think you loved me more than I deserved."


    Then, with a bellow of triumph, the wind howled down from the peaks, sending them sliding along the crag into darkness.


    It was night when Tim recovered. He was stiff, numb, battered, but living. Diane was close beside him; they had been caught in a cupped hollow full of ice crystals.


    He bent over the girl. In that roaring wind he couldn't tell if she lived; at least her body was limp, not yet frozen or set in the rigor of death. He did the only thing possible to him; he clutched her wrist and started clawing his way against that impossible gale, dragging her behind him.


    A quarter mile away showed the summit. He ascended a dozen feet; the wind hurled him back. He gained fifty feet; the wind smashed him back into the hollow. Yet, somehow, dazed, all but unconscious, he managed to drag, push, roll Diane's body along with him.


    He never knew how long it took, but he made it. While the wind bellowed in colossal anger, somehow, by some miracle of doggedness, he thrust Diane across the ridge of the summit, dragged himself after, and gazed without comprehension on the valley beyond, where glowed the lights of Nivia, the City of Snow.


    For a while he could only cling there, then some ghost of reason returned. Diane, loyal, courageous Diane, was here dying, perhaps dead. Doggedly, persistently, he pushed and rolled her down the slope against a wind that sometimes lifted her into mid-air and flung her back against his face. For a long time he remembered nothing at all, and then suddenly he was pounding on a metal door, and it was opening.


    Tim couldn't sleep yet. He had to find out about Diane, so he followed the government man back through the sunken passage to the building that served Nivia as hospital. The flame-orchids were checked, safe; theft was impossible in Nivia, with only fifty inhabitants and no way for the thief to escape.


    The doctor was bending over Diane; he had stripped off her parka and was flexing her arms, then her bared legs.


    "Nothing broken," he said to Tim. "Just shock, exposure, exhaustion, half a dozen frostbites, and a terrific mauling from the wind. Oh, yes—and a minor concussion. And a hundred bruises, more or less."


    "Is that all?" breathed Tim. "Are you sure that's all?"


    "Isn't that enough?" snapped the doctor.


    "But she'll—live?"


    "She'll tell you so herself in half an hour." His tone changed to admiration. "I don't see how you did it! This'll be a legend, I tell you. And I hear you're rich, too," he added enviously. "Well, I've a feeling you deserve it."
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    “YOU'RE ON THE MEND AGAIN," said Dr. Felix Kurtius, tossing his black case carelessly on the desk. "Let's see how permanent it is this time!"


    Isaac Levinson — mail-order Levinson — rolled down his sleeve and stared sardonically at the doctor.


    "Thanks," he growled. "I've heard that before."


    "You're feeling better, aren't you?"


    The merchandise king nodded reluctantly, staring about his elaborate office. "Sure," he said. "But for how long? And anyway, why don't you do something? Is this the new medical practice — to let a patient get well by himself? For that I don't need a doctor!"


    "I gave you my suggestions," retorted Kurtius. "Three and a half years ago — when you first called me — I told you what to do. Don't blame me because you refuse to follow my advice."


    "Vacations!" sneered Levinson. "Rest — change — travel —retire! Could I leave my business with conditions like they were?"


    "You certainly could! What's a little more money to you — or a little less?"


    "Money — bah! It's my business that needs me."


    "Same thing."


    "No," said Levinson abruptly. "Not the same thing! My stockholders, my employees, I have obligations to them. The business must be run right, or the one loses money and the other jobs. Could I let some schlemiehl make a botch of things while I was telling how the biggest tarpon got away from me. Oser!"


    "Just excuses," observed Kurtius. "What you mean is that you didn't want to leave."


    "Couldn't is what I said."


    "Wouldn't is what you mean.'"


    The doctor gestured at the fittings of his patient's office. "You don't mean to tell me you're so busy that you haven't time to walk two blocks to my office, do you? — Instead of having me call here to examine you?"


    Levinson silently indicated the welter of papers on his desk. "And that's what you've wedded to!" scoffed Kurtius. "Charts, summaries, statistics." Any clerk could tabulate them for you."


    ''Charts and statistics," growled Levinson, "are the life-blood of my business."


    "And your business is the life-blood of you!"


    "Yet you want I should get away from it."


    “That's my advice. No man can live year after year on his own blood. You can't; that's the whole trouble with you. That's why medicine or operations are perfectly useless in your case."


    "Bah!" Levinson was frowning again. "I have a notion that you doctors recommend the rest cure when you don't know what's wrong. I don't want to rest; I want something that will put me in shape to keep on working. I don't believe it's my business that's doing this to me; for twenty-five years I've lived, eaten, slept, and dreamt this business, and never, until that first time I called you, have I felt an hour's sickness. And now these damned spells —better, worse, better worse — How could it be my business?"


    "Well," observed Kurtius, "there's no way of proving it to you. I've told you my diagnosis; that's all I can do. You'll find out sooner or later that I am right."


    "I don't believe it." said Levinson stubbornly.


    "Well, as I said, there's no way of proving it to you."


    "You doctors," continued Levinson, "spend your efforts treating symptoms instead of causes. Because I am tired, I must go somewhere and rest; because I can't sleep, I must get out somewhere and exercise; because I have no appetite, I must go away from my business! Why don't you find why I am tired, and can't sleep or eat? I should run my business like that and in a year I'd be broke — machullah!"


    "Didn't you ever hear of functional disorders?" queried Kurtius mildly.


    "Am I the doctor or you?"


    "Functional disorders are those where there's nothing the matter with the patient — that is organically. Nothing wrong except in the mind or nervous system."


    "Hah! Imaginary sickness I've got."


    "It's not imaginary. Functional troubles are just as real as organic ones, and sometimes a damn sight harder to treat —Especially,” he added, "if the patient won't cooperate."


    "And you think my business is doing that?"


    "Just as I told you."


    "Bah! For more than twenty years I have had no trouble. And why do I get better and then worse again? You should make a study of your cases."


    "Do you think I don't?" snapped Kurtius. "I can give you this case history by heart. Why, look here! Here's something you ought to be able to understand!"


    He reached toward his black bag, noting that the catch had opened, spilling a stethoscope and a parer or two on the littered desk. He seized a paper and spread it out before his patient. "What's that?" grunted Levinson.


    "Graph of your metabolism," replied the doctor. "Make a study of my cases, eh! Here's your chart month by month for three and a half years."


    Levinson scanned the irregular black lines. Suddenly he narrowed his eyes, leaned closer. A moment more and he burst into a snickering laugh.


    "What's the matter?" queried Kurtius impatiently.


    "The chart!" chuckled Levinson. "Hee-hee! It's a graph of our sales I was looking at before you came! Case-record, huh?" Kurtius glanced at the paper, frowned perplexedly, and suddenly gave vent to a shout of laughter. "Ho!" He roared, slapping the desk. "Funny! Oh, Lord!"


    "What's that funny?" asked his patient.


    "The graph! The sales-chart!" bellowed the doctor. "Your business doesn't affect you, eh? Look!"


    He pulled another bit of paper from his bag, spread it beside the first.


    "Here's your metabolism! Look it over!"


    Peak for Peak, valley for valley, the two graphs were identical!
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    Luckily for "Ham" Hammond it was mid-winter when the mud-spout came. Mid-winter, that is, in the Venusian sense, which is nothing at all like the conception of the season generally entertained on Earth, except possibly, by dwellers in the hotter regions of the Amazon basin, or the Congo.


    They, perhaps, might form a vague mental picture of winter on Venus by visualizing their hottest summer days, multiplying the heat, discomfort and unpleasant denizens of the jungle by ten or twelve.


    On Venus, as is now well known, the seasons occur alternately in opposite hemispheres, as on the Earth, but with a very important difference. Here, when North America and Europe swelter in summer, it is winter in Australia and Cape Colony and Argentina. It is the northern and southern hemispheres which alternate their seasons.


    But on Venus, very strangely, it is the eastern and western hemispheres, because the seasons of Venus depend, not on inclination to the plane of the ecliptic, but on libration. Venus does not rotate, but keeps the same face always toward the Sun, just as the Moon does toward the earth. One face is forever daylight, and the other forever night, and only along the twilight zone, a strip five hundred miles wide, is human habitation possible, a thin ring of territory circling the planet.


    Toward the sunlit side it verges into the blasting heat of a desert where only a few Venusian creatures live, and on the night edge the strip ends abruptly in the colossal ice barrier produced by the condensation of the upper winds that sweep endlessly from the rising air of the hot hemisphere to cool and sink and rush back again from the cold one.


    The chilling of warm air always produces rain, and at the edge of the darkness the rain freezes to form these great ramparts. What lies beyond, what fantastic forms of life may live in the starless darkness of the frozen face, or whether that region is as dead as the airless Moon—those are mysteries.


    But the slow libration, a ponderous wabbling of the planet from side to side, does produce the effect of seasons. On the lands of the twilight zone, first in one hemisphere and then the other, the cloud-hidden Sun seems to rise gradually for fifteen days, then sink for the same period. It never ascends far, and only near the ice barrier does it seem to touch the horizon; for the libration is only seven degrees, but it is sufficient to produce noticeable fifteen-day seasons.


    But such seasons! In the winter the temperature drops sometimes to a humid but bearable ninety, but, two weeks later, a hundred and forty is a cool day near the torrid edge of the zone. And always, winter and summer, the intermittent rains drip sullenly down to be absorbed by the spongy soil and given back again as sticky, unpleasant, unhealthy steam.


    And that, the vast amount of moisture on Venus, was the greatest surprise of the first human visitors; the clouds had been seen, of course, but the spectroscope denied the presence of water, naturally, since it was analyzing light reflected from the upper cloud surfaces, fifty miles above the planet's face.


    That abundance of water has strange consequences. There are no seas or oceans on Venus, if we except the probability of vast, silent, and eternally frozen oceans on the sunless side. On the hot hemisphere evaporation is too rapid, and the rivers that flow out of the ice mountains simply diminish and finally vanish, dried up.


    A further consequence is the curiously unstable nature of the land of the twilight zone. Enormous subterranean rivers course invisibly through it, some boiling, some cold as the ice from which they flow. These are the cause of the mud eruptions that make human habitation in the Hotlands such a gamble; a perfectly solid and apparently safe area of soil may be changed suddenly into a boiling sea of mud in which buildings sink and vanish, together, frequently, with their occupants.


    There is no way of predicting these catastrophes; only on the rare outcroppings of bed rock is a structure safe, and so all permanent human settlements cluster about the mountains.


    


    Sam Hammond was a trader. He was one of those adventurous individuals who always appear on the frontiers and fringes of habitable regions. Most of these fall into two classes; they are either reckless daredevils pursuing danger, or outcasts, criminal or otherwise, pursuing either solitude or forgetfulness.


    Ham Hammond was neither. He was pursuing no such abstractions, but the good, solid lure of wealth. He was, in fact, trading with the natives for the spore-pods of the Venusian plant xixtchil, from which terrestrial chemists would extract trihydroxyl-tertiary-tolunitrile-beta-anthraquinone, the xixtline or triple-T-B-A that was so effective in rejuvenation treatments.


    Ham was young and sometimes wondered why rich old men—and women—would pay such tremendous prices for a few more years of virility, especially as the treatments didn't actually increase the span of life, but just produced a sort of temporary and synthetic youth.


    Gray hair darkened, wrinkles filled out, bald heads grew fuzzy, and then, in a few years, the rejuvenated person was just as dead as he would have been, anyway. But as long as triple-T-B-A commanded a price about equal to its weight in radium, why, Ham was willing to take the gamble to obtain it.


    He had never really expected the mudspout. Of course it was an ever-present danger, but when, staring idly through the window of his shack over the writhing and steaming Venusian plain, he had seen the sudden boiling pools erupting all around, it had come as a shocking surprise.


    For a moment he was paralyzed; then he sprang into immediate and frantic action. He pulled on his enveloping suit of rubberlike transkin; he strapped the great bowls of mudshoes to his feet; he tied the precious bag of spore-pods to his shoulders, packed some food, and then burst into the open.


    The ground was still semisolid, but even as he watched, the black soil boiled out around the metal walls of the shack, the cube tilted a trifle, and then sank deliberately from sight, and the mud sucked and gurgled as it closed gently above the spot.


    Ham caught himself. One couldn't stand still in the midst of a mudspout, even with the bowllike mudshoes as support. Once let the viscous stuff flow over the rim and the luckless victim was trapped; he couldn't raise his foot against the suction, and first slowly, then more quickly, he'd follow the shack.


    So Ham started off over the boiling swamp, walking with the peculiar sliding motion he had learned by much practice, never raising the mudshoes above the surface, but sliding them along, careful that no mud topped the curving rim.


    It was a tiresome motion, but absolutely necessary. He slid along as if on snowshoes, bearing west because that was the direction of the dark side, and if he had to walk to safety, he might as well do it in coolness. The area of swamp was unusually large; he covered at least a mile before he attained a slight rise in the ground, and the mudshoes clumped on solid, or nearly solid, soil.


    He was bathed in perspiration; and his transkin suit was hot as a boiler room, but one grows accustomed to that on Venus. He'd have given half his supply of xixtchil pods for the opportunity to open the mask of the suit, to draw a breath of even the steamy and humid Venusian air, but that was impossible; impossible, at least, if he had any inclination to continue living.


    One breath of unfiltered air anywhere near the warm edge of the twilight zone was quick and very painful death; Ham would have drawn in uncounted millions of the spores of those fierce Venusian molds, and they'd have sprouted in furry and nauseating masses in his nostrils, his mouth, his lungs, and eventually in his ears and eyes.


    Breathing them wasn't even a necessary requirement; once he'd come upon a trader's body with the molds springing from his flesh. The poor fellow had somehow torn a rip in his transkin suit, and that was enough.


    The situation made eating and drinking in the open a problem on Venus; one had to wait until a rain had precipitated the spores, when it was safe for half an hour or so. Even then the water must have been recently boiled and the food just removed from its can; otherwise, as had happened to Ham more than once, the food was apt to turn abruptly into a fuzzy mass of molds that grew about as fast as the minute hand moved on a clock. A disgusting sight! A disgusting planet!


    


    That last reflection was induced by Ham's view of the quagmire that had engulfed his shack. The heavier vegetation had gone with it, but already avid and greedy life was emerging, wriggling mud grass and the bulbous fungi called "walking balls." And all around a million little slimy creatures slithered across the mud, eating each other rapaciously, being torn to bits, and each fragment re-forming to a complete creature.


    A thousand different species, but all the same in one respect; each of them was all appetite. In common with most Venusian beings, they had a multiplicity of both legs and mouths; in fact some of them were little more than blobs of skin split into dozens of hungry mouths, and crawling on a hundred spidery legs.


    All life on Venus is more or less parasitic. Even the plants that draw their nourishment directly from soil and air have also the ability to absorb and digest—and, often enough, to trap—animal food. So fierce is the competition on that humid strip of land between the fire and the ice that one who has never seen it must fail even to imagine it.


    The animal kingdom wars incessantly on itself and the plant world; the vegetable kingdom retaliates, and frequently outdoes the other in the production of monstrous predatory horrors that one would even hesitate to call plant life. A terrible world!


    In the few moments that Ham had paused to look back, ropy creepers had already entangled his legs; transkin was impervious, of course, but he had to cut the things away with his knife, and the black, nauseating juices that flowed out of them smeared on his suit and began instantly to grow furry as the molds sprouted. He shuddered.


    "Hell of a place!" Ham growled, stooping to remove his mudshoes, which he slung carefully over his back.


    He slogged away through the writhing vegetation, automatically dodging the awkward thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees as they cast their nooses hopefully toward his arms and head.


    Now and again he passed one that dangled some trapped creature, usually unrecognizable because the molds had enveloped it in a fuzzy shroud, while the tree itself was placidly absorbing victim and molds alike.


    "Horrible place!" Ham muttered, kicked a writhing mass of nameless little vermin from his path.


    He mused; his shack had been situated rather nearer the hot edge of the twilight zone; it was a trifle over two hundred and fifty miles to the shadow line, though of course that varied with the libration. But one couldn't approach the line too closely, anyway, because of the fierce, almost inconceivable, storms that raged where the hot upper winds encountered the icy blasts of the night side, giving rise to the birth throes of the ice barrier.


    So a hundred and fifty miles due west would be sufficient to bring coolness, to enter a region too temperate for the molds, where he could walk in comparative comfort. And then, not more than fifty miles north, lay the American settlement Erotia, named, obviously, after that troublesome mythical son of Venus, Cupid.


    Intervening, of course, were the ranges of the Mountains of Eternity, not those mighty twenty-mile-high peaks whose summits are occasionally glimpsed by Earthly telescopes, and that forever sunder British Venus from the American possessions, but, even at the point he planned to cross, very respectable mountains indeed. He was on the British side now; not that any one cared. Traders came and went as they pleased.


    Well, that meant about two hundred miles. No reason why he couldn't make it; he was armed with both automatic and flame-pistol, and water was no problem, if carefully boiled. Under pressure of necessity, one could even eat Venusian life—but it required hunger and thorough cooking and a sturdy stomach.


    It wasn't the taste so much as the appearance, or so he'd been told. He grimaced; beyond doubt he'd be driven to find out for himself, since his canned food couldn't possibly last out the trip. Nothing to worry about, Ham kept telling himself. In fact, plenty to be glad about; the xixtchil pods in his pack represented as much wealth as he could have accumulated by ten years of toil back on Earth.


    No danger—and yet, men had vanished on Venus, dozens of them. The molds had claimed them, or some fierce unearthly monster, or perhaps one of the many unknown living horrors, both plant and animal.


    Ham trudged along, keeping always to the clearings about the Jack Ketch trees, since these vegetable omnivores kept other life beyond the reach of their greedy nooses. Elsewhere progress was impossible, for the Venusian jungle presented such a terrific tangle of writhing and struggling forms that one could move only by cutting the way, step by step, with infinite labor.


    Even then there was the danger of Heaven only knew what fanged and venomous creatures whose teeth might pierce the protective membrane of transkin, and a crack in that meant death. Even the unpleasant Jack Ketch trees were preferable company, he reflected, as he slapped their questing lariats aside.


    Six hours after Ham had started his involuntary journey, it rained. He seized the opportunity, found a place where a recent mudspout had cleared the heavier vegetation away, and prepared to eat. First, however, he scooped up some scummy water, filtered it through the screen attached for that purpose to his canteen, and set about sterilizing it.


    Fire was difficult to manage, since dry fuel is rare indeed in the Hotlands of Venus, but Ham tossed a thermide tablet into the liquid, and the chemicals boiled the water instantly, escaping themselves as gases. If the water retained a slight ammoniacal taste—well, that was the least of his discomforts, he mused, as he covered it and set it by to cool.


    He uncapped a can of beans, watched a moment to see that no stray molds had remained in the air to infect the food, then opened the visor of his suit and swallowed hastily. Thereafter he drank the blood-warm water and poured carefully what remained into the water pouch within his transkin, where he could suck it through a tube to his mouth without the deadly exposure to the molds.


    Ten minutes after he had completed the meal, while he rested and longed for the impossible luxury of a cigarette, the fuzzy coat sprang suddenly to life on the remnants of food in the can.


    


    II.


    


    An hour later, weary and thoroughly soaked in perspiration, Ham found a Friendly tree, so named by the explorer Burlingame because it is one of the few organisms on Venus sluggish enough to permit one to rest in its branches. So Ham climbed it, found the most comfortable position available, and slept as best he could.


    It was five hours by his wrist watch before he awoke, and the tendrils and little sucking cups of the Friendly tree were fastened all over his transkin. He tore them away very carefully, climbed down, and trudged westward.


    It was after the second rain that he met the doughpot, as the creature is called in British and American Venus. In the French strip, it's the pot à colle, the "paste pot"; in the Dutch—well, the Dutch are not prudish, and they call the horror just what they think it warrants.


    Actually, the doughpot is a nauseous creature. It's a mass of white, dough-like protoplasm, ranging in size from a single cell to perhaps twenty tons of mushy filth. It has no fixed form; in fact, it's merely a mass of de Proust cells—in effect, a disembodied, crawling, hungry cancer.


    It has no organization and no intelligence, nor even any instinct save hunger. It moves in whatever direction food touches its surfaces; when it touches two edible substances, it quietly divides, with the larger portion invariably attacking the greater supply.


    It's invulnerable to bullets; nothing less than the terrific blast of a flame-pistol will kill it, and then only if the blast destroys every individual cell. It travels over the ground absorbing everything, leaving bare black soil where the ubiquitous molds spring up at once—a noisome, nightmarish creature.


    Ham sprang aside as the doughpot erupted suddenly from the jungle to his right. It couldn't absorb the transkin, of course, but to be caught in that pasty mess meant quick suffocation. He glared at it disgustedly and was sorely tempted to blast it with his flame-pistol as it slithered past at running speed. He would have, too, but the experienced Venusian frontiersman is very careful with the flame-pistol.


    It has to be charged with a diamond, a cheap black one, of course, but still an item to consider. The crystal, when fired, gives up all its energy in one terrific blast that roars out like a lightning stroke for a hundred yards, incinerating everything in its path.


    The thing rolled by with a sucking and gulping sound. Behind it opened the passage it had cleared; creepers, snake vines, Jack Ketch trees—everything had been swept away down to the humid earth itself, where already the molds were springing up on the slime of the doughpot's trail.


    The alley led nearly in the direction Ham wanted to travel; he seized the opportunity and strode briskly along, with a wary eye, nevertheless, on the ominous walls of jungle. In ten hours or so the opening would be filled once more with unpleasant life, but for the present it offered a much quicker progress than dodging from one clearing to the next.


    It was five miles up the trail, which was already beginning to sprout inconveniently, that he met the native galloping along on his four short legs, his pincerlike hands shearing a path for him. Ham stopped for a palaver.


    "Murra," he said.


    The language of the natives of the equatorial regions of the Hotlands is a queer one. It has, perhaps, two hundred words, but when a trader has learned those two hundred, his knowledge of the tongue is but little greater than the man who knows none at all.


    The words are generalized, and each sound has anywhere from a dozen to a hundred meanings. Murra, for instance, is a word of greeting; it may mean something much like "hello," or "good morning." It also may convey a challenge—"on guard!" It means besides, "Let's be friends," and also, strangely, "Let's fight this out."


    It has, morever, certain noun senses; it means peace, it means war, it means courage, and, again, fear. A subtle language; it is only recently that studies of inflection have begun to reveal its nature to human philologists. Yet, after all, perhaps English, with its "to," "too," and "two," its "one," "won," "wan," "wen," "win," "when," and a dozen other similarities, might seem just as strange to Venusian ears, untrained in vowel distinctions.


    Moreover, humans can't read the expressions of the broad, flat, three-eyed Venusian faces, which in the nature of things must convey a world of information among the natives themselves.


    But this one accepted the intended sense. "Murra," he responded, pausing. "Usk?" That was, among other things, "Who are you?" or "Where did you come from?" or "Where are you bound?"


    Ham chose the latter sense. He pointed off into the dim west, then raised his hand in an arc to indicate the mountains. "Erotia," he said. That had but one meaning, at least.


    The native considered this in silence. At last he grunted and volunteered some information. He swept his cutting claw in a gesture west along the trail. "Curky," he said, and then, "Murra." The last was farewell; Ham pressed against the wriggling jungle wall to permit him to pass.


    Curky meant, together with twenty other senses, trader. It was the word usually applied to humans, and Ham felt a pleasant anticipation in the prospect of human company. It had been six months since he had heard a human voice other than that on the tiny radio now sunk with his shack.


    


    True enough, five miles along the doughpot's trail Ham emerged suddenly in an area where there had been a recent mudspout. The vegetation was only waist-high, and across the quarter-mile clearing he saw a structure, a trading hut. But far more pretentious than his own iron-walled cubicle; this one boasted three rooms, an unheard-of luxury in the Hotlands, where every ounce had to be laboriously transported by rocket from one of the settlements. That was expensive, almost prohibitive. Traders took a real gamble, and Ham knew he was lucky to have come out so profitably.


    He strode over the still spongy ground. The windows were shaded against the eternal daylight, and the door—the door was locked. This was a violation of the frontier code. One always left doors unlocked; it might mean the salvation of some strayed trader, and not even the most dishonorable would steal from a hut left open for his safety.


    Nor would the natives; no creature is as honest as a Venusian native, who never lies and never steals, though he might, after due warning, kill a trader for his trade goods. But only after a fair warning.


    Ham stood puzzled. At last he kicked and tramped a clear space before the door, sat down against it, and fell to snapping away the numerous and loathsome little creatures that swarmed over his transkin. He waited.


    It wasn't half an hour before he saw the trader plowing through the clearing—a short, slim fellow; the transkin shaded his face, but Ham could make out large, shadowed eyes. He stood up.


    "Hello!" he said jovially. "Thought I'd drop in for a visit. My name's Hamilton Hammond—you guess the nickname!"


    The newcomer stopped short, then spoke in a curiously soft and husky voice, with a decidedly English accent. "My guess would be 'Boiled Pork,' I fancy." The tones were cold, unfriendly. "Suppose you step aside and let me in. Good day!"


    Ham felt anger and amazement. "The devil!" he snapped. "You're a hospitable sort, aren't you?"


    "No. Not at all." The other paused at the door. "You're an American. What are you doing on British soil? Have you a passport?"


    "Since when do you need a passport in the Hotlands?"


    "Trading, aren't you?" the slim man said sharply. "In other words, poaching. You've no rights here. Get on."


    Ham's jaw set stubbornly behind his mask. "Rights or none," he said, "I'm entitled to the consideration of the frontier code. I want a breath of air and a chance to wipe my face, and also a chance to eat. If you open that door I'm coming in after you."


    An automatic flashed into view. "Do, and you'll feed the molds."


    Ham, like all Venusian traders, was of necessity bold, resourceful, and what is called in the States "hard-boiled." He didn't flinch, but said in apparent yielding:


    "All right; but listen, all I want is a chance to eat."


    "Wait for a rain," said the other coolly and half turned to unlock the door.


    As his eyes shifted, Ham kicked at the revolver; it went spinning against the wall and dropped into the weeds. His opponent snatched for the flame-pistol that still dangled on his hip; Ham caught his wrist in a mighty clutch.


    Instantly the other ceased to struggle, while Ham felt a momentary surprise at the skinny feel of the wrist through its transkin covering.


    "Look here!" he growled. "I want a chance to eat, and I'm going to get it. Unlock that door!"


    He had both wrists now; the fellow seemed curiously delicate. After a moment he nodded, and Ham released one hand. The door opened, and he followed the other in.


    


    Again, unheard-of magnificence. Solid chairs, a sturdy table, even books, carefully preserved, no doubt, by lycopodium against the ravenous molds that sometimes entered Hotland shacks in spite of screen filters and automatic spray. An automatic spray was going now to destroy any spores that might have entered with the opening door.


    Ham sat down, keeping an eye on the other, whose flame-pistol he had permitted to remain in its holster. He was confident of his ability to outdraw the slim individual, and, besides, who'd risk firing a flame-pistol indoors? It would simply blow out one wall of the building.


    So he set about opening his mask, removing food from his pack, wiping his steaming face, while his companion—or opponent—looked on silently. Ham watched the canned meat for a moment; no molds appeared, and he ate.


    "Why the devil," he rasped, "don't you open your visor?" At the other's silence, he continued: "Afraid I'll see your face, eh? Well, I'm not interested; I'm no cop."


    No reply.


    He tried again. "What's your name?"


    The cool voice sounded: "Burlingame. Pat Burlingame."


    Ham laughed. "Patrick Burlingame is dead, my friend. I knew him." No answer. "And if you don't want to tell your name, at least you needn't insult the memory of a brave man and a great explorer."


    "Thank you." The voice was sardonic. "He was my father."


    "Another lie. He had no son. He had only a——" Ham paused abruptly; a feeling of consternation swept over him. "Open your visor!" he yelled.


    He saw the lips of the other, dim through the transkin, twitch into a sarcastic smile.


    "Why not?" said the soft voice, and the mask dropped.


    Ham gulped; behind the covering were the delicately modeled features of a girl, with cool gray eyes in a face lovely despite the glistening perspiration on cheeks and forehead.


    The man gulped again. After all, he was a gentleman despite his profession as one of the fierce, adventurous traders of Venus. He was university-educated—an engineer—and only the lure of quick wealth had brought him to the Hotlands.


    "I—I'm sorry," he stammered.


    "You brave American poachers!" she sneered. "Are all of you so valiant as to force yourselves on women?"


    "But—how could I know? What are you doing in a place like this?"


    "There's no reason for me to answer your questions, but"—she gestured toward the room beyond—"I'm classifying Hotland flora and fauna. I'm Patricia Burlingame, biologist."


    He perceived now the jar-enclosed specimens of a laboratory in the next chamber. "But a girl alone in the Hotlands! It's—it's reckless!"


    "I didn't expect to meet any American poachers," she retorted.


    He flushed. "You needn't worry about me. I'm going." He raised his hands to his visor.


    Instantly Patricia snatched an automatic from the table drawer. "You're going, indeed, Mr. Hamilton Hammond," she said coolly. "But you're leaving your xixtchil with me. It's crown property; you've stolen it from British territory, and I'm confiscating it."


    He stared. "Look here!" he blazed suddenly. "I've risked all I have for that xixtchil. If I lose it I'm ruined—busted. I'm not giving it up!"


    "But you are."


    He dropped his mask and sat down. "Miss Burlingame," he said, "I don't think you've nerve enough to shoot me, but that's what you'll have to do to get it. Otherwise I'll sit here until you drop of exhaustion."


    Her gray eyes bored silently into his blue ones. The gun held steadily on his heart, but spat no bullet. It was a deadlock.


    At last the girl said, "You win, poacher." She slapped the gun into her empty holster. "Get out, then."


    "Gladly!" he snapped.


    He rose, fingered his visor, then dropped it again at a sudden startled scream from the girl. He whirled, suspecting a trick, but she was staring out of the window with wide, apprehensive eyes.


    


    Ham saw the writhing of vegetation and then a vast whitish mass. A doughpot—a monstrous one, bearing steadily toward their shelter. He heard the gentle clunk of impact, and then the window was blotted out by the pasty mess, as the creature, not quite large enough to engulf the building, split into two masses that flowed around and merged on the other side. Another cry from Patricia. "Your mask, fool!" she rasped. "Close it!"


    "Mask? Why?" Nevertheless, he obeyed automatically.


    "Why? That's why! The digestive acids—look!" She pointed at the walls; indeed, thousands of tiny pinholes of light were appearing. The digestive acids of the monstrosity, powerful enough to attack whatever food chance brought, had corroded the metal; it was porous; the shack was ruined. He gasped as fuzzy molds shot instantly from the remains of his meal, and a red-and-green fur sprouted from the wood of chairs and table.


    The two faced each other.


    Ham chuckled. "Well," he said, "you're homeless, too. Mine went down in a mudspout."


    "Yours would!" Patricia retorted acidly. "You Yankees couldn't think of finding shallow soil, I suppose. Bed rock is just six feet below here, and my place is on pilons."


    "Well, you're a cool devil! Anyway, your place might as well be sunk. What are you going to do?"


    "Do? Don't concern yourself. I'm quite able to manage."


    "How?"


    "It's no affair of yours, but I have a rocket call each month."


    "You must be a millionaire, then," he commented. "The Royal Society," she said coldly, "is financing this expedition. The rocket is due——"


    She paused; Ham thought she paled a little behind her mask.


    "Due when?"


    "Why—it just came two days ago. I'd forgotten."


    "I see. And you think you'll just stick around for a month waiting for it. Is that it?"


    Patricia stared at him defiantly.


    "Do you know," he resumed, "what you'd be in a month? It's ten days to summer and look at your shack." He gestured at the walls, where brown and rusty patches were forming; at his motion a piece the size of a saucer tumbled in with a crackle. "In two days this thing will be a caved-in ruin. What'll you do during fifteen days of summer? What'll you do without shelter when the temperature reaches a hundred and fifty—a hundred and sixty? I'll tell you—you'll die." She said nothing.


    "You'll be a fuzzy mass of molds before the rocket returns," Ham said. "And then a pile of clean bones that will go down with the first mudspout."


    "Be still!" she blazed.


    "Silence won't help. Now I'll tell you what you can do. You can take your pack and your mudshoes and walk along with me. We may make the Cool Country before summer—if you can walk as well as you talk."


    "Go with a Yankee poacher? I fancy not!"


    "And then," he continued imperturbably, "we can cross comfortably to Erotia, a good American town."


    Patricia reached for her emergency pack, slung it over her shoulders. She retrieved a thick bundle of notes, written in aniline ink on transkin, brushed off a few vagrant molds, and slipped it into the pack. She picked up a pair of diminutive mudshoes and turned deliberately to the door.


    "So you're coming?" he chuckled.


    "I'm going," she retorted coldly, "to the good British town of Venoble. Alone!"


    "Venoble!" he gasped. "That's two hundred miles south! And across the Greater Eternities, too!"


    


    III.


    


    Patricia walked silently out of the door and turned west toward the Cool Country. Ham hesitated a moment, then followed. He couldn't permit the girl to attempt that journey alone; since she ignored his presence, he simply trailed a few steps behind her, plodding grimly and angrily along.


    For three hours or more they trudged through the endless daylight, dodging the thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees, but mostly following the still fairly open trail of the first doughpot.


    Ham was amazed at the agile and lithe grace of the girl, who slipped along the way with the sure skill of a native. Then a memory came to him; she was a native, in a sense. He recalled now that Patrick Burlingame's daughter was the first human child born on Venus, in the colony of Venoble, founded by her father.


    Ham remembered the newspaper articles when she had been sent to Earth to be educated, a child of eight; he had been thirteen then. He was twenty-seven now, which made Patricia Burlingame twenty-two.


    Not a word passed between them until at last the girl swung about in exasperation.


    "Go away," she blazed.


    Ham halted. "I'm not bothering you."


    "But I don't want a bodyguard. I'm a better Hotlander than you!"


    He didn't argue the point. He kept silent, and after a moment she flashed:


    "I hate you, Yankee! Lord, how I hate you!" She turned and trudged on.


    An hour later the mudspout caught them. Without warning, watery muck boiled up around their feet, and the vegetation swayed wildly. Hastily, they strapped on their mudshoes, while the heavier plants sank with sullen gurgles around them. Again Ham marveled at the girl's skill; Patricia slipped away across the unstable surface with a speed he could not match, and he shuffled far behind.


    Suddenly he saw her stop. That was dangerous in a mudspout; only an emergency could explain it. He hurried; a hundred feet away he perceived the reason. A strap had broken on her right shoe, and she stood helpless, balancing on her left foot, while the remaining bowl was sinking slowly. Even now black mud slopped over the edge.


    She eyed him as he approached. He shuffled to her side; as she saw his intention, she spoke.


    "You can't," she said.


    Ham bent cautiously, slipping his arms about her knees and shoulders. Her mudshoes was already embedded, but he heaved mightily, driving the rims of his own dangerously close to the surface. With a great sucking gulp, she came free and lay very still in his arms, so as not to unbalance him as he slid again into careful motion over the treacherous surface. She was not heavy, but it was a hairbreadth chance, and the mud slipped and gurgled at the very edge of his shoe-bowls. Even though Venus has slightly less surface gravitation than Earth, a week or so gets one accustomed to it, and the twenty per cent advantage in weight seems to disappear.


    A hundred yards brought firm footing. He sat her down and unstrapped her mudshoes.


    "Thank you," she said coolly. "That was brave."


    "You're welcome," he returned dryly. "I suppose this will end any idea of your traveling alone. Without both mudshoes, the next spout will be the last for you. Do we walk together now?"


    Her voice chilled. "I can make a substitute shoe from tree skin."


    "Not even a native could walk on tree skin."


    "Then," she said, "I'll simply wait a day or two for the mud to dry and dig up my lost one."


    He laughed and gestured at the acres of mud. "Dig where?" he countered. "You'll be here till summer if you try that."


    She yielded. "You win again, Yankee. But only to the Cool Country; then you'll go north and I south."


    


    They trudged on. Patricia was as tireless as Ham himself and was vastly more adept in Hotland lore. Though they spoke but little, he never ceased to wonder at the skill she had in picking the quickest route, and she seemed to sense the thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees without looking. But it was when they halted at last, after a rain had given opportunity for a hasty meal, that he had real cause to thank her.


    "Sleep?" he suggested, and as she nodded: "There's a Friendly tree."


    He moved toward it, the girl behind.


    Suddenly she seized his arm. "It's a Pharisee!" she cried, jerking him back.


    None too soon! The false Friendly tree had lashed down with a terrible stroke that missed his face by inches. It was no Friendly tree at all, but an imitator, luring prey within reach by its apparent harmlessness, then striking with knife-sharp spikes.


    Ham gasped. "What is it? I never saw one of those before."


    "A Pharisee! It just looks like a Friendly tree."


    She took out her automatic and sent a bullet into the black, pulsing trunk. A dark stream gushed, and the ubiquitous molds sprang into life about the hole. The tree was doomed.


    "Thanks," said Ham awkwardly. "I guess you saved my life."


    "We're quits now." She gazed levelly at him. "Understand? We're even."


    Later they found a true Friendly tree and slept. Awakening, they trudged on again, and slept again, and so on for three nightless days. No more mudspouts burst about them, but all the other horrors of the Hotlands were well in evidence. Doughpots crossed their path, snake vines hissed and struck, the Jack Ketch trees flung sinister nooses, and a million little crawling things writhed underfoot or dropped upon their suits.


    Once they encountered a uniped, that queer, kangaroolike creature that leaps, crashing through the jungle on a single mighty leg, and trusts to its ten-foot beak to spear its prey.


    When Ham missed his first shot, the girl brought it down in mid-leap to thresh into the avid clutches of the Jack Ketch trees and the merciless molds.


    On another occasion, Patricia had both feet caught in a Jack Ketch noose that lay for some unknown cause on the ground. As she stepped within it, the tree jerked her suddenly, to dangle head down a dozen feet in the air, and she hung helplessly until Ham managed to cut her free. Beyond doubt, either would have died alone on any of several occasions; together they pulled through.


    Yet neither relaxed the cool, unfriendly attitude that had become habitual. Ham never addressed the girl unless necessary, and she in the rare instances when they spoke, called him always by no other name than Yankee poacher. In spite of this, the man found himself sometimes remembering the piquant loveliness of her features, her brown hair and level gray eyes, as he had glimpsed them in the brief moments when rain made it safe to open their visors.


    At last one day a wind stirred out of the west, bringing with it a breath of coolness that was like the air of heaven to them. It was the underwind, the wind that blew from the frozen half of the planet, that breathed cold from beyond the ice barrier. When Ham experimentally shaved the skin from a writhing weed, the molds sprang out more slowly and with encouraging sparseness; they were approaching the Cool Country.


    They found a Friendly tree with lightened hearts; another day's trek might bring them to the uplands where one could walk unhooded, in safety from the molds, since these could not sprout in a temperature much below eighty.


    Ham woke first. For a while he gazed silently across at the girl, smiling at the way the branches of the tree had encircled her like affectionate arms. They were merely hungry, of course, but it looked like tenderness. His smile turned a little sad as he realized that the Cool Country meant parting, unless he could discourage that insane determination of hers to cross the Greater Eternities.


    He sighed, and reached for his pack slung on a branch between them, and suddenly a bellow of rage and astonishment broke from him.


    His xixtchil pods! The transkin pouch was slit; they were gone.


    Patricia woke startled at his cry. Then, behind her mask, he sensed an ironic, mocking smile.


    "My xixtchil!" he roared. "Where is it?"


    She pointed down. There among the lesser growths was a little mound of molds.


    "There," she said coolly. "Down there, poacher."


    "You——" He choked with rage.


    "Yes. I slit the pouch while you slept. You'll smuggle no stolen wealth from British territory."


    Ham was white, speechless. "You damned devil!" he bellowed at last. "That's every cent I had!"


    "But stolen," she reminded him pleasantly, swinging her dainty feet.


    Rage actually made him tremble. He glared at her; the light struck through the translucent transkin, outlining her body and slim rounded legs in shadow. "I ought to kill you!" he muttered tensely.


    His hand twitched, and the girl laughed softly. With a groan of desperation, he slung his pack over his shoulders and dropped to the ground.


    "I hope—I hope you die in the mountains," he said grimly, and stalked away toward the west.


    A hundred yards distant he heard her voice.


    "Yankee! Wait a moment!"


    He neither paused nor glanced back, but strode on.


    


    Half an hour later, glancing back from the crest of a rise, Ham perceived that she was following him. He turned and hurried on. The way was upward now, and his strength began to outweigh her speed and skill.


    When next he glimpsed her, she was a plodding speck far behind, moving, he imagined, with a weary doggedness. He frowned back at her; it had occurred to him that a mudspout would find her completely helpless, lacking the vitally important mudshoes.


    Then he realized that they were beyond the region of mudspouts, here in the foothills of the Mountains of Eternity, and anyway, he decided grimly, he didn't care.


    For a while Ham paralleled a river, doubtless an unnamed tributary of the Phlegethon. So far there had been no necessity to cross watercourses, since naturally all streams on Venus flow from the ice barrier across the twilight zone to the hot side, and therefore, had coincided with their own direction.


    But now, once he attained the tablelands and turned north, he would encounter rivers. They had to be crossed either on logs or, if opportunity offered and the stream was narrow, through the branches of Friendly trees. To set foot in the water was death; fierce fanged creatures haunted the streams.


    He had one near catastrophe at the rim of the tableland. It was while he edged through a Jack Ketch clearing; suddenly there was a heave of white corruption, and tree and jungle wall disappeared in the mass of a gigantic doughpot.


    He was cornered between the monster and an impenetrable tangle of vegetation, so he did the only thing left to do. He snatched his flame-pistol and sent a terrific, roaring blast into the horror, a blast that incinerated tons of pasty filth and left a few small fragments crawling and feeding on the debris.


    The blast also, as it usually does, shattered the barrel of the weapon. He sighed as he set about the forty-minute job of replacing it—no true Hotlander ever delays that—for the blast had cost fifteen good American dollars, ten for the cheap diamond that had exploded, and five for the barrel. Nothing at all when he had had his xixtchil, but a real item now. He sighed again as he discovered that the remaining barrel was his last; he had been forced to economize on everything when he set out.


    Ham came at last to the table-land. The fierce and predatory vegetation of the Hotlands grew scarce; he began to encounter true plants, with no power of movement, and the underwind blew cool in his face.


    He was in a sort of high valley; to his right were the gray peaks of the Lesser Eternities, beyond which lay Erotia, and to his left, like a mighty, glittering rampart, lay the vast slopes of the Greater Range, whose peaks were lost in the clouds fifteen miles above.


    He looked at the opening of the rugged Madman's Pass where it separated two colossal peaks; the pass itself was twenty-five thousand feet in height, but the mountains out-topped it by fifty thousand more. One man had crossed that jagged crack on foot—Patrick Burlingame—and that was the way his daughter meant to follow.


    Ahead, visible as a curtain of shadow, lay the night edge of the twilight zone, and Ham could see the incessant lightnings that flashed forever in this region of endless storms. It was here that the ice barrier crossed the ranges of the Mountains of Eternity, and the cold underwind, thrust up by the mighty range, met the warm upper winds in a struggle that was one continuous storm, such a storm as only Venus could provide. The river Phlegethon had its source somewhere back in there.


    Ham surveyed the wildly magnificent panorama. Tomorrow, or rather, after resting, he would turn north. Patricia would turn south, and, beyond doubt, would die somewhere on Madman's Pass. For a moment he had a queerly painful sensation, then he frowned bitterly.


    Let her die, if she was fool enough to attempt the pass alone just because she was too proud to take a rocket from an American settlement. She deserved it. He didn't care; he was still assuring himself of that as he prepared to sleep, not in a Friendly tree, but in one of the far more friendly specimens of true vegetation and in the luxury of an open visor.


    The sound of his name awakened him. He gazed across the table-land to see Patricia just topping the divide, and he felt a moment's wonder at how she managed to trail him, a difficult feat indeed in a country where the living vegetation writhes instantly back across one's path. Then he recalled the blast of his flame-pistol; the flash and sound would carry for miles, and she must have heard or seen it.


    Ham saw her glancing anxiously around.


    "Ham!" she snouted again—not Yankee or poacher, but "Ham!"


    He kept a sullen silence; again she called. He could see her bronzed and piquant features now; she had dropped her transkin hood. She called again; with a despondent little shrug, she turned south along the divide, and he watched her go in grim silence. When the forest hid her from view, he descended and turned slowly north.


    Very slowly; his steps lagged; it was as if he tugged against some invisible elastic bond. He kept seeing her anxious face and hearing in memory the despondent call. She was going to her death, he believed, and, after all, despite what she had done to him, he didn't want that. She was too full of life, too confident, too young, and above all, too lovely to die.


    True, she was an arrogant, vicious, self-centered devil, cool as crystal, and as unfriendly, but—she had gray eyes and brown hair, and she was courageous. And at last, with a groan of exasperation, he halted his lagging steps, turned, and rushed with almost eager speed into the south.


    


    Trailing the girl was easy here for one trained in the Hotlands. The vegetation was slow to mend itself, here in the Cool Country, and now again he found imprints of her feet, or broken twigs to mark her path. He found the place where she had crossed the river through tree branches, and he found a place where she had paused to eat.


    But he saw that she was gaining on him; her skill and speed outmatched his, and the trail grew steadily older. At last he stopped to rest; the table-land was beginning to curve upward toward the vast Mountains of Eternity, and on rising ground he knew he could overtake her. So he slept for a while in the luxurious comfort of no transkin at all, just the shorts and shirt that one wore beneath. That was safe here; the eternal underwind, blowing always toward the Hotlands, kept drifting mold spores away, and any brought in on the fur of animals died quickly at the first cool breeze. Nor would the true plants of the Cool Country attack his flesh.


    He slept five hours. The next "day" of traveling brought another change in the country. The life of the foothills was sparse compared to the table-lands; the vegetation was no longer a jungle, but a forest, an unearthly forest, true, of treelike growths whose boles rose five hundred feet and then spread, not into foliage, but flowery appendages. Only an occasional Jack Ketch tree reminded him of the Hotlands.


    Farther on, the forest diminished. Great rock outcroppings appeared, and vast red cliffs with no growths of any kind. Now and then he encountered swarms of the planet's only aerial creatures, the gray, mothlike dusters, large as hawks, but so fragile that a blow shattered them. They darted about, alighting at times to seize small squirming things, and tinkling in their curiously bell-like voices. And apparently almost above him, though really thirty miles distant, loomed the Mountains of Eternity, their peaks lost in the clouds that swirled fifteen miles overhead.


    Here again it grew difficult to trail, since Patricia scrambled often over bare rock. But little by little the signs grew fresher; once again his greater strength began to tell. And then he glimpsed her, at the base of a colossal escarpment split by a narrow, tree-filled canyon.


    She was peering first at the mighty precipice, then at the cleft, obviously wondering whether it offered a means of scaling the barrier, or whether it was necessary to circle the obstacle. Like himself, she had discarded her transkin and wore the usual shirt and shorts of the Cool Country, which, after all, is not very cool by terrestrial standards. She looked, he thought, like some lovely forest nymph of the ancient slopes of Pelion.


    He hurried as she moved into the canyon. "Pat!" he shouted; it was the first time he had spoken her given name. A hundred feet within the passage he overtook her.


    "You!" she gasped. She looked tired; she had been hurrying for hours, but a light of eagerness flashed in her eyes. "I thought you had—I tried to find you."


    Ham's face held no responsive light. "Listen here, Pat Burlingame," he said coldly. "You don't deserve any consideration, but I can't see you walking into death. You're a stubborn devil but you're a woman. I'm taking you to Erotia."


    The eagerness vanished. "Indeed, poacher? My father crossed here. I can, too."


    "Your father crossed in midsummer, didn't he? And midsummer's to-day. You can't make Madman's Pass in less than five days, a hundred and twenty hours, and by then it will nearly winter, and this longitude will be close to the storm line. You're a fool."


    She flushed. "The pass is high enough to be in the upper winds. It will be warm."


    "Warm! Yes—warm with lightning." He paused; the faint rumble of thunder rolled through the canyon. "Listen to that. In five days that will be right over us." He gestured up at the utterly barren slopes. "Not even Venusian life can get a foothold up there—or do you think you've got brass enough to be a lightning rod? Maybe you're right."


    Anger flamed. "Rather the lightning than you!" Patricia snapped, and then as suddenly softened. "I tried to call you back," she said irrelevantly.


    "To laugh at me," he retorted bitterly.


    "No. To tell you I was sorry, and that——"


    "I don't want your apology."


    "But I wanted to tell you that——"


    "Never mind," he said curtly. "I'm not interested in your repentance. The harm's done." He frowned coldly down on her.


    Patricia said meekly: "But I——"


    A crashing and gurgling interrupted her, and she screamed as a gigantic doughpot burst into view, a colossus that filled the canyon from wall to wall to a six-foot height as it surged toward them. The horrors were rarer in the Cool Country, but larger, since the abundance of food in the Hotlands kept subdividing them. But this one was a giant, a behemoth, tons and tons of nauseous, ill-smelling corruption heaving up the narrow way. They were cut off.


    Ham snatched his flame-pistol, but the girl seized his arm.


    "No, no!" she cried. "Too close! It will spatter!"


    


    Patricia was right. Unprotected by transkin, the touch of a fragment of that monstrosity was deadly, and, beyond that, the blast of a flame-pistol would shower bits of it upon them. He grasped her wrist and they fled up the canyon, striving for vantage way enough to risk a shot. And a dozen feet behind surged the doughpot, traveling blindly in the only direction it could—the way of food.


    They gained. Then, abruptly, the canyon, which had been angling southwest, turned sharply south. The light of the eternally eastward Sun was hidden; they were in a pit of perpetual shadow, and the ground was bare and lifeless rock. And as it reached that point, the doughpot halted; lacking any organization, any will, it could not move when no food gave it direction. It was such a monster as only the life-swarming climate of Venus could harbor; it lived only by endless eating.


    The two paused in the shadow.


    "Now what?" muttered Ham.


    A fair shot at the mass was impossible because of the angle; a blast would destroy only the portion it could reach.


    Patricia leaped upward, catching a snaky shrub on the wall, so placed that it received a faint ray of light. She tossed it against the pulsing mass; the whole doughpot lunged forward a foot or two.


    "Lure it in," she suggested.


    They tried. It was impossible; vegetation was too sparse.


    "What will happen to the thing?" asked Ham.


    "I saw one stranded on the desert edge of the Hotlands," replied the girl. "It quivered around for a long time, and then the cells attacked each other. It ate itself." She shuddered. "It was—horrible!"


    "How long?"


    "Oh, forty to fifty hours."


    "I won't wait that long," growled Ham. He fumbled in his pack, pulling out his transkin.


    "What will you do?"


    "Put this on and try to blast that mass out of here at close range." He fingered his flame-pistol. "This is my last barrel," he said gloomily, then more hopefully: "But we have yours."


    "The chamber of mine cracked last time I used it, ten or twelve hours ago. But I have plenty of barrels."


    "Good enough!" said Ham.


    He crept cautiously toward the horrible, pulsating wall of white. He thrust his arm so as to cover the greatest angle, pulled the trigger, and the roar and blazing fire of the blast bellowed echoing through the canyon. Bits of the monster spattered around him, and the thickness of the remainder, lessened by the incineration of tons of filth, was now only three feet.


    "The barrel held!" he called triumphantly. It saved much time in recharging.


    Five minutes later the weapon crashed again. When the mass of the monstrosity stopped heaving, only a foot and a half of depth remained, but the barrel had been blown to atoms.


    "We'll have to use yours," he said.


    Patricia produced one, he took it, and then stared at it in dismay. The barrels of her Enfield-made weapon were far too small for his American pistol stock!


    He groaned. "Of all the idiots!" he burst out.


    "Idiots!" she flared. "Because you Yankees use trench mortars for your barrels?"


    "I meant myself. I should have guessed this." He shrugged. "Well, we have our choice now of waiting here for the doughpot to eat himself, or trying to find some other way out of this trap. And my hunch is that this canyon's blind."


    It was probable, Patricia admitted. The narrow cleft was the product of some vast, ancient upheaval that had split the mountain in halves. Since it was not the result of water erosion, it was likely enough that the cleft ended abruptly in an unscalable precipice, but it was possible, too, that somewhere those sheer walls might be surmountable.


    "We've time to waste, anyway," she concluded. "We might as well try it. Besides—" She wrinkled her dainty nose distastefully at the doughpot's odor.


    


    Still in his transkin, Ham followed her through the shadowy half dusk. The passage narrowed, then veered west again, but now so high and sheer were the walls that the Sun, slightly south of east, cast no light into it. It was a place of shades like the region of the storm line that divides the twilight zone from the dark hemisphere, not true night, nor yet honest day, but a dim middle state.


    Ahead of him Patricia's bronzed limbs showed pale instead of tan, and when she spoke her voice went echoing queerly between the opposing cliffs. A weird place, this chasm, a dusky, unpleasant place.


    "I don't like this," said Ham. "The pass is cutting closer and closer to the dark. Do you realize no one knows what's in the dark parts of the Mountains of Eternity?"


    Patricia laughed; the sound was ghostly. "What danger could there be? Anyway, we still have our automatics."


    "There's no way up here," Ham grumbled. "Let's turn back."


    Patricia faced him. "Frightened, Yankee?" Her voice dropped. "The natives say these mountains are haunted," she went on mockingly. "My father told me he saw queer things in Madman's Pass. Do you know that if there is life on the night side, here is the one place it would impinge on the twilight zone? Here in the Mountains of Eternity?"


    She was taunting him; she laughed again. And suddenly her laughter was repeated in a hideous cacophony that hooted out from the sides of the cliffs above them in a horrid medley.


    She paled; it was Patricia who was frightened now. They stared apprehensively up at the rock walls where strange shadows flickered and shifted.


    "What—what was it?" she whispered. And then: "Ham! Did you see that?"


    Ham had seen it. A wild shape had flung itself across the strip of sky, leaping from cliff to cliff far above them. And again came a peal of hooting that sounded like laughter, while shadowy forms moved, flylike, on the sheer walls.


    "Let's go back!" she gasped. "Quickly!"


    As she turned, a small black object fell and broke with a sullen pop before them. Ham stared at it. A pod, a spore-sac, of some unknown variety. A lazy, dusky cloud drifted over it, and suddenly both of them were choking violently. Ham felt his head spinning in dizziness, and Patricia reeled against him.


    "It's narcotic!" she gasped. "Back!"


    But a dozen more plopped around them. The dusty spores whirled in dark eddies, and breathing was a torment. They were being drugged and suffocated at the same time.


    Ham had a sudden inspiration. "Mask!" he choked, and pulled his transkin over his face.


    The filter that kept out the molds of the Hotlands cleaned the air of these spores as well; his head cleared. But the girl's covering was somewhere in her pack; she was fumbling for it. Abruptly she sat down, swaying.


    "My pack," she murmured. "Take it out with you. Your—your—" She broke into a fit of coughing.


    He dragged her under a shallow overhang and ripped her transkin from the pack. "Put it on!" he snapped.


    A score of pods were popping.


    A figure flitted silently far up on the wall of rock. Ham watched its progress, then aimed his automatic and fired. There was a shrill, rasping scream, answered by a chorus of dissonant ululations, and something as large as a man whirled down to crash not ten feet from him.


    The thing was hideous. Ham stared appalled at a creature not unlike a native, three-eyed, two-handed, four-legged, but the hands, though two-fingered like the Hotlanders', were not pincer-like, but white and clawed.


    And the face! Not the broad, expressionless face of the others, but a slanting, malevolent, dusky visage with each eye double the size of the natives'. It wasn't dead; it glared hatred and seized a stone, flinging it at him with weak viciousness. Then it died.


    Ham didn't know what it was, of course. Actually it was a triops noctivivans—the "three-eyed dweller in the dark," the strange, semi-intelligent being that is as yet the only known creature of the night side, and a member of that fierce remnant still occasionally found in the sunless parts of the Mountains of Eternity. It is perhaps the most vicious creature in the known planets, absolutely unapproachable, and delighting in slaughter.


    At the crash of the shot, the shower of pods had ceased, and a chorus of laughing hoots ensued. Ham seized the respite to pull the girl's transkin over her face; she had collapsed with it only half on.


    Then a sharp crack sounded, and a stone rebounded to strike his arm. Others pattered around him, whining past, swift as bullets. Black figures flickered in great leaps against the sky, and their fierce laughter sounded mockingly. He fired at one in mid-air; the cry of pain rasped again, but the creature did not fall.


    Stones pelted him. They were all small ones, pebble-sized, but they were flung so fiercely that they hummed in passage, and they tore his flesh through his transkin. He turned Patricia on her face, but she moaned faintly as a missile struck her back. He shielded her with his own body.


    


    The position was intolerable. He must risk a dash back, even though the doughpot blocked the opening. Perhaps, he thought, armored in transkin he could wade through the creature. He knew that was an insane idea; the gluey mass would roll him into itself to suffocate—but it had to be faced. He gathered the girl in his arms and rushed suddenly down the canyon.


    Hoots and shrieks and a chorus of mocking laughter echoed around him. Stones struck him everywhere. One glanced from his head, sending him stumbling and staggering against the cliff. But he ran doggedly on; he knew now what drove him. It was the girl he carried; he had to save Patricia Burlingame.


    Ham reached the bend. Far up on the west wall glowed cloudy sunlight, and his weird pursuers flung themselves to the dark side. They couldn't stand daylight, and that gave him some assistance; by creeping very close to the eastern wall he was partially shielded.


    Ahead was the other bend, blocked by the doughpot. As he neared it, he turned suddenly sick. Three of the creatures were grouped against the mass of white, eating—actually eating!—the corruption. They whirled, hooting, as he came, he shot two of them, and as the third leaped for the wall, he dropped that one as well, and it fell with a dull gulping sound into the doughpot.


    Again he sickened; the doughpot drew away from it, leaving the thing lying in a hollow like the hole of a giant doughnut. Not even that monstrosity would eat these creatures.[1]


    [1 It was not known then that while the night-side life of Venus can eat and digest that of the day side, the reverse is not true. No day-side creature can absorb the dark life because of the presence of various metabolic alcohols, all poisonous.]


    But the thing's leap had drawn Ham's attention to a twelve-inch ledge. It might be—yes, it was possible that he could traverse that rugged trail and so circle the doughpot. Nearly hopeless, no doubt, to attempt it under the volley of stones, but he must. There was no alternative.


    He shifted the girl to free his right arm. He slipped a second clip in his automatic and then fired at random into the flitting shadows above. For a moment the hail of pebbles ceased, and with a convulsive, painful struggle, Ham dragged himself and Patricia to the ledge.


    Stones cracked about him once more. Step by step he edged along the way, poised just over the doomed doughpot. Death below and death above! And little by little he rounded the bend; above him both walls glowed in sunlight, and they were safe.


    At least, he was safe. The girl might be already dead, he thought frantically, as he slipped and slid through the slime of the doughpot's passage. Out on the daylit slope he tore the mask from her face and gazed on white, marble-cold features.


    


    It was not death, however, but only drugged torpor. An hour later she was conscious, though weak and very badly frightened. Yet almost her first question was for her pack.


    "It's here," Ham said. "What's so precious about that pack? Your notes?"


    "My notes? Oh, no!" A faint flush covered her features. "It's—I kept trying to tell you—it's your xixtchil."


    "What?"


    "Yes. I—of course I didn't throw it to the molds. It's yours by rights, Ham. Lots of British traders go into the American Hotlands. I just slit the pouch and hid it here in my pack. The molds on the ground were only some twigs I threw there to—to make it look real."


    "But—but—why?"


    The flush deepened. "I wanted to punish you," Patricia whispered, "for being so—so cold and distant."


    "I?" Ham was amazed. "It was you!"


    "Perhaps it was, at first. You forced your way into my house, you know. But—after you carried me across the mudspout, Ham—it was different."


    Ham gulped. Suddenly he pulled her into his arms. "I'm not going to quarrel about whose fault it was," he said. "But we'll settle one thing immediately. We're going to Erotia, and that's where we'll be married, in a good American church if they've put one up yet, or by a good American justice if they haven't. There's no more talk of Madman's Pass and crossing the Mountains of Eternity. Is that clear?"


    She glanced at the vast, looming peaks and shuddered. "Quite clear!" she replied meekly.


    

  


  
    PROTEUS ISLAND


    


    The brown Maori in the bow of the outrigger stared hard at Austin Island slowly swimming nearer; then he twisted to fix his anxious brown eyes on Carver. "Taboo!" he exclaimed. "Taboo! Aussitan taboo!"


    Carver regarded him without change of expression. He lifted his gaze to the island. With an air of sullen brooding the Maori returned to his stroke. The second Polynesian threw the zoologist a pleading look.


    "Taboo," he said. "Aussitan taboo!"


    The white man studied him briefly, but said nothing. The soft brown eyes fell and the two bent to their work. But as Carver stared eagerly shoreward there was a mute, significant exchange between the natives.


    The proa slid over green combers toward the foam-skirted island, then began to sheer off as if reluctant to approach. Carver's jaw squared. "Malloa! Put in, you chocolate pig. Put in, do you hear?"


    He looked again at the land. Austin Island was not traditionally sacred, but these natives had a fear of it for some reason. It was not the concern of a zoologist to discover why. The island was uninhabited and had been charted only recently. He noted the fern forests ahead, like those of New Zealand, the Kauri pine and dammar—dark wood hills, a curve of white beach, and between them a moving dot—an apteryx mantelli, thought Carver—a kiwi.


    The proa worked cautiously shoreward.


    "Taboo," Malloa kept whispering. "Him plenty bunyip!"


    "Hope there is," the white man grunted. "I'd hate to go back to Jameson and the others at Macquarie without at least one little bunyip, or anyway a ghost of a fairy." He grinned. "Bunyip Carveris. Not bad, eh? Look good in natural-history books with pictures."


    On the approaching beach the kiwi scuttled for the forest—if it was a kiwi after all. It looked queer, somehow, and Carver squinted after it. Of course, it had to be an apteryx; these islands of the New Zealand group were too deficient in fauna for it to be anything else. One variety of dog, one sort of rat, and two species of bat—that covered the mammalian life of New Zealand.


    Of course, there were the imported cats, pigs and rabbits that ran wild on the North and Middle Islands, but not here. Not on the Aucklands, not on Macquarie, least of all here on Austin, out in the lonely sea between Macquarie and the desolate Balleny Islands, far down on the edge of Antarctica. No; the scuttling dot must have been a kiwi.


    The craft grounded. Kolu, in the bow, leaped like a brown flash to the beach and drew the proa above the gentle inwash of the waves. Carver stood up and stepped out, then paused sharply at a moan from Malloa in the stern.


    "See!" he gulped. "The trees, wahi! The bunyip trees!"


    Carver followed his pointing figure. The trees—what about them? There they were beyond the beach as they had, fringed the sands of Macquarie and of the Aucklands. Then he frowned. He was no botanist; that was Halburton's field, back with Jameson and the Fortune at Macquarie Island. He was a zoologist, aware only generally of the variations of flora. Yet he frowned.


    The trees were vaguely queer. In the distance they had resembled the giant ferns and towering kauri pine that one would expect. Yet here, close at hand, they'had a different aspect—not a markedly different one, it is true, but none the less, a strangeness. The kauri pines were not exactly kauri, nor were the tree ferns quite the same Cryptogamia that flourished on the Aucklands and Macquarie. Of course, those islands were many miles away to the north, and certain local variations might be expected. All the same—


    "Mutants," he muttered, frowning. "Tends to substantiate Darwin's isolation theories. I'll have to take a couple of specimens back to Halburton."


    "Wahi," said Kolu nervously, "we go back now?"


    "Now!" exploded Carver. "We just got here! Do you think we came all the way from Macquarie for one look? We stay here a day or two, so I have a chance to take a look at this place's animal life. What's the matter, anyway?"


    "The trees, wahi!" wailed Malloa. "Bunyip!—the walking trees, the talking trees!"


    "Bah! Walking and talking, eh?" He seized a stone from the pebbled beach and sent it spinning into the nearest mass of dusky green. "Let's hear 'em say a few cuss words, then."


    The stone tore through leaves and creepers, and the gentle crash died into motionless silence. Or not entirely motionless; for a moment something dark and tiny fluttered there, and then soared briefly into black silhouette against the sky. It was small as a sparrow, but bat-like, with membranous wings. Yet Carver stared at it amazed, for it trailed a twelve-inch tail, thin as a pencil, but certainly an appendage no normal bat ought to possess.


    For a moment or two the creature fluttered awkwardly in the sunlight, its strange tail lashing, and then it swooped again into the dusk of the forest whence his missile had frightened it. There was only an echo of its wild, shrill cry remaining, something that sounded like "Wheer! Whe-e-e-r!"


    "What the devil!" said Carver. "There are two species of Chiroptera in New Zealand and neighboring islands, and that was neither of them! No bat has a tail like that!"


    Kolu and Malloa were wailing in chorus. The creature had been too small to induce outright panic, but it had flashed against the sky with a sinister appearance of abnormality. It was a monstrosity, an aberration, and the minds of Polynesians were not such as to face unknown strangeness without fear. Nor for that matter, reflected Carver, were the minds of whites; he shrugged away a queer feeling of apprehension. It would be sheer stupidity to permit the fears of Kolu and Malloa to influence a perfectly sane zoologist.


    "Shut up!" he snapped. "We'll have to trap that fellow, or one of his cousins. I'll want a specimen of his tribe. Rhimolophidae, I'll bet a trade dollar, but a brand-new species. We'll net one tonight."


    The voices of the two brown islanders rose in terror. Carver cut in sharply on the protests and expostulations and fragmentary descriptions of the horrors of bunyips, walking and talking trees, and the bat-winged spirits of evil.


    "Come on," 'he said gruffly. "Turn out the stuff in the proa. I'll look along the beach for a stream of fresh water. Mawson reported water on the north side of the island."


    Malloa and Kolu were muttering as he turned away. Before him the beach stretched white in the late afternoon sun; at his left rolled the blue Pacific and at his right slumbered the strange, dark, dusky quarter; he noted curiously the all but infinite variety of the vegetable forms, marveling that there was scarcely a tree or snrub that he could identify with any variety common on Macquarie or the Auddands, or far-away New Zealand. But, of course, he mused, he was no botanist.


    Anyway, remote islands often produced their own particular varieties of flora and fauna. That was part of Darwin's original evolution theory, this idea of isolation. Look at Mauritius and its dodo, and the Galapagos turtles, or for that matter, the kiwi of New Zealand, or the gigantic, extinct moa. And yet—he frowned over the thought—one never found an island that was entirely covered by its own unique forms of plant life. Windblown seeds of ocean borne debris always caused an interchange of vegetation among islands; birds carried seeds clinging to their feathers, and even the occasional human visitors aided in the exchange.


    Besides, a careful observer like Mawson in 1911 would certainly have reported the peculiarities of Austin Island. He hadn't; nor, for that matter, had the whalers, who touched here at intervals as they headed into the antarctic, brought back any reports. Of course, whalers had become very rare of late years; it might have been a decade or more since one had made anchorage at Austin. Yet what change could have occurred in ten or fifteen years?


    Carver came suddenly upon a narrow tidal arm into which dropped a tinkling trickle of water from a granite ledge at the verge of the jungle. He stooped, moistened his finger, and tasted it. It was brackish but drinkable, and therefore quite satisfactory. He could hardly expect to find a larger stream on Austin, since the watershed was too small on an island only seven miles by three. With his eyes he followed the course of the brook up into the tangle of fern forest, and a flash of movement arrested his eyes. For a moment he gazed in complete incredulity, knowing that he couldn't possibly be seeing—what he was seeing!


    The creature had apparently been drinking at the brink of the stream, for Carver glimpsed it first in kneeling position. That was part of the surprise—the fact that it was kneeling—for no animal save man ever assumes that attitude, and this being, whatever it might be, was not human.


    Wild, yellow eyes glared back at him, and the thing rose to an erect posture. It was a biped, a small travesty; of man, standing no more than twenty inches in height. Little clawed fingers clutched at hanging creepers. Carver had a shocked glimpse of a body covered in patches with ragged gray fur, of an agile tail, of needle-sharp teeth in a little red mouth. But mostly he saw only malevolent yellow eyes and a face that was not human, yet had a hideous suggestion of humanity gone wild, a stunning miniature synthesis of manlike and feline characteristics. Carver had spent much time in the wastelands of the planet. His reaction was almost in the nature of a reflex, without thought or volition; his blue-barreled gun leaped and flashed as if it moved of itself. This automatism was a valuable quality in the wilder portions of the earth; more than once he had saved his life by shooting first when startled, and reflecting afterward. But the quickness of the reaction did not lend itself to accuracy.


    His bullet tore a leaf at the very cheek of the creature. The thing snarled, and then, with a final flash of yellow flame from its wild eyes, leaped headlong into the tangle of foliage and vanished.


    Carver whistled. "What in Heaven's name," he muttered aloud, "was that?" But he had small time for reflection; long shadows and an orange tint to the afternoon light warned that darkness—sudden, twilightless darkness—was near. He turned back along the curving beach toward the outrigger.


    A low coral spit hid the craft and the two Maoris, and the ridge jutted like a bar squarely across the face of the descending sun. Carver squinted against the light and trudged thoughtfully onward—to freeze into sudden immobility at the sound of a terrified scream from the direction of the proa!


    He broke into a run. It was no more than a hundred yards to the coral ridge, but so swiftly did the sun drop in these latitudes that dusk seemed to race him to the crest. Shadows skittered along the beach as he leaped to the top and stared frantically toward the spot where his craft had been beached.


    Something was there. A box—part of the provisions from the proa. But the proa itself—was gone!


    Then he saw it, already a half dozen cables' lengths out in the bay. Malloa was crouching in the stern, Kolu was partly hidden by the sail, as the craft moved swiftly and steadily out toward the darkness gathering in the north.


    His first impulse was to shout, and shout he did. Then he realized that they were beyond earshot, and very deliberately, he fired his revolver three times. Twice he shot into the air, but since Malloa cast not even a glance backward, the third bullet he sent carefully in the direction of the fleeing pair. Whether or not it took effect he could not tell, but the proa only slid more swiftly into the black distance.


    He stared in hot rage after the deserters until even the white sail had vanished; then he ceased to swear, sat glumly on the single box they had unloaded, and fell to wondering what had frightened them. But that was something he never discovered.


    Full darkness settled. In the sky appeared the strange constellations of the heaven's under hemisphere; southeast glowed the glorious Southern Cross, and south the mystic Clouds of Magellan. But Carver had no eyes for these beauties; he was already long familiar with the aspect of the Southern skies.


    He mused over his situation. It was irritating rather than desperate, for he was armed, and even had he not been, there was no dangerous animal life on these tiny islands south of the Aucklands, nor, excepting man, on New Zealand itself. But not even man lived in the Aucklands, or on Macquarie, or here on remote Austin. Malloa and Kolu had been terrifically frightened, beyond doubt; but it took very little to rouse the superstitious fears of a Polynesian. A strange species of bat was enough, or even a kiwi passing in the shadows of the brush, or merely their own fancies, stimulated by whatever wild tales had ringed lonely Austin Island with taboos.


    And as for rescue, that too was certain. Malloa and Kolu might recover their courage and return for him. If they didn't, they still might make for Macquarie Island and the Fortune expedition. Even if they did what he supposed they naturally would do—head for the Aucklands, and then to their home on the Chathams—still Jameson would begin to worry in three or four days, and there'd be a search made.


    There was no danger, he told himself—nothing to worry about. Best thing to do was simply to go about his work. Luckily, the box on which he sat was the one that contained his cyanide jar for insect specimens, nets, traps, and snares. He could proceed just as planned, except that he'd have to devote some of his time to hunting and preparing food.


    Carver lighted his pipe, set about building a fire of the plentiful driftwood, and prepared for the night. He delivered himself of a few choice epithets descriptive of the two Maoris as he realized that his comfortable sleeping bag was gone with the proa, but the fire would serve against the chill of the high Southern latitude. He puffed his pipe reflectively to its end, lay down near his driftwood blaze, and prepared to sleep.


    When, seven hours and fifty minutes later, the edge of the sun dented the eastern horizon, he was ready to admit that the night was something other than a success. He was hardened to the tiny, persistent fleas that skipped out of the sand, and his skin had long been toughened to the bloodthirsty night insects of the islands. Yet he had made a decided failure at the attempt to sleep.


    Why? It surely couldn't be nervousness over the fact of strange surroundings and loneliness. Alan Carver had spent too many nights in wild and solitary places for that. Yet the night sounds had kept him in a perpetual state of half-wakeful apprehension, and at least a dozen times he had started to full consciousness in a sweat of nervousness. Why?


    He knew why. It was the night sounds themselves. Not their loudness nor their menace, but their—well, their variety. He knew what darkness ought to bring forth in the way of noises; he knew every bird call and bat squeak indigenous to these islands. But the noises of night here on Austin Island had refused to conform to his pattern of knowledge. They were strange, unclassified, and far more varied than they should have been; and yet, even through the wildest cry, he fancied a disturbing note of familiarity.


    Carver shrugged. In the clear daylight his memories of the night seemed like foolish and perverse notions, quite inexcusable in the mind of one as accustomed to lonely places as himself. He heaved his powerful form erect, stretched, and gazed toward the matted tangle of plant life under the tree ferns.


    He was hungry, and somewhere in there was breakfast, either fruit or bird. Those represented the entire range of choice, since he was not at present hungry enough to consider any of the other possible variations—rat, bat, or dog. That covered the fauna of these islands.


    Did it, indeed? He frowned as sudden remembrance struck him. What of the wild, yellow-eyed imp that had snarled at him from the brookside? He had forgotten that in the excitement of the desertion of Kolu and Malloa. That was certainly neither bat, rat, nor dog. What was it?


    Still frowning, he felt his gun, glancing to assure himself of its readiness The two Maoris might have been frightened away by an imaginary menace, but the thing by the brook was something he could not ascribe to superstition. He had seen that. He frowned more deeply as he recalled the tailed bat of earlier in the preceding evening. That was no native fancy either.


    He strode toward the fern forest. Suppose Austin Island did harbor a few mutants, freaks, and individual species. What of it? So much the better; it justified the Fortune expedition. It might contribute to the fame of one Alan Carver, zoologist, if he were the first to report this strange, insular animal world. And yet—it was queer that Mawson had said nothing of it, nor had the whalers.


    At the edge of the forest he stopped short. Suddenly he perceived what was responsible for its aspect of queerness. He saw what Malloa had meant when he gestured toward the trees. He gazed incredulously, peering from tree to tree. It was true. There were no related species. There were no two trees alike. Not two alike. Each was individual in leaf, bark, stem. There were no two the same. No two trees were alike!


    But that was impossible. Botanist or not, he knew the impossibility of it. It was all the more impossible on a remote islet where inbreeding must of necessity take place. The living forms might differ from those of other islands, but not from each other—at least, not in such incredible profusion. The number of species must be limited by the very intensity of competition on an island. Must be!


    Carver stepped back a half dozen paces, surveying the forest wall. It was true. There were ferns innumerable; there were pines; there were deciduous trees—but there were, in the hundred yard stretch he could scan accurately, no two alike! No two, even, with enough similarity to be assigned to the same species, perhaps not even to the same genus.


    He stood frozen in uncomprehending bewilderment. What was the meaning of it? What was the origin of this unnatural plenitude of species and genera? How could any one of the numberless forms reproduce unless there were somewhere others of its kind to fertilize it? It was true, of course, that blossoms on the same tree could cross-fertilize each other, but where, then, were the offspring? It is a fundamental aspect of nature that from acorns spring oaks, and from kauri cones spring kauri pines.


    In utter perplexity, he turned along the beach, edging away from the wash of the waves into which he had almost backed. The solid wall of forest was immobile save where the sea breeze ruffled its leaves, but all that Carver saw was the unbelievable variety of those leaves. Nowhere—nowhere—was there a single tree that resembled any he had seen before.


    There were compound leaves, and digitate, palmate, cordate, acuminate, bipinnate, and ensiform ones. There were specimens of every variety he could name, and even a zoologist can name a number if he has worked with a botanist like Halburton. But there were no specimens that looked as if they might be related, however distantly, to any one of the others. It was as if, on Austin Island, the walls between the genera had dissolved, and only the grand divisions remained.


    Carver had covered nearly a mile along the beach before the pangs of hunger recalled his original mission to his mind. He had to have food of some sort, animal or vegetable. With a feeling of distinct relief, he eyed the beach birds quarreling raucously up and down the sand; at least, they were perfectly normal representatives of the genus Larus. But they made, at best, but tough and oily fare, and his glance returned again to the mysterious woodlands.


    He saw now a trail or path, or perhaps just a chance thinning of the vegetation along a subsoil ridge of rock, that led into the green shades, slanting toward the forested hill at the western end of the island. That offered the first convenient means of penetration he had encountered, and in a moment he was slipping through the dusky aisle, watching sharply for either fruit or bird.


    He saw fruit in plenty. Many of the trees bore globes and ovoids of various sizes, but the difficulty, so far as Carver was concerned, was that he saw none he could recognize as edible. He dared not chance biting into some poisonous variety, and Heaven alone knew what wild and deadly alkaloids this queer island might produce.


    Birds fluttered and called in the branches, but for the moment he saw none large enough to warrant a bullet. And besides, another queer fact had caught his attention; he noticed that the farther he proceeded from the sea, the more bizarre became the infinite forms of the trees of the forest. Along the beach he had been able at least to assign an individual growth to its family, if not its genus, but here even those distinctions began to vanish.


    He knew why. "The coastal growths are crossed with strays from other islands," he muttered. "But in here they've run wild. The whole island's run wild."


    The movement of a dark mass against the leaf-sprinkled sky caught his attention. A bird? If it were, it was a much larger one than the inconsiderable passerine songsters that fluttered about him. He raised his revolver carefully, and fired.


    The weird forest echoed to the report. A body large as a duck crashed with a long, strange cry, thrashed briefly among the grasses of the forest floor, and was still. Carver hurried forward to stare in perplexity at his victim.


    It was not a bird. It was a climbing creature of some sort, armed with viciously sharp claws and wicked, needle-pointed white teeth in a triangular little red mouth. It resembled quite closely a small dog—if one could imagine a tree-climbing dog—and for a moment Carver froze in surprise at the thought that he had inadvertently shot somebody's mongrel terrier, or at least some specimen of Canis.


    But the creature was no dog. Even disregarding its plunge from the treetops, Carver could see that. The retractile claws, five on the forefeet, four on the hind, were evidence enough, but stronger still was the evidence of those needle teeth. This was one of the Felidae. He could see further proof in the yellow, slitted eyes that glared at him in moribund hate, to lose their fire now in death. This was no dog, but a cat!


    His mind flashed to that other apparition on the bank of the stream. That had borne a wild aspect of feline nature, too. What was the meaning of it? Cats that looked like monkeys; cats that looked like dogs!


    He had lost his hunger. After a moment he picked up the furry body and set off toward the beach. The zoologist had superseded the man; this dangling bit of disintegrating protoplasm was no longer food, but a rare specimen. He had to get to the beach to do what he could to preserve it. It would be named after him—Felis Carveri—doubtless.


    A sound behind him brought him to an abrupt halt. He peered cautiously back through the branch-roofed tunnel. He was being trailed. Something, bestial or human, lurked back there in the forest shadows. He saw it —or them—dimly, as formless as darker shades in the shifting array that marked the wind-stirred leaves.


    For the first time, the successive mysteries began to induce a sense of menace. He increased his pace. The shadows slid and skittered behind him, and, lest he ascribe the thing to fancy, a low cry of some sort, a subdued howl, rose in the dusk of the forest at his left, and was answered at his right.


    He dared not run, knowing that the appearance of fear too often brought a charge from both beasts and primitive humans. He moved as quickly as he could without the effect of flight from danger, and at last saw the beach. There in the opening he would at least distinguish his pursuers, if they chose to attack.


    But they didn't. He backed away from the wall of vegetation, but no forms followed him. Yet they were there. All the way back to the box and the remains of his fire, he knew that just within the cover of the leaves lurked wild forms.


    The situation began to prey on his mind. He couldn't simply remain on the beach indefinitely, waiting for an attack. Sooner or later he'd have to sleep, and then—Better to provoke the attack at once, see what sort of creatures he faced, and try to drive them off or exterminate them. He had, after all, plenty of ammunition.


    He raised his gun, aimed at the skittering shadow, and fired. There was a howl that was indubitably bestial; before it had quivered into silence, others answered. Then Carver started violently backward, as the bushes quivered to the passage of bodies, and he saw what sort of beings had lurked there.


    A line of perhaps a dozen forms leaped from the fringe of underbrush to the sand. For the space of a breath they were motionless, and Carver knew that he was in the grip of a zoologist's nightmare, for no other explanation was at all adequate.


    The pack was vaguely doglike; but by no means did its members resemble the indigenous hunting dogs of New Zealand, nor the dingoes of Australia. Nor, for that matter, did they resemble any other dogs in his experience, nor, if the truth be told, any dogs at all, except perhaps in their lupine method of attack, their subdued yelps, their slavering mouths, and the arrangement of their teeth—what Carver could see of that arrangement.


    But the fact that bore home to him now was another stunning repetition of all his observations of Austin Island—they did not resemble each other! Indeed, it occurred to Carver with the devastating force of a blow that, so far on this mad island, he had seen no two living creatures, animal or vegetable, that appeared to belong to related species!


    The nondescript pack inched forward. He saw the wildest extremes among the creatures—beings with long hind legs and short forelimbs; a creature with hairless, thorn-scarred skin and a face like the half-human visage of a werewolf; a tiny, rat-sized thing that yelped with a shrill, yapping voice; and a mighty, barrel-chested creature whose body seemed almost designed for erect posture, and who loped on its hinder limbs with its fore-paws touching the ground at intervals like the knuckles of an orangutan. That particular being was a horrible, yellow-fanged monstrosity, and Carver chose it for his first bullet.


    The thing dropped without a sound; the slug had split its skull. As the report echoed back and forth between the hills on the east and west extremities of Austin, the pack answered with a threatening chorus of bays, howls, growls, and shrieks. They shrank back momentarily from their companion's body, then came menacingly forward.


    Again Carver fired. A red-eyed hopping creature yelped and crumpled. The line halted nervously, divided now by two dead forms. Their cries were no more than a muffled growling as they eyed him with red and yellowish orbs.


    He started suddenly as a different sound rose, a cry whose nature he could not determine, though it seemed to come from a point where the forested bank rose sharply in a little cliff. It was as if some watcher urged on the nondescript pack, for they gathered courage again to advance. And it was at this moment that a viciously flung stone caught the man painfully on the shoulder.


    He staggered, then scanned the line of brush. A missile meant humankind. The mad island harbored something more than aberrant beasts.


    A second cry sounded, and another stone hummed past his ear. But this time he had caught the flash of movement at the top of the cliff, and he fired instantly.


    There was a scream. A human figure reeled from the cover of foliage, swayed, and pitched headlong into the brush at the base, ten feet below. The pack of creatures broke howling, as if their courage had vanished before this evidence of power. They fled like shadows into the forest.


    But something about the figure that had fallen from the cliff struck Carver as strange. He frowned, waiting a moment to assure himself that the nondescript pack had fled, and that no other menace lurked in the brush, then he darted toward the place where his assailant had fallen.


    The figure was human, beyond doubt—or was it? Here on this mad island where species seemed to take any form, Carver hesitated to make even that assumption. He bent over his fallen foe, who lay face down, then turned the body over. He stared.


    It was a girl. Her face, still as the features of the Buddha of Nikko, was young and lovely as a Venetian bronze figurine, with delicate features that even in unconsciousness had a wildness apparent in them. Her eyes, closed though they were, betrayed a slight, dryadlike slant.


    The girl was white, though her skin was sun-darkened almost to a golden hue. Carver was certain of her color, nevertheless, for at the edges of her single garment—an untanned hide of leopard-like fur, already stiffening and cracking—her skin showed whiter.


    Had he killed her? Curiously perturbed, he sought for the wound, and found it, at last, in a scarcely bleeding graze above her right knee. His shot had merely spun her off balance; it was the ten-foot fall from the cliff that had done the damage, of which the visible evidence was a reddening bruise of her left temple. But she was living. He swung her hastily into his arms and bore her across the beach, away from the brush in which her motley pack was doubtless still lurking.


    He shook his nearly empty canteen, then tilted her head to pour water between her lips. Instantly her eyes flickered open, and for a moment she stared quite uncomprehendingly into Carver's eyes, not twelve inches from her own. Then her eyes widened, not so much in terror as in startled bewilderment; she twisted violently from his arms, tried twice to rise, and twice fell back as her legs refused to support her. At last she lay quite passive, keeping her fascinated gaze on his face.


    But Carver received a shock as well. As her lids lifted, he started at the sight of the eyes behind them. They were unexpected, despite the hint given by their ever-so-faint Oriental cast, for they flamed upon him in a tawny hue. They were amber, almost golden, and wild as the eyes of a votary of Pan. She watched the zoologist with the intentness of a captive bird, but not with a bird's timidity, for he saw her hand fumbling for the pointed stick or wooden knife in the thong about her waist.


    He proffered the canteen, and she shrank away from his extended hand. He shook the container, and at the sound of gurgling liquid, she took it gingerly, tilted a trickle into her hand, and then, to Carver's surprise, smelled it, her dainty nostrils flaring as widely as her diminutive, uptilted nose permitted. After a moment she drank from her cupped palm, poured another trickle, and drank that. It did not occur to her, apparently, to drink from the canteen.


    Her mind cleared. She saw the two motionless bodies of the slain creatures, and murmured a low sound of sorrow. When she moved as if to rise, her gashed knee pained her, and she turned her strange eyes on Carver with a renewed expression of fear. She indicated the red streak of the injury.


    "C'm on?" she said with a questioning inflection. Carver realized that the sound resembled English words through accident only. "Where to?" He grinned.


    She shook a puzzled head. "Bu-r-r-o-o-on!" she said "Zee-e-e!"


    He understood that. It was her attempt to imitate the sound of his shot and the hum of the bullet. He tapped the revolver. "Magic!" he said warningly. "Bad medicine. Better be good girl, see?" It was obvious that she didn't understand. "Thumbi?" he tried. "You Maori?" No result save a long look from slanting, golden eyes. "Well," he grunted, "Sprechen zie Deutsch, then? Or Kanaka? Or—what the devil! That's all I know—Latinum intelligisne?"


    "C'm on?" she said faintly, her eyes on the gun. She rubbed the scratch on her leg and the bruise on her temple, apparently ascribing both to the weapon.


    "All right," Carver acceded grimly. He reflected that it could do no harm to impress the girl with his powers. "I'll come on. Watch this!"


    He leveled his weapon at the first target he saw—a dead branch that jutted from a drifted log at the end of the coral spit. It was thick as his arm, but it must have been thoroughly rotted, for instead of stripping a bit of bark as he expected, the heavy slug shattered the entire branch.


    "O-o-oh!" gasped the girl, clapping her hands over her ears. Her eyes flickered sidewise at him; then she scrambled wildly to her feet. She was in sheer panic.


    "No, you don't!" he snapped. He caught her arm. "You stay right here!"


    For a moment he was amazed at the lithe strength of her. Her free arm flashed upward with the wooden dagger, and he caught that wrist as well. Her muscles were like tempered steel wires. She twisted frantically; then, with sudden yielding, stood quietly in his grasp, as if she thought, "What use to struggle with a god?"


    He released her. "Sit down!" he growled.


    She obeyed his gesture rather than his voice. She sat on the sand before him, gazing up with a trace of fear but more of wariness in her honey-hued eyes.


    "Where are your people?" he asked sharply, pointing at her and then waving in an inclusive gesture at the forest.


    She stared without comprehension, and he varied his symbolism. "Your home, then?" he pantomimed the act of sleeping.


    The result was the same, simply a troubled look from her glorious eyes.


    "Now what the devil!" he muttered. "You have a name, haven't you? A name? Look!" He tapped his chest. "Alan. Get it? Alan. Alan."


    That she understood instantly. "Alan," she repeated dutifully, looking up at him.


    But when he attempted to make her assign a name to herself, he failed utterly. The only effect of his efforts was a deepening of the perplexity in her features. He reverted, at last, to the effort to make her indicate in some fashion the place of her home and people, varying his gestures in every way he could devise. And at last she seemed to comprehend.


    She rose doubtfully to her feet and uttered a strange, low, mournful cry. It was answered instantly from the brush, and Carver stiffened as he saw the emergence of that same motley pack of nondescript beings. They must have been watching, lurking just beyond view. Again they circled the two slain members as they advanced.


    Carver whipped out his revolver. His movement was followed by a wail of anguish from the girl, who flung herself before him, arms outspread as if to shield the wild pack from the menace of the weapon. She faced him fearfully, yet defiantly, and there was puzzled questioning in her face as well. It was as if she accused the man of ordering her to summon her companions only to threaten them with death.


    He stared. "O.K.," he said at last. "What's a couple of rare specimens on an island that's covered with 'em? Send 'em away."


    She obeyed his gesture of command. The weird pack slunk silently from view, and the girl backed hesitantly away as if to follow them, but halted abruptly at Carver's word. Her attitude was a curious one, partly fear, but more largely composed, it seemed, of a sort of fascination, as if she did not quite understand the zoologist's nature.


    This was a feeling he shared to a certain extent, for there was certainly something mysterious in encountering a white girl on this mad Austin Island. It was as if there were one specimen, and only one, of every species in the world here on this tiny islet, and she were the representative of humanity. But still he frowned perplexedly into her wild, amber eyes.


    It occurred to him again that on the part of Austin he had traversed he had seen no two creatures alike. Was this girl, too, a mutant, a variant of some species other than human, who had through mere chance adopted a perfect human form? As, for instance, the doglike cat whose body still lay on the sand where he had flung it. Was she, perhaps, the sole representative of the human form on the island, Eve before Adam, in the garden? There had been a woman before Adam, he mused.


    "We'll call you Lilith," he said thoughtfully. The name fitted her wild, perfect features and her flame-hued eyes. Lilith, the mysterious being whom Adam found before him in Paradise, before Eve was created. "Lilith," he repeated. "Alan—Lilith. See?"


    She echoed the sounds and the gesture. Without question she accepted the name he had given her, and that she understood the sound as a name was evident by her response to it. For when he uttered it a few minutes flater, her amber eyes flashed instantly to his face and reaained in a silent question.


    Carver laughed and resumed his puzzled thoughts. Reflectively, he produced his pipe and packed it, then struck a match and lighted it. He was startled by a low cry from the girl Lilith, and looked up to see her extended hand. For a moment he failed to perceive what she sought, and then her fingers closed around the hissing stem of the match! She had tried to seize the flame as one takes a fluttering bit of cloth.


    She screamed in pain and fright. At once the pack of nondescripts appeared at the edge of the forest, voicing their howls of anger, and Carver whirled again to meet them. But again Lilith, recovering from the surprise of the burn, halted the pack with her voice, and sent them slinking away into the shadows. She sucked her scorched Singers and turned widened eyes to his face. He realized with a start of disbelief that the girl did not comprehend fire!


    There was a bottle of alcohol in the box of equipment; he produced it and, taking Lilith's hand, bound a moistened strip of handkerchief about her two blistered fingers, though he knew well enough that alcohol was a poor remedy for burns. He applied the disinfectant to the bullet graze on her knee; she moaned softly at the sting, then smiled as it lessened, while her strange amber eyes followed fixedly the puffs of smoke from his pipe, and her nostrils quivered to the pungent tobacco odor.


    "Now what," queried Carver, smoking reflectively, "am I going to do with you?"


    Lilith had apparently no suggestion. She simply continued her wide-eyed regard.


    "At least," he resumed, "you ought to know what's good to eat on this crazy island. You do eat, don't you?" He pantomimed the act.


    The girl understood instantly. She rose, stepped to the spot where the body of the doglike cat lay, and seemed for an instant to sniff its scent. Then she removed the wooden knife from her girdle, placed one bare foot upon the body, and hacked and tore a strip of flesh from it. She extended the bloody chunk to him, and was obviously surprised at his gesture of refusal.


    After a moment she withdrew it, glanced again at his face, and set her own small white teeth in the meat. Carver noted with interest how daintily she managed even that difficult maneuver, so that her soft lips were not stained by the slightest drop of blood.


    But his own hunger was unappeased. He frowned over the problem of conveying his meaning, but at last hit upon a means. "Lilith!" he said sharply. Her eyes flashed at once to him. He indicated the meat she held, then waved at the mysterious line of trees. "Fruit," he said. "Tree meat. See?" He went through the motions of eating.


    Again the girl understood instantly. It was odd, he mused, how readily she comprehended some things, while others equally simple seemed utterly beyond her. Queer, as everything on Austin Island was queer. Was Lilith, after all, entirely human? He followed her to the tree line, stealing a sidelong look at her wild, flame-colored eyes, and her features, beautiful, but untamed, dryadlike, elfin—wild.


    She scrambed up the crumbling embankment and seemed to vanish magically into the shadows. For a moment Carver felt a surge of alarm as he clambered desperately after her; she could elude him here as easily as if she were indeed a shadow herself. True, he had no moral right to restrain her, save the hardly tenable one given by her attack; but he did not want to lose her—not yet. Or perhaps not at all.


    "Lilith!" he shouted as he topped the cliff.


    She appeared almost at his elbow. Above them twined a curious vine like a creeping conifer of some kind, bearing white-greenish fruits the size and shape of a pullet's egg. Lilith seized one, halved it with agile fingers, and raised a portion to her nostrils. She sniffed carefully, daintily, then flung the fruit away.


    "Pah bo!" she said, wrinkling her nose distastefully.


    She found another sort of queerly unprepossessing fruit composed of five finger-like protuberances from a fibrous disk, so that the whole bore the appearance of a large, malformed hand. This she sniffed as carefully as she had the other, then smiled sidewise up at him.


    "Bo!" she said, extending it.


    Carver hesitated. After all, it was not much more than an hour ago that the girl had been trying to kill him. Was it not entirely possible that she was now pursuing the same end, offering him a poisonous fruit?


    She shook the unpleasantly bulbous object. "Bo!" she repeated, and then, exactly as if she understood his hesitancy, she broke off one of the fingers and thrust it into her own mouth. She smiled at him.


    "Good enough, Lilith." He grinned, taking the remainder.


    It was much pleasanter to the tongue than to the eye. The pulp had a tart sweetness that was vaguely familiar to him, but he could not quite identify the taste. Nevertheless, encouraged by Lilith's example, he ate until his hunger was appeased.


    The encounter with Lilith and her wild pack had wiped out thoughts of his mission. Striding back toward the beach he frowned, remembering that he was here as Alan Carver, zoologist, and in no other role. Yet—where could he begin? He was here to classify and to take specimens, but what was he to do on a mad island where every creature was of an unknown variety? There was no possibility of classification here, because there were no classes. There was only one of everything—or so it appeared.


    Rather than set about a task futile on the very face of it, Carver turned his thoughts another way. Somewhere on Austin was the secret of this riotous disorder, and it seemed better to seek the ultimate key than to fritter away his time at the endless task of classifying. He would explore the island. Some strange volcanic gas, he mused vaguely, or some queer radioactive deposit—analogous to Morgan's experiments with X-rays on germ plasm. Or—or something else. There must be some answer.


    "Come on, Lilith," he ordered, and set off toward the west, where the hill seemed to be higher than the opposing eminence at the island's eastern extremity.


    The girl followed with her accustomed obedience, with her honey-hued eyes fastened on Carver in that curious mixture of fear, wonder, and—perhaps—a dawning light of worship.


    The zoologist was not too preoccupied with the accumulation of mysteries to glance occasionally at the wild beauty of her face, and once he caught himself trying to picture her in civilized attire—her mahogany hair confined under one of the current tiny hats, her lithe body sheathed in finer textile than the dried and cracking skin she wore, her feet in dainty leather, and her ankles in chiffon. He scowled and thrust the visualization away, bur whether because it seemed too anomalous or too attractive he did not trouble to analyze.


    He turned up the slope. Austin was heavily wooded, like the Aucklands, but progress was easy, for it was through a forest, not a jungle. A mad forest, true enough, but still comparatively clear of underbrush.


    A shadow flickered, then another. But the first was only a queen's pigeon, erecting its glorious feather crest, and the second only an owl parrot. The birds on Austin were normal; they were simply the ordinary feathered life of the southern seas. Why? Because they were mobile; they traveled, or were blown by storms, from island to island.


    It was mid-afternoon before Carver reached the peak, where a solemn outcropping of black basalt rose treeless, like a forester's watchtower. He clambered up its eroded sides and stood with Lilith beside him, gazing out across the central valley of Austin Island to the hill at the eastern point, rising until its peak nearly matched their own.


    Between sprawled the wild forest, in whose depths blue-green shadows shifted in the breeze like squalls visible here and there on the surface of a calm lake. Some sort of soaring bird circled below, and far away, in the very center of the valley, was the sparkle of water. That, he knew must be the rivulet he had already visited. But nowhere—nowhere at all—was there any sign of human occupation to account for the presence of Lilith—no smoke, no clearing, nothing.


    The girl touched his arm timidly, and gestured toward the opposite hill.


    "Pah bo!" she said tremulously. It must have been quite obvious to her that he failed to understand, for she amplified the phrase. "R-r-r-r!" she growled, drawing her perfect lips into an imitation of a snarl. "Pah bo, lay shot." She pointed again toward the east.


    Was she trying to tell him that some fierce beasts dwelt in that region? Carver could not interpret her symbolism in any other way, and the phrase she had used was the same she had applied to the poisonous fruit.


    He narrowed his eyes as he gazed intently toward the eastern eminence, then started. There was something, not on the opposing hill, but down near the flash of water midway between.


    At his side hung the prism binoculars he used for identifying birds. He swung the instrument to his eyes. What he saw, still not clearly enough for certainty, was a mound or structure, vine-grown and irregular. But it might be the roofless walls of a ruined cottage.


    The sun was sliding westward. Too late in the day now for exploration, but to-morrow would do. He marked the place of the mound in his memory, then scrambled down.


    As darkness approached, Lilith began to evince a curious reluctance to move eastward, hanging back, sometimes dragging timidly at his arm. Twice she said "No, no!" and Carver wondered whether the word was part of her vocabulary or whether she had acquired it from him. Heaven knew, he reflected amusedly, that he had used the word often enough, as one might use it to a child.


    He was hungry again, despite the occasional fruits Lilith had plucked for him. On the beach he shot a magnificent Cygnus Atratus, a black Australian swan, and carried it with its head dragging, while Lilith, awed by the shot, followed him now without objection.


    He strode along the beach to his box; not that that stretch was any more desirable than the next, but if Kolu and Malloa were to return, or were to guide a rescue expedition from the Fortune, that was the spot they'd seek first.


    He gathered driftwood, and, just as darkness fell, lighted a fire.


    He grinned at Lilith's start of panic and her low "O-o-oh!" of sheer terror as the blaze of the match caught and spread. She remembered her scorched fingers, doubtless, and she circled warily around the flames, to crouch behind him where he sat plucking and cleaning the great bird.


    She was obviously quite uncomprehending as he pierced the fowl with a spit and set about roasting it, but he smiled at the manner in which her sensitive nostrils twitched at the combined odor of burning wood and cooking meat.


    When it was done, he cut her a portion of the flesh, rich and fat like roast goose, and he smiled again at her bewilderment. She ate it, but very gingerly, puzzled alike by the heat and the altered taste; beyond question she would have preferred it raw and bleeding. When she had finished, she scrubbed the grease very daintily from her fingers with wet sand at a tidal pool.


    Carver was puzzling again over what to do with her. He didn't want to lose her, yet he could hardly stay awake all night to guard her. There were the ropes that had lashed his case of supplies; he could, he supposed, tie her wrists and ankles; but somehow the idea appealed to him not at all. She was too naive, too trusting, too awe-struck and worshipful. And besides, savage or not, she was a white girl over whom he had no conceivable rightful authority.


    At last he shrugged and grinned across the dying fire at Lilith, who had lost some of her fear of the leaping flames. "It's up to you," he remarked amiably. "I'd like you to stick around, but I won't insist on it."


    She answered his smile with her own quick, flashing one, and the gleam of eyes exactly the color of the flames they mirrored, but she said nothing. Carver sprawled in the sand; it was cool enough to dull the activities of the troublesome sand fleas, and after a while he slept.


    His rest was decidedly intermittent. The wild chorus of night sounds disturbed him again with its strangeness, and he woke to see Lilith staring fixedly into the fire's dying embers. Some time later he awakened again; now the fire was quite extinct, but Lilith was standing. While he watched her silently, she turned toward the forest. His heart sank; she was leaving.


    But she paused. She bent over something dark—the body of one of the creatures he had shot. The big one, it was; he saw her struggle to lift it, and, finding the weight too great, drag it laboriously to the coral spit and roll it into the sea.


    Slowly she returned; she gathered the smaller body into her arms and repeated the act, standing motionless for long minutes over the black water. When she returned once more she faced the rising moon for a moment, and he saw her eyes glistening with tears. He knew he had witnessed a burial.


    He watched her in silence. She dropped to the sand near the black smear of ashes; but she seemed in no need of sleep. She stared so fixedly and so apprehensively toward the east that Carver felt a sense of foreboding. He was about to raise himself to sitting position when Lilith, as if arriving at a decision after long pondering, suddenly sprang to her feet and darted across the sand to the trees.


    Startled, he stared into the shadows, and out of them drifted that same odd call he had heard before. He strained his ears, and was certain he heard a faint yelping among the trees. She had summoned her pack. Carver drew his revolver quietly from its holster and half rose on his arm.


    Lilith reappeared. Behind her, darker shadows against the shadowy growths, lurked wild forms, and Carver's hand tightened on the grip of his revolver.


    But there was no attack. The girl uttered a low command of some sort, the slinking shadows vanished, and she returned alone to her place on the sand.


    The zoologist could see her face, silver-pale in the moonlight, as she glanced at him, but he lay still in apparent slumber, and Lilith, after a moment, seemed ready to imitate him. The apprehension had vanished from her features; she was calmer, more confident. Carver realized why, suddenly; she had set her pack to guard against whatever danger threatened from the east.


    Dawn roused him. Lilith was still sleeping, curled like a child on the sand, and for some time he stood gazing down at her. She was very beautiful, and now, with her tawny eyes closed, she seemed much less mysterious; she seemed no island nymph or dryad, but simply a lovely, savage, primitive girl. Yet he knew—-or he was beginning to suspect—the mad truth about Austin Island. If the truth were what he feared, then he might as well fall in love with a sphinx, or a mermaid, or a female centaur, as with Lilith.


    He steeled himself. "Lilith!" he called gruffly.


    She awoke with a start of terror. For a moment she faced him with sheer panic in her eyes; then she remembered, gasped, and smiled tremulously. Her smile made it very hard for him to remember what it was that he feared in her, for she looked beautifully and appealingly human save for her wild, flame-colored eyes, and even what he fancied he saw in those might be but his own imagining.


    She followed him toward the trees. There was no sign of her bestial bodyguards, though Carver suspected their nearness. He breakfasted again on fruits chosen by Lilith, selected unerringly, from the almost infinite variety, by her delicate nostrils. Carver mused interestedly that smell seemed to be the one means of identifying genera on this insane island.


    Smell is chemical in nature. Chemical differences meant glandular ones, and glandular differences, in the last analysis, probably accounted for racial ones. Very likely the differences between a cat, say, and a dog was, in the ultimate sense, a glandular difference. He scowled at the thought and stared narrowly at Lilith; but, peer as he might, she seemed neither more nor less than an unusually lovely little savage—except for her eyes.


    He was moving toward the eastern part of the island, intending to follow the brook to the site of the ruined cabin, if it was a ruined cabin. Again he noted the girl's nervousness as they approached the stream that nearly bisected this part of the valley. Certainly, unless her fears were sheer superstition, there was something dangerous there. He examined his gun again, then strode on.


    At the bank of the brook Lilith began to present difficulties. She snatched his arm and tugged him back, wailing, "No, no, no!" in frightened repetition.


    When he glanced at her in impatient questioning, she could only repeat her phrase of yesterday. "Lay shot" she said, anxiously and fearfully. "Lay shot!"


    "Humph!" he growled. "A cannon's the only bird I ever heard of that could—" He turned to follow the watercourse into the forest.


    Lilith hung back. She could not bring herself to follow him there. For an instant he paused, looking back at her slim loveliness, then turned and strode on. Better that she remained where she was. Better if he never saw her again, for she was too beautiful for close proximity. Yet Heaven knew, he mused, that she looked human enough. But Lilith rebelled. Once she was certain that he was determined to go on, she gave a frightened cry. "Alan!" she called. "Al-an!"


    He turned, astonished that she remembered his name, and found her darting to his side. She was pallid, horribly frightened, but she would not let him go alone.


    Yet there was nothing to indicate that this region of the island was more dangerous than the rest. There was the same mad profusion of varieties of vegetation, the same unclassifiable leaves, fruits, and flowers. Only—or he imagined this—there were fewer birds.


    One thing slowed their progress. At times the eastern bank of the rivulet seemed more open than their side, but Lilith steadfastly refused to permit him to cross. When he tried it, she clung so desperately and so violently to his arms that he at last yielded, and plowed his way through the underbrush on his own bank. It was as if the watercourse were a dividing line, a frontier, or—he frowned—a border.


    By noon they had reached a point which Carver knew must be close indeed to the spot he sought. He peered through the tunnel that arched over the course of the brook, and there ahead, so overgrown that it blended perfectly with the forest wall, he saw it.


    It was a cabin, or the remains of one. The log walls still stood, but the roof, doubtless of thatch, had long ago disintegrated. But what struck Carver first was the certainty, evident in design, in window openings, in doorway, that this was no native hut. It had been a white man's cabin of perhaps three rooms.


    It stood on the eastern bank; but by now the brook had narrowed to a mere rill, gurgling from pool to tiny rapids. He sprang across, disregarding Lilith's anguished cry. But at a glimpse of her face he did pause. Her magnificent honey-hued eyes were wide with fear, while her lips were set in a tense little line of grimmest determination. She looked as an ancient martyr must have looked marching out to face the lions, as she stepped deliberately across to his side. It was almost as if she said, "If you are bound to die, then I will die beside you."


    Yet within the crumbling walls there was nothing to inspire fear. There was no animal life at all, except a tiny, ratlike being that skittered out between the logs at their approach. Carver stared around him at the grassy and fern grown interior, at the remnants of decaying furniture and the fallen debris. It had been years since this place had known human occupants, a decade at the very least.


    His foot struck something. He glanced down to see a human skull and a human femur in the grass. And then other bones, though none of them were in a natural position. Their former owner must have died there where the ruined cot sagged, and been dragged here by—well, by whatever it was that had feasted on human carrion.


    He glanced sidewise at Lilith, but she was simply staring affrightedly toward the east. She had not noticed the bones, or if she had, they had meant nothing to her. Carver poked gingerly among them for some clue to the identity of the remains, but there was nothing save a corroded belt buckle. That, of course, was a little; it had been a man, and most probably a white man.


    Most of the debris was inches deep in the accumulation of loam. He kicked among the fragments of what must once have been a cupboard, and again his foot struck something hard and round—no skull this time, but an ordinary jar.


    He picked it up. It was sealed, and there was something in it. The cap was hopelessly stuck by the corrosion of years; Carver smashed the glass against a log. What he picked from the fragments was a notebook, yellowedged and brittle with time. He swore softly as a dozen leaves disintegrated in his hands, but what remained seemed stronger. He hunched down on the log and scanned the all-but-obliterated ink.


    There was a date and a name. The name was Ambrose Callan, and the date was October 25th, 1921. He frowned. In 1921 he had been—let's see, he mused; fifteen years ago—he had been in grade school. Yet the name Ambrose Callan had a familiar ring to it.


    He read more of the faded, written lines, then stared thoughtfully into space. That was the man, then. He remembered the Callan expedition because as a youngster he had been interested in far places, exploration, and adventure, as what youngster isn't? Professor Ambrose Callan of Northern; he began to remember that Morgan had based some of his work with artificial species—synthetic evolution—on Callan's observations.


    But Morgan had only succeeded in creating a few new species of fruit fly, of Drosophila, by exposing germ plasm to hard X-rays. Nothing like this—this madhouse of Austin Island. He stole a look at the tense and fearful Lilith, and shuddered, for she seemed so lovely—and so human. He turned his eyes to the crumbling pages and read on, for here at last he was close to the secret.


    He was startled by Lilith's sudden wail of terror. "Lay shot!" she cried. "Alan, lay shot!"


    He followed her gesture, but saw nothing. Her eyes were doubtless sharper than his, yet—There! In the deep afternoon shadows of the forest something moved. For an instant he saw it clearly—a malevolent pygmy like the cat-eyed horror he had glimpsed drinking from the stream. Like it? No, the same; it must be the same, for here on Austin no creature resembled another, nor ever could, save by the wildest of chances.


    The creature vanished before he could draw his weapon, but in the shadows lurked other figures, other eyes that seemed alight with nonhuman intelligence. He fired, and a curious squawling cry came back, and it seemed to him that the forms receded for a time. But they came again, and he saw without surprise the nightmare horde of creatures.


    He stuffed the notebook in his pocket and seized Lilith's wrist, for she stood as if paralyzed by horror. He backed away out of the doorless entrance, over the narrow brook. The girl seemed dazed, half hypnotized by the glimpses of the things that followed them. Her eyes were wide with fear, and she stumbled after him unseeing. He sent another shot into the shadows.


    That seemed to rouse Lilith. "Lay shot!" she whimpered, then gathered her self-control. She uttered her curious call, and somewhere it was answered, and yet further off, answered again.


    Her pack was gathering for her defense, and Carver felt a surge of apprehension for his own position. Might he not be caught between two enemies?


    He never forgot that retreat down the course of the little stream. Only delirium itself could duplicate the wild battles he witnessed, the unearthly screaming, the death grips of creatures not quite natural, things that fought with the mad frenzy of freaks and outcasts. He and Lilith must have been slain immediately save for the intervention of her pack; they slunk out of the shadows with low, bestial noises, circling Carver cautiously, but betraying no scrap of caution against—the other things.


    He saw or sensed something that had almost escaped him before. Despite their forms, whatever their appearance happened to be, Lilith's pack was doglike. Not in looks, certainly; it was far deeper than that. In nature, in character; that was it.


    And their enemies, wild creatures of nightmare though they were, had something feline about them. Not in appearance, no more than the others, but in character and actions. Their method of fighting, for instance—all but silent, with deadly claw and needle teeth, none of the fencing of canine nature, but with the leap and talons of feline. But their aspect, their—their catness was more submerged by their outward appearance, for they ranged from the semi-human form of the little demon of the brook to ophidian-headed things as heavy and lithe as a panther. And they fought with a ferocity and intelligence that was itself abnormal.


    Carver's gun helped. He fired when he had any visible target, which was none too often; but his occasional hits seemed to instill respect into his adversaries.


    Lilith, weaponless save for stones and her wooden knife, simply huddled at his side as they backed slowly toward the beach. Their progress was maddeningly slow, and Carver began to note apprehensively that the shadows were stretching toward the east, as if to welcome the night that was sliding around from that half of the world. Night meant—destruction.


    If they could attain the beach, and if Lilith's pack could hold the others at bay until Carver could build a fire, they might survive. But the creatures that were allied with Lilith were being overcome. They were hopelessly outnumbered. They were being slain more rapidly with each one that fell, as ice melts more swiftly as its size decreases.


    Carver stumbled backward into orange-tinted sunlight. The beach! The sun was already touching the coral spit, and darkness was a matter of minutes—-brief minutes.


    Out of the brush came the remnants of Lilith's pack, a half dozen nondescripts, snarling, bloody, panting, and exhausted. For the moment they were free of their attackers, since the catlike fiends chose to lurk among the shadows. Carver backed farther away, feeling a sense of doom as his own shadow lengthened in the brief instant of twilight that divided day from night in these latitudes. And then swift darkness came just as he dragged Lilith to the ridge of the coral spit.


    He saw the charge impending. Weird shadows detached themselves from the deeper shadows of the trees. Below, one of the nondescripts whined softly. Across the sand, clear for an instant against the white ground coral of the beach, the figure of the small devil with the half-human posture showed, and a malevolent sputtering snarl sounded. It was exactly as if the creature had leaped forward like a leader to exhort his troops to charge.


    Carver chose that figure as his target. His gun flashed; the snarl became a squawl of agony, and the charge came.


    Lilith's pack crouched; but Carver knew that this was the end. He fired. The flickering shadows came on. The magazine emptied; there was no time now to reload, so he reversed the weapon, clubbed it. He felt Lilith grow tense beside him.


    And then the charge halted. In unison, as if at command, the shadows were motionless, silent save for the low snarling of the dying creature on the sand. When they moved again, it was away—toward the trees!


    Carver gulped. A faint shimmering light on the wall of the forest caught his eye, and he spun. It was true! Down the beach, down there where he had left his box of supplies, a fire burned, and rigid against the light, facing toward them in the darkness, were human figures. The unknown peril of fire had frightened off the attack. He stared. There in the sea, dark against the faint glow of the West, was a familiar outline. The Fortune! The men there were his associates; they had heard his shots and lighted the fire as a guide.


    "Lilith!" he choked. "Look there. Come on!"


    But the girl held back. The remnant of her pack slunk behind the shelter of the ridge of coral, away from the dread fire. It was no longer the fire that frightened Lilith, but the black figures around it, and Alan Carver found himself suddenly face to face with the hardest decision of his life.


    He could leave her here. He knew she would not follow, knew it from the tragic light in her honey-hued eyes. And beyond all doubt that was the best thing to do; for he could not marry her. Nobody could ever marry her, and she was too lovely to take among men who might love her—as Carver did. But he shuddered a little as a picture flashed in his mind. Children! What sort of children would Lilith bear? No man could dare chance the possibility that Lilith, too, was touched by the curse of Austin Island.


    He turned sadly away—a step, two steps, toward the fire. Then he turned.


    "Come, Lilith," he said gently, and added mournfully, "other people have married, lived, and died without children. I suppose we can, too."


    


    The Fortune slid over the green swells, northward toward New Zealand. Carver grinned as he sprawled in a deck chair. Halburton was still gazing reluctantly at the line of blue that was Austin Island.


    "Buck up, Vance," Carver chuckled. "You couldn't classify that flora in a hundred years, and if you could, what'd be the good of it? There's just one of each, anyway."


    "I'd give two toes and a finger to try," said Halburton. "You had the better part of three days there, and might have had more if you hadn't winged Malloa. They'd have gone home to the Chathams sure, if your shot hadn't got his arm. That's the only reason they made for Macquarie."


    "And lucky for me they did. Your fire scared off the cats."


    "The cats, eh? Would you mind going over the thing again, Alan? It's so crazy that I haven't got it all yet."


    "Sure. Just pay attention to teacher and you'll catch on." He grinned. "Frankly, at first I hadn't a glimmering of an idea myself. The whole island seemed insane. No two living things alike! Just one of each genus, and all unknown genera at that. I didn't get a single clue until after I met Lilith. Then I noticed that she differentiated by smell. She told good fruits from poisonous ones by the smell, and she even identified that first cat-thing I shot by smell. She'd eat that because it was an enemy, but she wouldn't touch the dog-things I shot from her pack."


    "So what?" asked Halburton, frowning.


    "Well, smell is a chemical sense. It's much more fundamental than outward form, because the chemical functioning of an organism depends on its glands. I began to suspect right then that the fundamental nature of all living things on Austin Island was just the same as anywhere else. It wasn't the nature that was changed, but just the form. See?"


    "Not a bit."


    "You will. You know what chromosomes are, of course. They're the carriers of heredity, or rather, according to Weissman, they carry the genes that carry the determinants that carry heredity. A human being has forty-eight chromosomes, of which he gets twenty-four from each parent."


    "So," said Halburton, "has a tomato."


    "Yes, but a tomato's forty-eight chromosomes carry a different heredity, else one could cross a human being with a tomato. But to return to the subject, all variations in individuals come about from the manner in which chance shuffles these forty-eight chromosomes with their load of determinants. That puts a pretty definite limit on the possible variations.


    "For instance, eye color has been located on one of the genes on the third pair of chromosomes. Assuming that this gene contains twice as many brown-eye determinants as blue-eye ones, the chances are two to one that the child of whatever man or woman owns that particular chromosome will be brown-eyed—if his mate has no marked bias either way. See?"


    "I know all that. Get along to Ambrose Callan and his notebook."


    "Coming to it. Now remember that these determinants carry all heredity, and that includes shape, size, intelligence, character, coloring—everything. People—or plants and animals—can vary in the vast number of ways in which it is possible to combine forty-eight chromosomes with their cargo of genes and determinants. But that number is not infinite. There are limits, limits to size, to coloring, to intelligence. Nobody ever saw a human race with sky-blue hair, for instance."


    "Nobody'd ever want to!" grunted Halburton.


    "And," proceeded Carver, "that is because there are no blue-hair determinants in human chromosomes. But—and here comes Callan's idea—suppose we could increase the number of chromosomes in a given ovum. What then? In humans or tomatoes, if, instead of forty-eight, there were four hundred eighty, the possible range of variation would be ten times as great as it is now.


    "In size, for instance, instead of the present possible variation of about two and a half feet, they might vary twenty-five feet! And in shape—a man might resemble almost anything! That is, almost anything within the range of the mammalian orders. And in intelligence—" He paused thoughtfully.


    "But how," cut in Halburton, "did Callan propose to accomplish the feat of inserting extra chromosomes? Chromosomes themselves are microscopic; genes are barely visible under the highest magnification, and nobody ever saw a determinant."


    "I don't know how," said Carver gravely. "Part of his notes crumbled to dust, and the description of his method must have gone with those pages. Morgan uses hard radiations, but his object and his results are both different. He doesn't change the number of chromosomes."


    He hesitated. "I think Callan used a combination of radiation and injection," he resumed. "I don't know. All I know is that he stayed on Austin four or five years, and that he came with only his wife. That part of his notes is clear enough. He began treating the vegetation near his shack, and some cats and dogs he had brought. Then he discovered that the thing was spreading like a disease."


    "Spreading?" echoed Halburton.


    "Of course. Every tree he treated strewed multi-chromosomed pollen to the wind, and as for the cats—Anyway, the aberrant pollen fertilized normal seeds, and the result was another freak, a seed with the normal number of chromosomes from one parent and ten times as many from the other. The variations were endless. You know how swiftly kauri and tree ferns grow, and these had a possible speed of growth ten times as great.


    "The freaks overran the island, smothering out the normal growths. And Callan's radiations, and perhaps his injections, too, affected Austin Island's indigenous life—the rats, the bats. They began to produce mutants. He came in 1918, and by the time he realized his own tragedy, Austin was an island of freaks where no child resembled its parents save by the merest chance."


    "His own tragedy? What do you mean?"


    "Well, Callan was a biologist, not an expert in radiation. I don't know exactly what happened. Exposure to X-rays for long periods produces burns, ulcers, malignancies. Maybe Callan didn't take proper precautions to shield his device, or maybe he was using a radiation of peculiarly irritating quality. Anyway, his wife sickened first—an ulcer that turned cancerous.


    "He had a radio—a wireless, rather, in 1921—and he summoned his sloop from the Chathams. It sank off that coral spit, and Callan, growing desperate, succeeded somehow in breaking his wireless. He was no electrician, you see.


    "Those were troubled days, after the close of the War. With Callan's sloop sunk, no one knew exactly what had become of him, and after a while he was forgotten. When his wife died, he buried her; but when he died there was no one to bury him. The descendants of what had been his cats took care of him, and that was that."


    "Yeah? What about Lilith?"


    "Yes," said Carver soberly. "What about her? When I began to suspect the secret of Austin Island, that worried me. Was Lilith really quite human? Was she, too, infected by the taint of variation, so that her children might vary as widely as the offspring of the—cats? She spoke not a word of any language I knew—or I thought so, anyway—and I simply couldn't fit her in. But Callan's diary and notes did it for me."


    "How?"


    "She's the daughter of the captain of Callan's sloop, whom he rescued when it was wrecked on the coral point. She was five years old then, which makes her almost twenty now. As for language—well, perhaps I should have recognized the few halting words she recalled. C'm on, for instance, was comment—that is, 'how?' And pah bo was simply pas bon, not good. That's what she said about the poisonous fruit. And lay shot was les chats, for somehow she remembered, or sensed, that the creatures from the eastern end were cats.


    "About her, for fifteen years, centered the dog creatures, who despite their form were, after all, dogs by nature, and loyal to their mistress. And between the two groups was eternal warfare."


    "But are you sure Lilith escaped the taint?"


    "Her name's Lucienne," mused Carver, "but I think I prefer Lilith." He smiled at the slim figure clad in a pair of Jameson's trousers and his own shirt, standing there in the stern looking back at Austin. "Yes, I'm sure. When she was cast on the island, Callan had already destroyed the device that had slain his wife and was about to kill him. He wrecked his equipment completely, knowing that in the course of time the freaks he had created were doomed."


    "Doomed?"


    "Yes. The normal strains, hardened by evolution, are stronger. They're already appearing around the edges of the island, and some day Austin will betray no more peculiarities than any other remote islet. Nature always reclaims her own."


    


    THE END


    

  


  
    PYGMALION'S SPECTACLES


    


    BUT WHAT IS REALITY?' asked the gnome-like man. He gestured at the tall banks of buildings that loomed around Central Park, with their countless windows glowing like the cave fires of a city of Cro-Magnon people. 'All is dream, all is illusion; I am your vision as you are mine.'


    Dan Burke, struggling for clarity of thought through the fumes of liquor, stared without comprehension at the tiny figure of his companion. He began to regret the impulse that had driven him to leave the party to seek fresh air in the park, and to fall by chance into the company of this diminutive old madman. But he had needed escape; this was one party too many, and not even the presence of Claire with her trim ankles could hold him there. He felt an angry desire to go home- not to his hotel, but home to Chicago and to the comparative peace of the Board of Trade. But he was leaving tomorrow anyway.


    'You drink,' said the elfin, bearded face, 'to make real a dream. Is it not so? Either to dream that what you seek is yours, or else to dream that what you hate is conquered. You drink to escape reality, and the irony is that even reality is a dream.'


    'Cracked!' thought Dan again.


    'Or so,' concluded the other, 'says the philosopher Berkeley.'


    'Berkeley?' echoed Dan. His head was clearing; memories of a sophomore course in Elementary Philosophy drifted back. 'Bishop Berkeley, eh?'


    'You know him, then? The philosopher of Idealism-no?-the one who argues that we do not see, feel, hear, taste the object, but that we have only the sensation of seeing, feeling, hearing, tasting.'


    'I-sort of recall it.'


    'Hah! But sensations are mental phenomena. They exist in our minds. How, then, do we know that the objects themselves do not exist only in our minds?' He waved again at the light-flecked buildings. 'You do not see that wall of masonry; you perceive only a sensation, a feeling of sight. The rest you interpret.'


    'You see the same thing,' retorted Dan.


    'How do you know I do? Even if you knew that what I call red would not be green could you see through my eyes-even if you knew that, how do you know that I too am not a dream of yours?'


    Dan laughed. 'Of course nobody knows anything. You just get what information you can through the windows of your five senses, and then make your guesses. When they're wrong, you pay the penalty.' His mind was clear now save for a mild headache. 'Listen,' he said suddenly. 'You can argue a reality away to an illusion; that's easy. But if your friend Berkeley is right, why can't you take a dream and make it real? If it works one way, it must work the other.'


    The beard waggled; elf-bright eyes glittered queerly at him. 'All artists do that,' said the old man softly. Dan felt that something more quivered on the verge of utterance.


    'That's an evasion,' he grunted. 'Anybody can tell the difference between a picture and the real thing, or between a movie and life.'


    'But,' whispered the other, 'the realer the better, no? And if one could make a-a movie very real indeed, what would you say then?'


    'Nobody can, though.'


    The eyes glittered strangely again. 'I can!' he whispered. 'I did!'


    'Did what?'


    'Made real a dream.' The voice turned angry. 'Fools! I bring it here to sell to Westman, the camera people, and what do they say? 'It isn't clear. Only one person can use it at a time. It's too expensive.' Fools! Fools!'


    'Huh?'


    'Listen! I'm Albert Ludwig-Professor Ludwig.' As Dan was silent, he continued, 'It means nothing to you, eh? But listen-a movie that gives one sight and sound. Suppose now I add taste, smell, even touch, if your interest is taken by the story. Suppose I make it so that you are in the story, you speak to the shadows, and the shadows reply, and instead of being on a screen, the story is all about you, and you are in it. Would that be to make real a dream?'


    'How the devil could you do that?'


    'How? How? But simply! First my liquid positive, then my magic spectacles. I photograph the story in a liquid with light-sensitive chromates. I build up a complex solution-do you see? I add taste chemically and sound electrically. And when the story is recorded, then I put the solution in my spectacles-my movie projector. I electrolyze the solution, the story, sight, sound, smell, taste all!'


    'Touch?'


    'If your interest is taken, your mind supplies that.' Eagerness crept into his voice. 'You will look at it, Mr.-'


    'Burke,' said Dan. 'A swindle!' he thought. Then a spark of recklessness glowed out of the vanishing fumes of alcohol. 'Why not?' he grunted.


    He rose; Ludwig, standing, came scarcely to his shoulder. A queer gnome-like old man, Dan thought as he followed him across the park and into one of the scores of apartment hotels in the vicinity.


    In his room Ludwig fumbled in a bag, producing a device vaguely reminiscent of a gas mask. There were goggles and a rubber mouthpiece; Dan examined it curiously, while the little bearded professor brandished a bottle of watery liquid.


    'Here it is!' he gloated. 'My liquid positive, the story. Hard photography-infernally hard, therefore the simplest story. A Utopia- just two characters and you, the audience. Now, put the spectacles on. Put them on and tell me what fools the Westman people are!' He decanted some of the liquid into the mask, and trailed a twisted wire to a device on the table. 'A rectifier,' he explained. 'For the electrolysis.'


    'Must you use all the liquid?' asked Dan. 'If you use part, do you see only part of the story? And which part?'


    'Every drop has all of it, but you must fill the eye-pieces.' Then as Dan slipped the device gingerly on, 'So! Now what do you see?'


    'Not a damn thing. Just the windows and the lights across the street.'


    'Of course. But now I start the electrolysis. Now!'


    There was a moment of chaos. The liquid before Dan's eyes clouded suddenly white, and formless sounds buzzed. He moved to tear the device from his head, but emerging forms in the mistiness caught his interest. Giant things were writhing there.


    The scene steadied; the whiteness was dissipating like mist in summer. Unbelieving, still gripping the arms of that unseen chair, he was staring at a forest. But what a forest! Incredible, unearthly, beautiful! Smooth holes ascended inconceivably toward a brightening sky, trees bizarre as the forests of the Carboniferous age. Infinitely overhead swayed misty fronds, and the verdure showed brown and green in the heights. And there were birds-at least, curiously loving pipings and twitterings were all about him though he saw no creatures-thin elfin whistlings like fairy bugles sounded softly.


    He sat frozen, entranced. A louder fragment of melody drifted down to him, mounting in exquisite, ecstatic bursts, now clear as sounding metal, now soft as remembered music. For a moment he forgot the chair whose arms he gripped, the miserable hotel room invisibly about him, old Ludwig, his aching head. He imagined himself alone in the midst of that lovely glade. 'Eden!' he muttered, and the swelling music of unseen voices answered.


    Some measure of reason returned. 'Illusion!' he told himself. Clever optical devices, not reality. He groped for the chair's arm, found it, and clung to it; he scraped his feet and found again an inconsistency. To his eyes the ground was mossy verdure; to his touch it was merely a thin hotel carpet.


    The elfin buglings sounded gently. A faint, deliciously sweet perfume breathed against him; he glanced up to watch the opening of a great crimson blossom on the nearest tree, and a tiny reddish sun edged into the circle of sky above him. The fairy orchestra swelled louder in its light, and the notes sent a thrill of wistfulness through him. Illusion? If it were, it made reality almost unbearable; he wanted to believe that somewhere-somewhere this side of dreams, there actually existed this region of loveliness. An outpost of Paradise? Perhaps.


    And then-far through the softening mists, he caught a movement that was not the swaying of verdure, a shimmer of silver more solid than mist. Something approached. He watched the figure as it moved, now visible, now hidden by trees; very soon he perceived that it was human, but it was almost upon him before he realized that it was a girl.


    She wore a robe of silvery, half-translucent stuff, luminous as starbeams; a thin band of silver bound glowing black hair about her forehead, and other garment or ornament she had none. Her tiny white feet were bare to the mossy forest floor as she stood no more than a pace from him, staring dark-eyed. The thin music sounded again; she smiled.


    Dan summoned stumbling thoughts. Was this being also-illusion? Had she no more reality than the loveliness of the forest? He opened his lips to speak, but a strained excited voice sounded in his ears. 'Who are you?' Had he spoken? The voice had come as if from another, like the sound of one's words in fever.


    The girl smiled again. 'English!' she said in queer soft tones. 'I can speak a little English.' She spoke slowly, carefully. 'I learned it from!'-she hesitated-'my mother's father, whom they call the Gray Weaver.'


    Again came the voice in Dan's ears. 'Who are you?'


    'I am called Galatea,' she said. 'I came to find you.'


    'To find me?' echoed the voice that was Dan's.


    'Leucon, who is called the Gray Weaver, told me,' she explained smiling. 'He said you will stay with us until the second noon from this.' She cast a quick slanting glance at the pale sun now full above the clearing, then stepped closer. 'What are you called?'


    'Dan,' he muttered. His voice sounded oddly different.


    'What a strange name!' said the girl. She stretched out her bare arm. 'Come,' she smiled.


    Dan touched her extended hand, feeling without any surprise the living warmth of her fingers. He had forgotten the paradoxes of illusion; this was no longer illusion to him, but reality itself. It seemed to him that he followed her, walking over the shadowed turf that gave with springy crunch beneath his tread, though Galatea left hardly an imprint. He glanced down, noting that he himself wore a silver garment, and that his feet were bare; with the glance he felt a feathery breeze on his body and a sense of mossy earth on his feet.


    'Galatea,' said his voice. 'Galatea, what place is this? What language do you speak?'


    She glanced back laughing. 'Why, this is Paracosma, of course, and this is our language.'


    'Paracosma,' muttered Dan. 'Paracosma!' A fragment of Greek that had survived somehow from a sophomore course a decade in the past came strangely back to him. Paracosma! Land-beyond-the-world!


    Galatea cast a smiling glance at him. 'Does the real world seem strange,' she queried, 'after that shadow land of yours?'


    'Shadow land?' echoed Dan, bewildered. 'This is shadow, not my world.'


    The girl's smile turned quizzical. 'Poof!' she retorted with an impudently lovely pout. 'And I suppose, then, that I am the phantom instead of you!' She laughed. 'Do I seem ghostlike?'


    Dan made no reply; he was puzzling over unanswerable questions as he trod behind the lithe figure of his guide. The aisle between the unearthly trees widened, and the giants were fewer. It seemed a mile, perhaps, before a sound of tinkling water obscured that other strange music; they emerged on the bank of a little river, swift and crystalline, that rippled and gurgled its way from glowing pool to flashing rapids, sparkling under the pale sun. Galatea bent over the brink and cupped her hands, raising a few mouthfuls of water to her lips; Dan followed her example, finding the liquid stinging cold.


    'How do we cross?' he asked.


    'You can wade up there'-the dryad who led him gestured to a sun-lit shallows above a tiny falls-' but I always cross here.' She poised herself for a moment on the green bank, then dove like a silver arrow into the pool. Dan followed; the water stung his body like champagne, but a stroke or two carried him across to where Galatea had already emerged with a glistening of creamy bare limbs. Her garment clung tight as a metal sheath to her wet body; he felt a breathtaking thrill at the sight of her. And then, miraculously, the silver cloth was dry, the droplets rolled off as if from oiled silk, and they moved briskly on.


    The incredible forest had ended with the river; they walked over a meadow studded with little, many-hued, starshaped flowers, whose fronds underfoot were soft as a lawn. Yet still the sweet pipings followed them, now loud, now whisper-soft, in a tenuous web of melody.


    'Galatea!' said Dan suddenly. 'Where is the music coming from?'


    She looked back amazed. 'You silly one!' she laughed. 'From the flowers, of course. See!' she plucked a purple star and held it to his ear; true enough, a faint and plaintive melody hummed out of the blossom. She tossed it in his startled face and skipped on.


    A little copse appeared ahead, not of the gigantic forest trees, but of lesser growths, bearing flowers and fruits of iridescent colors, and a tiny brook bubbled through. And there stood the objective of their journey-a building of white, marble-like stone, single-storied and vine-covered, with broad glassless windows. They trod upon a path of bright pebbles to the arched entrance, and here, on an intricate stone bench, sat a gray-bearded patriarchal individual. Galatea addressed him in a liquid language that reminded Dan of the flowerpipings; then she turned. 'This is Leucon,' she said, as the ancient rose from his seat and spoke in English.


    'We are happy, Galatea and I, to welcome you, since visitors are a rare pleasure here, and those from your shadowy country most rare.'


    Dan uttered puzzled words of thanks, and the old man nodded, resealing himself on the carven bench; Galatea skipped through the arched entrance, and Dan, after an irresolute moment, dropped to the remaining bench. Once more his thoughts were whirling in perplexed turbulence. Was all this indeed but illusion? Was he sitting, in actuality, in a prosaic hotel room, peering through magic spectacles that pictured this world about him, or was he, transported by some miracle, really sitting here in this land of loveliness? He touched the bench; stone, hard and unyielding, met his fingers.


    'Leucon,' said his voice, 'how did you know I was coming?'


    'I was told,' said the other.


    'By whom?'


    'By no one.'


    ' Why- someone must have told you!'


    The Gray Weaver shook his solemn head. 'I was just told.'


    Dan ceased his questioning, content for the moment to drink in the beauty about him, and then Galatea returned bearing a crystal bowl of the strange fruits. They were piled in colorful disorder, red, purple, orange and yellow, pear-shaped, egg-shaped, and clustered spheroids- fantastic, unearthly. He selected a pale, transparent ovoid, bit into it, and was deluged by a flood of sweet liquid, to the amusement of the girl. She laughed and chose a similar morsel; biting a tiny puncture in the end, she squeezed the contents into her mouth. Dan took a different sort, purple and tart as Rhenish wine, and then another, filled with edible, almond-like seeds. Galatea laughed delightedly at his surprises, and even Leucon smiled a gray smile. Finally Dan tossed the last husk into the brook beside them, where it danced briskly toward the river.


    'Galatea,' he said, 'do you ever go to a city? What cities are in Paracosma?'


    'Cities? What are cities?'


    'Places where many people live close together.'


    'Oh,' said the girl frowning. 'No. There are no cities here.'


    'Then where are the people of Paracosma? You must have neighbors.'


    The girl looked puzzled. 'A man and a woman live off there,' she said, gesturing toward a distant blue range of hills dim on the horizon. 'Far away over there. I went there once, but Leucon and I prefer the valley.'


    'But Galatea!' protested Dan. 'Are you and Leucon alone in this valley? Where-what happened to your parents-your father and mother?'


    'They went away. That way-toward the sunrise. They'll return some day.'


    'And if they don't?'


    'Why, foolish one! What could hinder them?'


    'Wild beasts,' said Dan. 'Poisonous insects, disease, flood, storm, lawless people, death!'


    'I never heard those words,' said Galatea. 'There are no such things here.' She sniffed contemptuously. 'Lawless people!'


    'Not-death?'


    'What is death?'


    'It's-' Dan paused helplessly. 'It's like falling asleep and never waking. It's what happens to everyone at the end of life.'


    'I never heard of such a thing as the end of life!' said the girl decidedly. 'There isn't such a thing.'


    'What happens, then,' queried Dan desperately, 'when one grows old?'


    'Nothing, silly! No one grows old unless he wants to, like Leucon. A person grows to the age he likes best and then stops. It's a law!'


    Dan gathered his chaotic thoughts. He stared into Galatea's dark, lovely eyes. 'Have you stopped yet?'


    The dark eyes dropped; he was amazed to see a deep, embarrassed flush spread over her cheeks. She looked at Leucon nodding reflectively on his bench, then back to Dan, meeting his gaze.


    'Not yet,' she said.


    'And when will you, Galatea?'


    'When I have had the one child permitted me. You see-' she stared down at her dainty toes-'one cannot-bear children-afterwards.'


    'Permitted? Permitted by whom?'


    'By a law.'


    'Laws! Is everything here governed by laws? What of chance and accidents?'


    'What are those-chance and accidents?'


    'Things unexpected-things unforeseen.'


    'Nothing is unforeseen,' said Galatea, still soberly. She repeated slowly, 'Nothing is unforeseen.' He fancied her voice was wistful.


    Leucon looked up. 'Enough of this,' he said abruptly. He turned to Dan, 'I know these words of yours-chance, disease, death. They are not for Paracosma. Keep them in your unreal country.'


    'Where did you hear them, then?'


    'From Galatea's mother,' said the Gray Weaver, 'who had them from your predecessors phantom who visited here before Galatea was born.'


    Dan had a vision of Ludwig's face. 'What was he like?'


    'Much like you.'


    'But his name?'


    The old man's mouth was suddenly grim. 'We do not speak of him,' he said and rose, entering the dwelling in cold silence.


    'He goes to weave,' said Galatea after a moment. Her lovely piquant face was still troubled.


    'What does he weave?'


    'This.' She fingered the silver cloth of her gown. 'He weaves it out of metal bars on a very clever machine. I do not know the method.'


    'Who made the machine?'


    'It was here.'


    'But-Galatea! Who built the house? Who planted these fruit trees?'


    'They were here. The house and trees were always here,' She lifted her eyes. 'I told you everything had been foreseen, from the beginning until eternity-everything. The house and trees and machine were ready for Leucon and my parents and me. There is a place for my child, who will be a girl, and a place for her child-and so on forever.'


    Dan thought a moment. 'Were you born here?'


    'I don't know.' He noted in sudden concern that her eyes were glistening with tears.


    'Galatea, dear! Why are you unhappy? What's wrong?'


    'Why, nothing!' She shook her black curls, sniffed suddenly at him. 'What could be wrong? How can one be unhappy in Paracosma?' She sprang erect and seized his hand. 'Come! Let's gather fruit for tomorrow.'


    She darted off in a whirl of flashing silver, and Dan followed her around the wing of the edifice. Graceful as a dancer she leaped for a branch above her head, caught it laughingly, and tossed a great golden globe to him. She loaded his arms with the bright prizes and sent him back to the bench, and when he returned, she piled it so full of fruit that a deluge of colorful spheres dropped around him. She laughed again, and sent them spinning into the brook with thrusts of her rosy toes, while Dan watched her with an aching wistfulness. Then suddenly she was facing him; for a long, tense instant they stood motionless, eyes upon eyes, and then she turned away and walked slowly around to the arched portal. He followed her with his burden of fruit; his mind was once more in a turmoil of doubt and perplexity.


    The little sun was losing itself behind the trees of that colossal forest to the west, and a coolness stirred among long shadows. The brook was purple-hued in the dusk, but its cheery notes mingled still with the flower music. Then the sun was hidden; the shadow fingers darkened the meadow; of a sudden the flowers were still, and the brook gurgled alone in a world of silence. In silence too, Dan entered the doorway.


    The chamber within was a spacious one, flooded with large black and white squares; exquisite benches of carved marble were here and there. Old Leucon, in a far corner, bent over an intricate, glistening mechanism, and as Dan entered he drew a shining length of silver cloth from it, folded it, and placed it carefully aside. There was a curious, unearthly fact that Dan noted; despite windows open to the evening, no night insects circled the globes that glowed at intervals from niches in the walls.


    Galatea stood in a doorway to his left, leaning half-wearily against the frame; he placed the bowl of fruit on a bench at the entrance and moved to her side.


    'This is yours,' she said, indicating the room beyond. He looked in upon a pleasant, smaller chamber; a window framed a starry square, and a thin, swift, nearly silent stream of water gushed from the mouth of a carved human head on the left wall, curving into a six-foot basin sunk in the floor. Another of the graceful benches covered with the silver cloth completed the furnishings; a single glowing sphere, pendant by a chain from the ceiling, illuminated the room. Dan turned to the girl, whose eyes were still unwontedly serious.


    'This is ideal,' he said, 'but, Galatea, how am I to turn out the light?'


    'Turn it out?' she said. 'You must cap it-so!' A faint smile showed again on her lips as she dropped a metal covering over the shining sphere. They stood tense in the darkness; Dan sensed her nearness achingly, and then the light was on once more. She moved toward the door, and there paused, taking his hand.


    'Dear shadow,' she said softly, 'I hope your dreams are music.' She was gone.


    Dan stood irresolute in his chamber; he glanced into the large room where Leucon still bent over his work, and the Gray Weaver raised a hand in a solemn salutation, but said nothing. He felt no urge for the old man's silent company and turned back into his room to prepare for slumber.


    Almost instantly, it seemed, the dawn was upon him and bright elfin pipings were all about him, while the odd ruddy sun sent a broad slanting plane of light across the room. He rose as fully aware of his surroundings as if he had not slept at all; the pool tempted him and he bathed in stinging water. Thereafter he emerged into the central chamber, noting curiously that the globes still glowed in dim rivalry to the daylight. He touched one casually; it was cool as metal to his fingers, and lifted freely from its standard. For a moment he held the cold flaming thing in his hands, then replaced it and wandered into the dawn


    Galatea was dancing up the path, eating a strange fruit as rosy as her lips. She was merry again, once more the happy nymph who had greeted him, and she gave him a bright smile as he chose a sweet green ovoid for his breakfast.


    'Come on!' she called. 'To the river!'


    She skipped away toward the unbelievable forest; Dan followed, marveling that her lithe speed was so easy a match for his stronger muscles. Then they were laughing in the pool, splashing about until Galatea drew herself to the bank, glowing and panting. He followed her as she lay relaxed; strangely, he was neither tired nor breathless, with no sense of exertion. A question recurred to him, as yet unasked.


    'Galatea,' said his voice, 'whom will you take as mate?'


    Her eyes went serious. 'I don't know,' she said. 'At the proper time he will come. That is a law.'


    'And will you be happy?'


    'Of course.' She seemed troubled. 'Isn't everyone happy?'


    'Not where I live, Galatea.'


    'Then that must be a strange place-that ghostly world of yours. A rather terrible place.'


    'It is, often enough,' Dan agreed. 'I wish-' He paused. What did he wish? Was he not talking to an illusion, a dream, an apparition? He looked at the girl, at her glistening black hair, her eyes, her soft white skin, and then, for a tragic moment, he tried to feel the arms of that drab hotel chair beneath his hands-and failed. He smiled; he reached out his fingers to touch her bare arm, and for an instant she looked back at him with startled, sober eyes, and sprang to her feet.


    'Come on! I want to show you my country.' She set off down the stream, and Dan rose reluctantly to follow.


    What a day that was! They traced the little river from still pool to singing rapids, and ever about them were the strange twitterings and pipings that were the voices of the flowers. Every turn brought a new vista of beauty; every moment brought a new sense of delight. They talked or were silent; when they were thirsty, the cool river was at hand; when they were hungry, fruit offered itself. When they were tired, there was always a deep pool and a mossy bank; and when they were rested, a new beauty beckoned. The incredible trees towered in numberless forms of fantasy, but on their own side of the river was still the flower-starred meadow. Galatea twisted him a bright-blossomed garland for his head, and thereafter he moved always with a sweet singing about him. But little by little the red sun slanted toward the forest, and the hours dripped away. It was Dan who pointed it out, and reluctantly they turned homeward.


    As they returned, Galatea sang a strange song, plaintive and sweet as the medley of river and flower music. And again her eyes were sad.


    'What song is that?' he asked.


    'It is a song sung by another Galatea,' she answered, 'who is my mother.' She laid her hand on his arm. 'I will make it into English for you.' She sang:


    


    'The River lies in flower and fern, in flower and fern it breathes a song.


    It breathes a song of your return,


    Of your return in years too long.


    In years too long its murmurs bring


    Its murmurs bring their vain replies, Their vain replies the flowers sing,


    The flowers sing, 'The River lies!'


    


    Her voice quavered on the final notes; there was silence save for the tinkle of water and the flower bugles. Dan said, 'Galatea-' and paused. The girl was again somber-eyed, tearful. He said huskily, 'That's a sad song, Galatea. Why was your mother sad? You said everyone was happy in Paracosma.'


    'She broke a law,' replied the girl tonelessly. 'It is the inevitable way to sorrow.' She faced him. 'She fell in love with a phantom!' Galatea said. 'One of your shadowy race, who came and stayed and then had to go back. So when her appointed lover came, it was too late; do you understand? But she yielded finally to the law, and is forever unhappy, and goes wandering from place to place about the world.' She paused. 'I shall never break a law,' she said defiantly.


    Dan took her hand. 'I would not have you unhappy, Galatea. I want you always happy.'


    She shook her head. 'I am happy,' she said, and smiled a tender, wistful smile.


    They were silent a long time as they trudged the way homeward. The shadows of the forest giants reached out across the river as the sun slipped behind them. For a distance they walked hand in hand, but as they reached the path of pebbly brightness near the house, Galatea drew away and sped swiftly before him. Dan followed as quickly as he might; when he arrived, Leucon sat on his bench by the portal, and Galatea had paused on the threshold. She watched his approach with eyes in which he again fancied the glint of tears.


    'I am very tired,' she said, and slipped within.


    Dan moved to follow, but the old man raised a staying hand.


    'Friend from the shadows,' he said, 'will you hear me a moment?'


    Dan paused, acquiesced, and dropped to the opposite bench. He felt a sense of foreboding; nothing pleasant awaited him.


    'There is something to be said,' Leucon continued, 'and I say it without desire to pain you, if phantoms feel pain. It is this: Galatea loves you, though I think she has not yet realized it.'


    'I love her too,' said Dan.


    The Gray Weaver stared at him. 'I do not understand. Substance, indeed, may love shadow, but how can shadow love substance?'


    'I love her,' insisted Dan.


    'Then woe to both of you! For this is impossible in Paracosma; it is a confliction with the laws. Galatea's mate is appointed, perhaps even now approaching.'


    'Laws! Laws!' muttered Dan. 'Whose laws are they? Not Galatea's nor mine!'


    'But they are,' said the Gray Weaver. 'It is not for you nor for me to criticize them-though I yet wonder what power could annul them to permit your presence here!'


    'I had no voice in your laws.'


    The old man peered at him in the dusk. 'Has anyone, anywhere, a voice in the laws?' he queried.


    'In my country we have,' retorted Dan.


    'Madness!' growled Leucon. 'Man-made laws! Of what use are man-made laws with only man-made penalties, or none at all? If you shadows make a law that the wind shall blow only from the east, does the west wind obey it?'


    'We do pass such laws,' acknowledged Dan bitterly. 'They may be stupid, but they're no more unjust than yours.'


    'Ours,' said the Gray Weaver, 'are the unalterable laws of the world, the laws of Nature. Violation is always unhappiness. I have seen it; I have known it in another, in Galatea's mother, though Galatea is stronger than she.' He paused. 'Now,' he continued, 'I ask only for mercy; your stay is short, and I ask that you do no more harm than is already done. Be merciful; give her no more to regret.'


    He rose and moved through the archway; when Dan followed a moment later, he was already removing a square of silver from his device in the corner. Dan turned silent and unhappy to his own chamber, where the jet of water tinkled faintly as a distant bell.


    Again he rose at the glow of dawn, and again Galatea was before him, meeting him at the door with her bowl of fruit. She deposited her burden, giving him a wan little smile of greeting, and stood facing him as if waiting.


    'Come with me, Galatea,' he said.


    'Where?'


    'To the river bank. To talk.'


    They trudged in silence to the brink of Galatea's pool. Dan noted a subtle difference in the world about him; outlines were vague, the thin flower pipings less audible and the very landscape was queerly unstable, shifting like smoke when he wasn't looking at it directly. And strangely, though he had brought the girl here to talk to her, he had now nothing to say, but sat in aching silence with his eyes on the loveliness of her face.


    Galatea pointed at the red ascending sun. 'So short a time,' she said, 'before you go back to your phantom world. I shall be sorry, very sorry.' She touched his cheek with her fingers. 'Dear shadow!'


    'Suppose,' said Dan huskily, 'that I won't go. What if I won't leave here?' His voice grew fiercer. 'I'll not go! I'm going to stay!'


    The calm mournfulness of the girl's face checked him; he felt the irony of struggling against the inevitable progress of a dream. She spoke. 'Had I the making of the laws, you should stay. But you can't, dear one. You can't!'


    Forgotten now were the words of the Gray Weaver. 'I love you, Galatea,' he said.


    'And I you,' she whispered. 'See, dearest shadow, how I break the same law my mother broke, and am glad to face the sorrow it will bring.' She placed her hand tenderly over his. 'Leucon is very wise and I am bound to obey him, but this is beyond his wisdom because he let himself grow old.' She paused. 'He let himself grow old,' she repeated slowly. A strange light gleamed in her dark eyes as she turned suddenly to Dan.


    'Dear one!' she said tensely. 'That thing that happens to the old- that death of yours! What follows it?'


    'What follows death?' he echoed. 'Who knows?'


    'But-' Her voice was quivering. 'But one can't simply vanish! There must be an awakening.'


    'Who knows?' said Dan again. 'There are those who believe we wake to a happier world, but-' He shook his head hopelessly.


    'It must be true! Oh, it must be!' Galatea cried. 'There must be more for you than the mad world you speak of!' She leaned very close. 'Suppose, dear,' she said, 'that when my appointed lover arrives, I send him away. Suppose I bear no child, but let myself grow old, older than Leucon, old until death. Would I join you in your happier world?'


    'Galatea!' he cried distractedly. 'Oh, my dearest-what a terrible thought!'


    'More terrible than you know,' she: whispered, still very close to him. 'It is more than violation of a law; it is rebellion. Everything is planned, everything was foreseen, except this; and if I bear no child, her place will be left unfilled, and the places of her children, and of their children, and so on until some day the whole great plan of Paracosma fails of whatever its destiny was to be.' Her whisper grew very faint and fearful. 'It is destruction, but I love you more than I fear death!'


    Dan's arms were about her. 'No, Galatea! No! Promise me!'


    She murmured, 'I can promise and then break my promise.' She drew his head down; their lips touched, and he felt a fragrance and a taste like honey in her kiss. 'At least,' she breathed. 'I can give you a name by which to love you. Philometros! Measure of my love!'


    'A name?' muttered Dan. A fantastic idea shot through his mind-a way of proving to himself that all this was reality, and not just a page that any one could read who wore old Ludwig's magic spectacles. If Galatea would speak his name! Perhaps, he thought daringly, perhaps then he could stay! He thrust her away.


    'Galatea!' he cried. 'Do you remember my name?'


    She nodded silently, her unhappy eyes on his.


    'Then say it! Say it, dear!'


    She stared at him dumbly, miserably, but made no sound.


    'Say it, Galatea!' he pleaded desperately. 'My name, dear-just my name!' Her mouth moved; she grew pale with effort and Dan could have sworn that his name trembled on her quivering lips, though no sound came.


    At last she spoke. 'I can't, dearest one! Oh, I can't. A law forbids it!' She stood suddenly erect, pallid as an ivory carving. 'Leucon calls!' she said, and darted away. Dan followed along the pebbled path, but her speed was beyond his powers; at the portal he found only the Gray Weaver standing cold and stern. He raised his hand as Dan appeared.


    'Your time is short,' he said. 'Go, thinking of the havoc you have done.'


    'Where's Galatea?' gasped Dan.


    'I have sent her away.' The old man blocked the entrance; for a moment Dan would have struck him aside, but something withheld him. He stared wildly about the meadow-there! A flash of silver beyond the river, at the edge of the forest. He turned and raced toward it, while motionless and cold the Gray Weaver watched him go.


    'Galatea!' he called. 'Galatea!'


    He was over the river now, on the forest bank, running through columned vistas that whirled about him like mist. The world had gone cloudy; fine flakes danced like snow before his eyes; Paracosma was dissolving around him. Through the chaos he fancied a glimpse of the girl, but closer approach left him still voicing his hopeless cry of 'Galatea!'


    After an endless time, he paused; something familiar about the spot struck him, and just as the red sun edged above him, he recognized the place-the very point at which he had entered Paracosma! A sense of futility overwhelmed him as for a moment he gazed at an unbelievable apparition-a dark window hung in mid-air before him through which glowed rows of electric lights. Ludwig's window!


    It vanished. But the trees writhed and the sky darkened, and he swayed dizzily in turmoil. He realized suddenly that he was no longer standing, but sitting in the midst of the crazy glade, and his hands clutched something smooth and hard-the arms of that miserable hotel chair. Then at last he saw her, close before him-Galatea, with sorrow-stricken features, her tear-filled eyes on his. He made a terrific effort to rise, stood erect, and fell sprawling in a blaze of coruscating lights.


    He struggled to his knees; walls-Ludwig's room-encompassed him; he must have slipped from the chair. The magic spectacles lay before him, one lens splintered and spilling a fluid no longer water-clear, but white as milk.


    'God!' he muttered. He felt shaken, sick, exhausted, with a bitter sense of bereavement, and his head ached fiercely. The room was drab, disgusting; he wanted to get out of it. He glanced automatically at his watch: four o'clock-he must have sat here nearly five hours. For the first time he noticed Ludwig's absence; he was glad of it and walked dully out of the door to an automatic elevator. There was no response to his ring; someone was using the thing. He walked three flights to the street and back to his own room.


    In love with a vision! Worse-in love with a girl who had never lived, in a fantastic Utopia that was literally nowhere! He threw himself on his bed with a groan that was half a sob.


    He saw finally the implication of the name Galatea. Galatea- Pygmalion's statue, given life by Venus in the ancient Grecian myth. But his Galatea, warm and lovely and vital, must remain forever without the gift of life, since he was neither Pygmalion nor God.


    He woke late in the morning, staring uncomprehendingly about for the fountain and pool of Paracosma. Slow comprehension dawned; how much- how much of last night's experience had been real? How much was the product of alcohol? Or had old Ludwig been right, and was there no difference between reality and dream?


    He changed his rumpled attire and wandered despondently to the street. He found Ludwig's hotel at last; inquiry revealed that the diminutive professor had checked out, leaving no forwarding address.


    What of it? Even Ludwig couldn't give what he sought, a living Galatea. Dan was glad that he had disappeared; he hated the little professor. Professor? Hypnotists called themselves 'professors.' He dragged through a weary day and then a sleepless night back to Chicago.


    It was mid-winter when he saw a suggestively tiny figure ahead of him in the Loop. Ludwig! Yet what use to hail him? His cry was automatic. 'Professor Ludwig!'


    The elfin figure turned, recognized him, smiled. They stepped into the shelter of a building.


    'I'm sorry about your machine, Professor. I'd be glad to pay for the damage.'


    'Ach, that was nothing-a cracked glass. But you-have you been ill? You look much the worse.'


    'It's nothing,' said Dan. 'Your show was marvelous, Professor- marvelous! I'd have told you so, but you were gone when it ended.'


    Ludwig shrugged. 'I went to the lobby for a cigar. Five hours with a wax dummy, you know!'


    'It was marvelous,' repeated Dan.


    'So real?' smiled the other. 'Only because you co-operated, then. It takes self-hypnosis.'


    'It was real, all right,' agreed Dan glumly. 'I don't understand it -that strange beautiful country.'


    'The trees were club-mosses enlarged by a lens,' said Ludwig. 'All was trick photography, but stereoscopic, as I told you-three dimensional. The fruits were rubber; the house is a summer building on our campus-Northern University. And the voice was mine; you didn't speak at all, except your name at the first, and I left a blank for that. I played your part, you see; I went around with the photographic apparatus strapped on my head, to keep the viewpoint always that of the observer. See?' He grinned wryly. 'Luckily I'm rather short, or you'd have seemed a giant.'


    'Wait a minute!' said Dan, his mind whirling. 'You say you played my part. Then Galatea-is she real too?'


    'She's real enough,' said the Professor. 'My niece, a senior at Northern, and likes dramatics. She helped me out with the thing. Why? Want to meet her?'


    Dan answered vaguely, happily. An ache had vanished; a pain was eased. Paracosma was attainable at last!


    


    

  


  
    Redemption Cairn


    


    HAVE you ever been flat broke, hungry as the very devil, and yet so down and out that you didn't even care? Looking back now, after a couple of months, it's hard to put it into words, but I think the low point was the evening old Captain Harris Henshaw dropped into my room—my room, that is, until the twenty-four-hour notice to move or pay up expired.


    There I sat, Jack Sands, ex-rocket pilot. Yeah, the same Jack Sands you're thinking of, the one who cracked up the Gunderson Europa expedition trying to land at Young's Field, Long Island, in March, 2110. Just a year and a half ago! It seemed like ten and a half. Five hundred idle days. Eighteen months of having your friends look the other way when you happened to pass on the street, partly because they're ashamed to nod to a pilot that's been tagged yellow, and partly because they feel maybe it's kinder to just let you drop out of sight peacefully.


    I didn't even look up when a knock sounded on my door, because I knew it could only be the landlady. "Haven't got it," I growled. "I've got a right to stay out my notice."


    "You got a right to make a damn fool of yourself," said Henshaw's voice. "Why don't you tell your friends your address?"


    "Harris!" I yelled. It was "Captain" only aboard ship. Then I caught myself. "What's the matter?" I asked, grinning bitterly. "Did you crack up, too? Coming to join me on the dust heap, eh?"


    "Coming to offer you a job," he growled.


    "Yeah? It must be a swell one, then. Carting sand to fill up the blast pits on a field, huh? And I'm damn near hungry enough to take it—but not quite."


    "It's a piloting job," said Henshaw quietly.


    "Who wants a pilot who's been smeared with yellow paint? What outfit will trust its ships to a coward? Don't you know that Jack Sands is tagged forever?"


    "Shut up, Jack," he said briefly. "I'm offering you the job as pilot under me on Interplanetary's new Europa expedition."


    I started to burn up then. You see, it was returning from Jupiter's third moon, Europa, that I'd smashed up the Gunderson outfit, and now I got a wild idea that Henshaw was taunting me about that. "By Heaven!" I screeched. "If you're trying to be funny—"


    But he wasn't. I quieted down when I saw he was serious, and he went on slowly, "I want a pilot I can trust, Jack. I don't know anything about your cracking up the Hera; I was on the Venus run when it happened. All I know is that I can depend on you."


    After a while I began to believe him. When I got over the shock a little, I figured Henshaw was friend enough to be entitled to the facts.


    "Listen, Harris," I said. "You're taking me on, reputation and all, and it looks to me as if you deserve an explanation. I haven't been whining about the bump I got, and I'm not now. I cracked up Gunderson and his outfit all right, only—" I hesitated; it's kind of tough to feel that maybe you're squirming in the pinch—"only my co-pilot, that fellow Kratska, forgot to mention a few things, and mentioned a few others that weren't true. Oh, it was my shift, right enough, but he neglected to tell the investigating committee that I'd stood his shift and my own before it. I'd been on for two long shifts, and this was my short one."


    "Two long ones!" echoed Henshaw. "You mean you were on sixteen hours before the landing shift?"


    "That's what I mean. I'll tell you just what I told the committee, and maybe you'll believe me. They didn't. But when Kratska showed up to relieve me he was hopped. He had a regular hexylamine jag, and he couldn't have piloted a tricycle. So I did the only possible thing to do; I sent him back to sleep it off, and I reported it to Gunderson, but that still left me the job of getting us down.


    "It wouldn't have been so bad if it had happened in space, because there isn't much for a pilot to do out there except follow the course laid out by the captain, and maybe dodge a meteor if the alarm buzzes. But I had sixteen solid hours of teetering down through a gravitational field, and by the time my four-hour spell came around I was bleary."


    "I don't wonder," said the captain. "Two long shifts!"


    Maybe I'd better explain a rocket's pilot system. On short runs like Venus or Mars, a vessel could carry three pilots, and then it's a simple matter of three eight-hour shifts. But on any longer run, because air and weight and fuel and food are all precious, no rocket ever carries more than two pilots.


    So a day's run is divided into four shifts, and each pilot has one long spell of eight hours, then four hours off, then four hours on again for his short shift, and then eight hours to sleep. He eats two of his meals right at the control desk, and the third during his short free period. It's a queer life, and sometimes men have been co-pilots for years without really seeing each other except at the beginning and the end of their run.


    I went on with my story, still wondering whether Henshaw would feel as if I were whining. "I was bleary," I repeated, "but Kratska showed up still foggy, and I didn't dare trust a hexylamine dope with the job of landing. Anyway, I'd reported to Gunderson, and that seemed to shift some of the responsibility to him. So I let Kratska sit in the control cabin, and I began to put down."


    Telling the story made me mad all over. "Those lousy reporters!" I blazed. "All of them seemed to think landing a rocket is like settling down in bed; you just cushion down on your underblast. Yeah; they don't realize that you have to land blind, because three hundred feet down from the ground the blast begins to splash against it.


    "You watch the leveling poles at the edge of the field and try to judge your altitude from them, but you don't see the ground; what you see under you are the flames of Hell. And another thing they don't realize: lowering a ship is like bringing down a dinner plate balanced on a fishing rod. If she starts to roll sideways—blooey! The underjets only hold you up when they're pointing down, you know."


    Henshaw let me vent my temper without interruption, and I returned to my story. "Well, I was getting down as well as could be expected. The Hera always did have a tendency to roll a little, but she wasn't the worst ship I've put to ground.


    "But every time she slid over a little, Kratska let out a yell; he was nervous from his dope jag, and he knew he was due to lose his license, and on top of that he was just plain scared by the side roll. We got to seventy feet on the leveling poles when she gave a pretty sharp roll, and Kratska went plain daffy."


    I hesitated. "I don't know exactly how to tell what happened. It went quick, and I didn't see all of it, of course. But suddenly Kratska, who had been fumbling with the air lock for ten minutes, shrieked something like `She's going over!' and grabbed the throttle. He shut off the blast before I could lift an eyelash, shut it off and flung himself out. Yeah; he'd opened the air lock.


    "Well, we were only seventy feet—less than that—above the field. We dropped like an overripe apple off a tree. I didn't have time even to move before we hit, and when we hit, all the fuel in all the jets must have let go. And for what happened after that you'd better read the newspapers."


    "Not me," said Henshaw. "You spill it."


    "I can't, not all of it, because I was laid out. But I can guess, all right. It seems that when the jets blew off, Kratska was just picked up in a couple of cubic yards of the soft sand he had landed in, and tossed clear. He had nothing but a broken wrist. And as for me, apparently I was shot out of the control room, and banged up considerably. And as for Gunderson, his professors, and everyone else on the Hera—well, they were just stains on the pool of molten ferralumin that was left."


    "Then how," asked Henshaw, "did they hang it on you?"


    I tried to control my voice. "Kratska," I said grimly. "The field was clear for landing; nobody can stand in close with the blast splashing in a six-hundred-foot circle. Of course, they saw someone jump from the nose of the ship after the jets cut off, but how could they tell which of us? And the explosion shuffled the whole field around, and nobody knew which was what."


    "Then it should have been his word against yours."


    "Yeah; it should have been. But the field knew it was my shift because I'd been talking over the landing beam, and besides, Kratska got to the reporters first. I never even knew of the mess until I woke up at Grand Mercy Hospital thirteen days later. By that time Kratska had talked and I was the goat."


    "But the investigating committee?"


    I grunted. "Sure, the investigating committee. I'd reported to Gunderson, but he made a swell witness, being just an impurity in a mass of ferralumin alloy. And Kratska had disappeared anyway."


    "Couldn't they find him?"


    "Not on what I knew about him. We picked him up at Junopolis on Io, because Briggs was down with white fever. I didn't see him at all except when we were relieving each other, and you know what that's like, seeing somebody in a control cabin with the sun shields up. And on Europa we kept to space routine, so I couldn't even give you a good description of him. He had a beard, but so have ninety per cent of us after a long hop, and he said when we took him on that he'd just come over from the Earth." I paused. "I'll find him some day."


    "Hope you do," said Henshaw briskly. "About this present run, now. There'll be you and me, and then there'll be Stefan Coretti, a physical chemist, and an Ivor Gogrol, a biologist. That's the scientific personnel of the expedition."


    "Yeah, but who's my co-pilot? That's what interests me."


    "Oh, sure," said Henshaw, and coughed. "Your co-pilot. Well, I've been meaning to tell you. It's Claire Avery." "Claire Avery!"


    "That's right," agreed the captain gloomily. "The Golden Flash herself. The only woman pilot to have her name on the Curry cup, winner of this year's Apogee race."


    "She's no pilot!" I snapped. "She's a rich publicity hound with brass nerves. I was just curious enough to blow ten bucks rental on a 'scope to watch that race. She was ninth rounding the Moon. Ninth! Do you know how she won? She gunned her rocket under full acceleration practically all the way back, and then fell into a braking orbit.


    "Any sophomore in Astronautics II knows that you can't calculate a braking orbit without knowing the density of the stratosphere and ionosphere, and even then its a gamble. That's what she did—simply gambled, and happened to be lucky. Why do you pick a rich moron with a taste for thrills on a job like this?"


    "I didn't pick her, Jack. Interplanetary picked her for publicity purposes. To tell the truth, I think this whole expedition is an attempt to get a little favorable advertising to offset that shady stock investigation this spring. Interplanetary wants to show itself as the noble patron of exploration. So Claire Avery will take off for the television and papers, and you'll be politely ignored."


    "And that suits me! I wouldn't even take the job if things were a little different, and—" I broke off suddenly, frozen "Say," I said weakly, "did you know they'd revoked my license?"


    "You don't say," said Henshaw. "And after all the trouble I had talking Interplanetary into permission to take you on, too." Then he grinned. "Here," he said, tossing me an envelope. "See how long it'll take you to lose this one."


    But the very sight of the familiar blue paper was enough to make me forget a lot of things—Kratska, Claire Avery, even hunger.


    


    The take-off was worse than I had expected. I had sense enough to wear my pilot's goggles to the field, but of course I was recognized as soon as I joined the group at the rocket. They'd given us the Minos, an old ship, but she looked as if she'd handle well.


    The newsmen must have had orders to ignore me, but I could hear plenty of comments from the crowd. And to finish things up, there was Claire Avery, a lot prettier than she looked on the television screens, but with the same unmistakable cobalt-blue eyes, and hair closer to the actual shade of metallic gold than any I'd ever seen. The "Golden Flash," the newsmen called her. Blah!


    She accepted her introduction to me with the coolest possible nod, as if to say to the scanners and cameras that it wasn't her choice she was teamed with yellow Jack Sands. But for that matter, Coretti's black Latin eyes were not especially cordial either, nor were Gogrol's broad features. I'd met Gogrol somewhere before, but couldn't place him at the moment.


    Well, at last the speeches were over, and the photographers and broadcast men let the Golden Flash stop posing, and she and I got into the control cabin for the take-off. I still wore my goggles, and huddled down low besides, because there were a dozen telescopic cameras and scanners recording us from the field's edge. Claire Avery simply ate it up, though, smiling and waving before she cut in the underblast. But finally we were rising over the flame.


    She was worse than I'd dreamed. The Minos was a sweetly balanced ship, but she rolled it like a baby's cradle. She had the radio on the field broadcast, and I could hear the description of the take-off: "—heavily laden. There—she rolls again. But she's making altitude. The blast has stopped splashing now, and is coming down in a beautiful fan of fire. A difficult take-off, even for the Golden Flash." A difficult take-off! Bunk!


    I was watching the red bubble in the level, but I stole a glance to Claire Avery's face, and it wasn't so cool and stand-offish now. And just then the bubble in the level bobbed way over, and I heard the girl at my side give a frightened little gasp. This wasn't cradle rocking any more—we were in a real roll!


    I slapped her hands hard and grabbed the U-bar. I cut the underjets completely off, letting the ship fall free, then shot the full blast through the right laterals. It was damn close, I'm ready to swear, but we leveled, and I snapped on the under-blast before we lost a hundred feet of altitude. And there was that inane radio still talking: "They're over! No—they've leveled again, but what a roll! She's a real pilot, this Golden Flash—"


    I looked at her; she was pale and shaken, but her eyes were angry. "Golden Flash, eh?" I jeered. "The gold must refer to your money, but what's the flash? It can't have much to do with your ability as a pilot." But at that time I had no idea how pitifully little she really knew about rocketry.


    She flared. "Anyway," she hissed, her lips actually quivering with rage, "the gold doesn't refer to color, Mr. Malaria Sands!" She knew that would hurt; the "Malaria" was some bright columnist's idea of a pun on my name. You see, malaria's popularly called Yellow Jack. "Besides," she went on defiantly, "I could have pulled out of that roll myself, and you know it."


    "Sure," I said, with the meanest possible sarcasm. We had considerable upward velocity now, and plenty of altitude, both of which tend toward safety because they give one more time to pull out of a roll. "You can take over again now. The hard part's over."


    She gave me a look from those electric blue eyes, and I began to realize just what sort of trip I was in for. Coretti and Gogrol had indicated their unfriendliness plainly enough, and heaven knows I couldn't mistake the hatred in Claire Avery's eyes, so that left just Captain Henshaw. But the captain of the ship dare not show favoritism; so all in all I saw myself doomed to a lonely trip.


    Lonely isn't the word for it. Henshaw was decent enough, but since Claire Avery had started with a long shift and so had the captain, they were having their free spells and meals on the same schedule, along with Gogrol, and that left me with Coretti. He was pretty cool, and I had pride enough left not to make any unwanted advances.


    Gogrol was worse; I saw him seldom enough, but he never addressed a word to me except on routine. Yet there was something familiar about him— As for Claire Avery, I simply wasn't in her scheme of things at all; she even relieved me in silence.


    Offhand, I'd have said it was the wildest sort of stupidity to send a girl with four men on a trip like this. Well, I had to hand it to Claire Avery; in that way she was a splendid rocketrix. She took the inconveniences of space routine without a murmur, and she was so companionable—that is, with the others—that it was like having a young and unusually entertaining man aboard.


    And, after all, Gogrol was twice her age and Henshaw almost three times; Coretti was younger, but I was the only one who was really of her generation. But as I say, she hated me; Coretti seemed to stand best with her.


    So the weary weeks of the journey dragged along. The Sun shrunk up to a disk only a fifth the diameter of the terrestrial Sun, but Jupiter grew to an enormous moon-like orb with its bands and spots gloriously tinted. It was an exquisite sight, and sometimes, since eight hours' sleep is more than I can use, I used to slip into the control room while Claire Avery was on duty, just to watch the giant planet and its moons. The girl and I never said a word to each other.


    We weren't to stop at Io, but were landing directly on Europa, our destination, the third moon outward from the vast molten globe of Jupiter. In some ways Europa is the queerest little sphere in the Solar System, and for many years it was believed to be quite uninhabitable. It is, too, as far as seventy per cent of its surface goes, but the remaining area is a wild and weird region.


    This is the mountainous hollow in the face toward Jupiter, for Europa, like the Moon, keeps one face always toward its primary. Here in this vast depression, all of the tiny world's scanty atmosphere is collected, gathered like little lakes and puddles into the valleys between mountain ranges that often pierce through the low-lying air into the emptiness of space.


    Often enough a single valley forms a microcosm sundered by nothingness from the rest of the planet, generating its own little rainstorms under pygmy cloud banks, inhabited by its indigenous life, untouched by, and unaware of, all else.


    In the ephemeris, Europa is dismissed prosaically with a string of figures: diameter, 2099 M.—period, 3 days, 13 hours, 14 seconds—distance from primary, 425,160 M. For an astronomical ephemeris isn't concerned with the thin film of life that occasionally blurs a planet's surface; it has nothing to say of the slow libration of Europa that sends intermittent tides of air washing against the mountain slopes under the tidal drag of Jupiter, nor of the waves that sometimes spill air from valley to valley, and sometimes spill alien life as well.


    Least of all is the ephemeris concerned with the queer forms that crawl now and then right up out of the air pools, to lie on the vacuum-bathed peaks exactly as strange fishes flopped their way out of the Earthly seas to bask on the sands at the close of the Devonian age.


    


    Of the five of us, I was the only one who had ever visited Europa—or so I thought at the time. Indeed, there were few men in the world who had actually set foot on the inhospitable little planet; Gunderson and his men were dead, save me and perhaps Kratska, and we had been the first organized expedition.


    Only a few stray adventurers from Io had preceded us. So it was to me that Captain Henshaw directed his orders when he said, "Take us as close as possible to Gunderson's landing."


    It began to be evident that we'd make ground toward the end of Claire's long shift, so I crawled out of the coffinlike niche I called my cabin an hour early, and went up to the control room to guide her down. We were seventy or eighty miles up, but there were no clouds or air distortion here, and the valleys crisscrossed under us like a relief map.


    It was infernally hard to pick Gunderson's valley; the burned spot from the blast was long since grown over, and I had only memory to rely on, for, of course, all charts were lost with the Hera. But I knew the general region, and it really made less difference than it might have, for practically all the valleys in that vicinity were connected by passes; one could walk between them in breathable air.


    After a while I picked one of a series of narrow parallel valleys, one with what I knew was a salt pool in the center—though most of them had that; they'd be desert without it—and pointed it out to Claire. "That one," I said, adding maliciously, "and I'd better warn you that it's narrow and deep—a ticklish landing place."


    She flashed me an unfriendly glance from sapphire eyes, but said nothing. But a voice behind me sounded unexpectedly: "To the left! The one to the left. It—it looks easier."


    Gogrol! I was startled for a moment, then turned coldly on him. "Keep out of the control room during landings," I snapped.


    He glared, muttered something, and retired. But he left me a trifle worried; not that his valley to the left was any easier to land in—that was pure bunk—but it looked a little familiar! Actually, I wasn't sure but that Gogrol had pointed out Gunderson's valley.


    But I stuck to my first guess. The irritation I felt I took out on Claire. "Take it slow!" I said gruffly. "This isn't a landing field. Nobody's put up leveling poles in these valleys. You're going to have to land completely blind from about four hundred feet, because the blast begins to splash sooner in this thin air. You go down by level and guess, and Heaven help us if you roll her! There's no room for rolling between those cliffs."


    She bit her lip nervously. The Minos was already rolling under the girl's inexpert hand, though that wasn't dangerous while we still had ten or twelve miles of altitude. But the ground was coming up steadily.


    I was in a cruel mood. I watched the strain grow in her lovely features, and if I felt any pity, I lost it when I thought of the way she had treated me. So I taunted her.


    "This shouldn't be a hard landing for the Golden Flash. Or maybe you'd rather be landing at full speed, so you could fall into a braking ellipse—only that wouldn't work here, because the air doesn't stick up high enough to act as a brake."


    And a few minutes later, when her lips were quivering with tension, I said, "It takes more than publicity and gambler's luck to make a pilot, doesn't it?"


    She broke. She screamed suddenly, "Oh, take it! Take it, then!" and slammed the U-bar into my hands. Then she huddled back in her corner sobbing, with her golden hair streaming over her face.


    I took over; I had no choice. I pulled the Minos out of the roll Claire's gesture had put her in, and then started teetering down on the underjets. It was pitifully easy because of Europa's low gravitation and the resulting low falling acceleration; it gave the pilot so much time to compensate for side sway.


    I began to realize how miserably little the Golden Flash really knew about rocketry, and, despite myself, I felt a surge of pity for her. But why pity her? Everyone knew that Claire Avery was simply a wealthy, thrill-intoxicated daredevil, with more than her share of money, of beauty, of adulation. The despised Jack Sands pitying her? That's a laugh!


    The underblast hit and splashed, turning the brown-clad valley into black ashes and flame. I inched down very slowly now, for there was nothing to see below save the fiery sheet of the blast, and I watched the bubble on the level as if my life depended on it—which it did.


    I knew the splash began at about four hundred feet in this density of air, but from then on it was guesswork, and a question of settling down so slowly that when we hit we wouldn't damage the underjets. And if I do say it, we grounded so gently that I don't think Claire Avery knew it until I cut off the blast.


    She rubbed the tears away with her sleeve and glared blue-eyed defiance at me, but before she could speak, Henshaw opened the door. "Nice landing, Miss Avery," he said.


    "Wasn't it?" I echoed, with a grin at the girl.


    She stood up. She was trembling and I think that under Earthly gravitation she would have fallen back into the pilot's seat, for I saw her knees shaking below her trim, black shorts.


    "I didn't land us," she said grimly. "Mr. Sands put us to ground."


    Somehow my pity got the best of me then. "Sure," I said. "It's into my shift. Look." It was; the chronometer showed three minutes in. "Miss Avery had all the hard part—"


    But she was gone. And try as I would, I could not bring myself to see her as the hard, brilliant thrill-seeker which the papers and broadcasts portrayed her. Instead, she left me with a strange and by no means logical impression of—wistfulness.


    Life on Europa began uneventfully. Little by little we reduced the atmospheric pressure in the Minos to conform to that outside. First Coretti and then Claire Avery had a spell of altitude sickness, but by the end of twenty hours we were all acclimated enough to be comfortable outside.


    Henshaw and I were first to venture into the open. I scanned the valley carefully for familiar landmarks, but it was hard to be sure; all these canyonlike ditches were much alike. I know that a copse of song-bushes had grown high on the cliff when the Hera had landed, but our blast had splashed higher, and if the bushes had been there, they were only a patch of ashes now.


    At the far end of the valley there should have been a cleft in the hills, a pass leading to the right into the next valley. That wasn't there; all I could distinguish was a narrow ravine cutting the hills to the left.


    "I'm afraid I've missed Gunderson's valley," I told Henshaw. "I think it's the next one to our left; it's connected to this one by a pass, if I'm right, and this is one I came in several times to hunt." It recurred to me suddenly that Gogrol had said the left one.


    "You say there's a pass?" mused Henshaw. "Then we'll stay here rather than chance another take-off and another landing. We can work in Gunderson's valley through the pass. You're sure it's low enough so we won't have to use oxygen helmets?"


    "If it's the right pass, I am. But work at what in Gunderson's valley? I thought this was an exploring expedition."


    Henshaw gave me a queer, sharp look, and turned away. Right then I saw Gogrol standing in the port of the Minos, and I didn't know whether Henshaw's reticence was due to his presence or mine. I moved a step to follow him, but at that moment the outer door of the air lock opened and Claire Avery came out.


    It was the first time I had seen her in a fair light since the take-off at Young's Field, and I had rather forgotten the loveliness of her coloring. Of course, her skin had paled from the weeks in semidarkness, but her cadmium-yellow hair and sapphire-blue eyes were really startling, especially when she moved into the sun shadow of the cliff and stood bathed only in the golden Jupiter light.


    Like Henshaw and myself, she had slipped on the all-enveloping ski suit one wore on chilly little Europa. The small world received only a fourth as much heat as steamy Io, and would not have been habitable at all, except for the fact that it kept its face always toward its primary, and therefore received heat intermittently from the Sun, but eternally from Jupiter.


    The girl cast an eager look over the valley; I knew this was her first experience on an uninhabited world, and there is always a sense of strangeness and the fascination of the unknown in one's first step on an alien planet.


    She looked at Henshaw, who was methodically examining the scorched soil on which the Minos rested, and then her glance crossed mine. There was an electric moment of tension, but then the anger in her blue eyes—if it had been anger —died away, and she strode deliberately to my side.


    She faced me squarely. "Jack Sands," she said with an undertone of defiance, "I owe you an apology. Don't think I'm apologizing for my opinion of you, but only for the way I've been acting toward you. In a small company like this there isn't room for enmity, and as far as I'm concerned, your past is yours from now on. What's more, I want to thank you for helping me during the take-off, and"—her defiance was cracking a bit—"d-during the—the landing."


    I stared at her. That apology must have cost her an effort, for the Golden Flash was a proud young lady, and I saw her wink back her tears. I choked back the vicious reply I had been about to make, and said only, "O.K.You keep your opinion of me to yourself and I'll do the same with my opinion of you."


    She flushed, then smiled. "I guess I'm a rotten pilot," she admitted ruefully. "I hate take-offs and landings. To tell the truth, I'm simply scared of the Minos. Up to the time we left Young's Field, I'd never handled anything larger than my little racing rocket, the Golden Flash."


    I gasped. That wouldn't have been credible if I hadn't seen with my own eyes how utterly unpracticed she was. "But why?" I asked in perplexity. "If you hate piloting so, why do it? Just for publicity? With your money you don't have to, you know."


    "Oh, my money!" she echoed irritably. She stared away over the narrow valley, and started suddenly. "Look!" she cried. "There's something moving on the peaks like a big ball. And way up where there's no air at all!"


    I glanced over. "It's just a bladder bird," I said indifferently. I'd seen plenty of them; they were the commonest mobile form of life on Europa. But of course Claire hadn't, and she was eagerly curious.


    I explained. I threw stones into a tinkling grove of song-bushes until I flushed up another, and it went gliding over our heads with its membrane stretched taut.


    I told her that the three-foot creature that had sailed like a flying squirrel was the same sort as the giant ball she had glimpsed among the airless peaks, only the one on the peaks had inflated its bladder. The creatures were able to cross from valley to valley by carrying their air with them in their big, balloonlike bladders. And, of course, bladder birds weren't really birds at all; they didn't fly, but glided like the lemurs and flying squirrels of Earth, and naturally, couldn't even do that when they were up on the airless heights.


    Claire was so eager and interested and wide-eyed that I quite forgot my grudge. I started to show her my knowledge of things Europan; I led her close to the copse of song-bushes so that she could listen to the sweet and plaintive melody of their breathing leaves, and I took her down to the salt pool in the center of the valley to find some of the primitive creatures which Gunderson's men had called "nutsies," because they looked very much like walnuts with the hulls on. But within was a small mouthful of delicious meat, neither animal nor vegetable, which was quite safe to eat raw, since bacterial life did not exist on Europa.


    I guess I was pretty exuberant, for after all, this was the first chance at companionship I'd had for many weeks. We wandered down the valley and I talked, talked about anything. I told her of the various forms life assumed on the planets, how on Mars and Titan and Europa sex was unknown, though Venus and Earth and Io all possessed it; and how on Mars and Europa vegetable and animal life had never differentiated, so that even the vastly intelligent beaked Martians had a tinge of vegetable nature, while conversely the song-bushes on the hills of Europa had a vaguely animal content. And meanwhile we wandered aimlessly along until we stood below the narrow pass or ravine that led presumably into Gunderson's valley to our left.


    Far up the slope a movement caught my eye. A bladder bird, I thought idly, though it was a low altitude for one to inflate; they usually expanded their bladders just below the point where breathing became impossible. Then I saw that it wasn't a bladder bird; it was a man. In fact, it was Gogrol.


    He was emerging from the pass, and his collar was turned up about his throat against the cold of the altitude. He hadn't seen us, apparently, as he angled down what mountaineers call a col, a ledge or neck of rock that slanted from the mouth of the ravine along the hillside toward the Minos. But Claire, following the direction of my gaze, saw him in the moment before brush hid him from view.


    "Gogroll" she exclaimed. "He must have been in the next valley. Stefan will want—" She caught herself sharply.


    "Why," I asked grimly, "should your friend Coretti be interested in Gogrol's actions? After all, Gogrol's supposed to be a biologist, isn't he? Why shouldn't he take a look in the next valley?"


    Her lips tightened. "Why shouldn't he?" she echoed. "I didn't say he shouldn't. I didn't say anything like that."


    And thenceforward she maintained a stubborn silence. Indeed, something of the old enmity and coolness seemed to have settled between us as we walked back through the valley toward the Minos.


    


    That night Henshaw rearranged our schedule to a more convenient plan than the requirements of space. We divided our time into days and nights, or rather into sleeping and waking periods, for, of course, there is no true night on Europa. The shifts of light are almost as puzzling as those on its neighbor Io, but not quite, because to has its own rotation to complicate matters.


    On Europa, the nearest approach to true night is during the eclipse that occurs every three days or so, when the landscape is illumined only by the golden twilight of Jupiter, or at the most, only by Jupiter and Io light. So we set our own night time by arbitrary Earth reckoning, so that we might all work and sleep during the same periods.


    There was no need for any sort of watch to be kept; no one had ever reported life dangerous to man on little Europa. The only danger came from the meteors that swarm about the giant Jupiter's orbit, and sometimes came crashing down through the shallow air of his satellites; we couldn't dodge them here as we could in space. But that was a danger against which a guard was unavailing.


    It was the next morning that I cornered Henshaw and forced him to listen to my questions.


    "Listen to me, Harris," I said determinedly. "What is there about this expedition that everybody knows but me? If this is an exploring party, I'm the Ameer of Yarkand. Now I want to know what it's all about."


    Henshaw looked miserably embarrassed. He kept his eyes away from mine, and muttered unhappily, "I can't tell you, Jack. I'm damned sorry, but 1 can't tell you."


    "Why not?"


    He hesitated. "Because I'm under orders not to, Jack."


    "Whose orders?"


    Henshaw shook his head. "Damn it?" he said vehemently. "I trust you. If it were my choice, you'd be the one I'd pick for honesty. But it isn't my choice." He paused. "Do you understand that? All right"—he stiffened into his captain's manner—"no more questions, then. I'll ask the questions and give the orders."


    Well, put on that basis, I couldn't argue. I'm a pilot, first, last, and always, and I don't disobey my superior's orders even when he happens to be as close a friend as Henshaw. But I began to kick myself for not seeing something queer in the business as soon as Henshaw offered me the job.


    If Interplanetary was looking for favorable publicity, they wouldn't get it by signing me on. Moreover, the government wasn't in the habit of reissuing a revoked pilot's license without good and sufficient reason, and I knew I hadn't supplied any such reason by loafing around brooding over my troubles. That alone should have tipped me off that something was screwy.


    And there were plenty of hints during the voyage itself. True, Gogrol seemed to talk the language of biology, but I'll be dogged if Coretti talked like a chemist. And there was that haunting sense of familiarity about Gogrol, too. And to cap the climax was the incongruity of calling this jaunt an exploring expedition; for all the exploring we were doing we might as well have landed on Staten Island or Buffalo. Better, as far as I was concerned, because I'd seen Europa but had never been to Buffalo.


    Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. I suppressed my disgust and tried as hard as I could to cooperate with the others in whatever project we were supposed to be pursuing. That was rather difficult, too, because suspicious-appearing incidents kept cropping up to make me feel like a stranger or an outcast.


    There was, for instance, the time Henshaw decided that a change in diet would be welcome. The native life of Europa was perfectly edible, though not all as tasty as the tiny shell creatures of the salt pools. However, I knew of one variety that had served the men of the Hera, a plantlike growth consisting of a single fleshy hand-sized member, that we had called liver-leaf because of its taste.


    The captain detailed Coretti and myself to gather a supply of this delicacy, and I found a specimen, showed it to him, and then set off dutifully along the north—that is, the left—wall of the valley.


    Coretti appeared to take the opposite side, but I had not gone far before I glimpsed him skirting my edge of the salt pool. That meant nothing; he was free to search anywhere for liver-leaf, but it was soon evident to me that he was not searching. He was following me; he was shadowing my movements.


    I was thoroughly irritated, but determined not to show it. I plodded methodically along, gathering the fat leaves in my basket, until I reached the valley's far end and the slopes back and succeeded in running square into Coretti before he could maneuver himself out of a copse of song-bushes.


    He grinned at me. "Any luck?" he asked.


    "More than you, it seems," I retorted, with a contemptuous look at his all but empty basket.


    "I had no luck at all. I thought maybe in the next valley, through the pass there, we might find some."


    "I've found my share," I grunted.


    I thought I noticed a flicker of surprise in his black eyes. "You're not going over?" he asked sharply. "You're going back?"


    "You guessed it," I said sharply. "My basket's full and I'm going back."


    I knew that he watched me most of the way back, because halfway to the Minos I turned around, and I could see him standing there on the slope below the pass.


    Along toward what we called evening the Sun went into our first eclipse. The landscape was bathed in the aureate light of Jupiter alone, and I realized that I'd forgotten how beautiful that golden twilight could be.


    I was feeling particularly lonesome, too; so I wandered out to stare at the glowing peaks against the black sky, and the immense, bulging sphere of Jupiter with Ganymede swinging like a luminous pearl close beside it. The scene was so lovely that I forgot my loneliness, until I was suddenly reminded of it.


    A glint of more brilliant gold caught my eye, up near the grove of song-bushes. It was Claire's head; she was standing there watching the display, and beside her was Coretti. While I looked, he suddenly turned and drew her into his arms; she put her hands against his chest, but she wasn't struggling; she was perfectly passive and content. It was none of my business, of course, but—well, if I'd disliked Coretti before, I hated him now, because I was lonely again.


    


    I think it was the next day that things came to a head, and trouble really began. Henshaw had been pleased with our meal of indigenous life, and decided to try it again. This time Claire was assigned to accompany me, and we set off in silence. A sort of echo of the coolness that had attended our last parting survived, and besides, what I had seen last night in the eclipse light seemed to make a difference to me. So I simply stalked along at her side, wondering what to choose for the day's menu.


    We didn't want liver-leaves again. The little nutsies from the salt pool were all right, but it was a half-day's job to gather enough, and besides, they were almost too salty to be pleasant fare for a whole meal. Bladder birds were hopeless; they consisted of practically nothing except thin skin stretched over a framework of bones. I remembered that once we had tried a brown, fungoid lump that grew in the shade under the song-bushes; some of Gunderson's men had liked it.


    Claire finally broke the silence. "If I'm going to help you look," she suggested, "I ought to know what we're looking for."


    I described the lumpy growths. "I'm not so sure all of us will like them. Near as I can remember, they tasted something like truffles, with a faint flavor of meat added. We tried them both raw and cooked, and cooked was best." "I like truffles," said the girl. "They're—"


    A shot! There was no mistaking the sharp crack of a .38, though it sounded queerly thin in the rare atmosphere. But it sounded again, and a third time, and then a regular fusillade!


    "Keep back of me!" I snapped as we turned and raced for the Minos. The warning was needless; Claire was unaccustomed to the difficulties of running on a small planet. Her weight on Europa must have been no more than twelve or fifteen pounds, one eighth Earth normal, and though she had learned to walk easily enough—one learned that on any space journey—she had had no opportunity to learn to run. Her first step sent her half a dozen feet in the air; I sped away from her with the long, sliding stride one had to use on such planets as Europa.


    I burst out of the brush into the area cleared by the blast, where already growth had begun. For a moment I saw only the Minos resting peacefully in the clearing, then I reeled with shock. At the air lock lay a man—Henshaw—with his face a bloody pulp, his head split by two bullets.


    There was a burst of sound, voices, another shot. Out of the open air lock reeled Coretti; he staggered backward for ten steps, then dropped on his side, while blood welled up out of the collar of his suit. And standing grimly in the opening, an automatic smoking in his right hand, a charged flame-pistol in his left, was Gogrol!


    I had no weapon; why should one carry arms on airless Europa? For an instant I stood frozen, appalled, uncomprehending, and in that moment Gogrol glimpsed me. I saw his hand tighten on his automatic, then he shrugged and strode toward me.


    "Well," he said with a snarl in his voice, "I had to do it. They went crazy. Anerosis. It struck both of them at once, and they went clean mad. Self-defense, it was."


    I didn't believe him, of course. People don't get anerosis in air no rarer than Europa's; one could live his whole life out there without ever suffering from air starvation. But I couldn't argue those points with a panting murderer armed with the most deadly weapon ever devised, and with a girl coming up behind me. So I said nothing at all.


    Claire came up; I heard her shocked intake of breath, and her almost inaudible wail, "Stefan!" Then she saw Gogrol holding his guns, and she flared out, "So you did it! I knew they suspected you! But you'll never get away with it, you—"


    She broke off under the sudden menace of Gogrol's eyes, and I stepped in front of her as he raised the automatic. For an instant death looked squarely at both of us, then the man shrugged and the evil light in his eyes dimmed.


    "A while yet," he muttered. "If Coretti dies—" He backed to the air lock and pulled a helmet from within the Minos, an air helmet that we had thought might serve should we ever need to cross the heights about a blind valley.


    Then Gogrol advanced toward us, and I felt Claire quiver against my shoulder. But the man only glared at us and spat out a single word. "Back!" he rasped. "Back!"


    We backed. Under the menace of that deadly flame-pistol he herded us along the narrow valley, eastward to the slope whence angled the ravine that led toward Gunderson's valley. And up the slope, into the dim shadows of the pass itself, so narrow in places that my outstretched hands could have spanned the gap between the walls. A grim, dark, echo-haunted, and forbidding place; I did not wonder that the girl shrank against me. The air was thin to the point of insufficiency, and all three of us were gasping for breath.


    There was nothing I could do, for Gogrol's weapons bore too steadily on Claire Avery. So I slipped my arm about her to hearten her and inched warily along that shadowy canyon, until at last it widened, and a thousand feet below stretched a valley—Gunderson's valley, I knew at once. Far away was the slope where the Hera had rested, and down in the lower end was the heart-shaped pool of brine.


    Gogrol had slipped on the helmet, leaving the visor open, and his flat features peered out at us like a gargoyle's. On he drove us, and down into the valley. But as he passed the mouth of the ravine, which by now was no more than a narrow gorge between colossal escarpments that loomed heavenward like the battlements of Atlantis, he stooped momentarily into the shadows, and when he rose again I fancied that a small sound like the singing of a teakettle followed us down the slope. It meant nothing to me then.


    He waved the automatic. "Faster!" he ordered threateningly. We were down in the talus now, and we scrambled doggedly among the rocks and fallen debris. On he drove us, until we stumbled among the boulders around the central pond. Then, suddenly, he halted.


    "If you follow," he said with a cold intensity, "I shoot!" He strode away not toward the pass, but toward the ridge itself, back along the slopes that lay nearest the Minos, hidden from view in the other valley. Of course, Gogrol could cross those airless heights, secure in this helmet, carrying his air supply like the bladder birds.


    He seemed to seek the shelter of an ascending ridge. As the jutting rock concealed him, I leaped to a boulder.


    "Come on!" I said. "Perhaps we can beat him through the pass to the ship!"


    "No!" screamed Claire, so frantically that I halted. "My Lord, no! Didn't you see the blaster he left?"


    The singing teakettle noise! I had barely time to throw my-self beside the girl crouching behind a rock when the little atomic bomb let go.


    I suppose everybody has seen, either by eye or television, the effect of atomic explosions. All of us, by one means or the other, have watched old buildings demolished, road grades or canals blasted, and those over forty may even remember the havoc-spreading bombs of the Pacific War. But none of you could have seen anything like this, for this explosion had a low air pressure and a gravitation only one-eighth normal as the sole checks to its fury.


    It seemed to me that the whole mountain lifted. Vast masses of crumbling rock hurtled toward the black sky. Bits of stone, whistling like bullets and incandescent like meteors, shot past us, and the very ground we clung to heaved like the deck of a rolling rocket.


    When the wild turmoil had subsided, when the debris no longer sang about us, when the upheaved masses had either fallen again or had spun beyond Europa's gravitation to crash on indifferent Jupiter, the pass had vanished. Mountain and vacuum hemmed us into a prison.


    Both of us were slightly stunned by the concussion, although the thin atmosphere transmitted a strangely high-pitched sound instead of the resounding b-o-o-m one would have heard on the Earth. When my head stopped ringing, I looked around for Gogrol, and saw him at last seven or eight hundred feet up the slope of the mountain. Anger surged in me; I seized a stone from the margin of the pool, and flung it viciously at him. One can throw amazing distances on small worlds like Europa; I watched the missile raise dust at his very feet.


    He turned; very deliberately he raised the automatic, and stone splinters from the boulder beside me stung my face. I dragged Claire down behind the shelter, knowing beyond doubt that he had meant that bullet to kill. In silence we watched him climb until he was but a tiny black speck, nearing the crest.


    He approached a bladder bird crawling its slow way along the airless heights. Up there the creatures were slow as snails, for their flight membranes were useless in the near vacuum. But they had normally no enemies on the peaks.


    I saw Gogrol change his course purposely to intercept the thing. Intentionally, maliciously, he kicked a hole in the inflated bladder, collapsing it like a child's balloon. He stood watching while the miserable creature flopped in the agonies of suffocation, then moved methodically on. It was the coldest exhibition of wanton cruelty I had ever witnessed.


    Claire shuddered; still in silence we watched the man's leisurely progress along the ridge. There was something in his attitude that suggested searching, seeking, hunting. Suddenly he quickened his pace and then halted abruptly, stooping over what looked to me like a waist-high heap of stones, or perhaps merely a hummock on the ridge.


    But he was burrowing in it, digging, flinging stones and dirt aside. And at last he stood up; if he held anything, distance hid it, but he seemed to wave some small object at us in derisive triumph. Then he moved over the crest of the hills and disappeared.


    Claire sighed despondently; she seemed very little like the proud and rather arrogant Golden Flash. "That settles it," she murmured disconsolately. "He's got it, and he's got us trapped; so we're quite helpless."


    "Got what?" I asked. "What was he digging for up there?"


    Her blue eyes widened in amazement. "Don't you know?"


    "I certainly don't. I seem to know less about this damn trip than anybody else on it."


    She gazed steadily at me. "I knew Stefan was wrong," she said softly. "I don't care what you were when you wrecked the Hera, Jack Sands; on this trip you've been decent and brave and a gentleman."


    "Thanks," I said dryly, but I was a little touched for all that because, after all, the Golden Flash was a very beautiful girl. "Then suppose you let me in on a few of the secrets. For instance, what was Coretti wrong about? And what did Gogrol dig for?"


    "Gogrol," she said, watching me, "was digging in Gunderson's cairn."


    I looked blank. "Gunderson's what? This is news to me."


    She was silent for a moment. "Jack Sands," she said at last, "I don't care what Stefan or the government or anybody thinks of you. I think you're honest, and I think you've had an injustice done you somehow, and I don't believe you were to blame in the Hera crash. And I'm going to tell you all I know about this matter. But first, do you know the object of Gunderson's expedition to Europa?"


    "I never knew it. I'm a pilot; I took no interest in their scientific gibberish."


    She nodded. "Well, you know how a rocket motor works, of course. How they use a minute amount of uranium or radium as catalyst to release the energy in the fuel. Uranium has low activity; it will set off only metals like the alkalis, and ships using uranium motors burn salt. And radium, being more active, will set off the metals from iron to copper; so ships using a radium initiator usually burn one of the commoner iron or copper ores."


    "I know all that," I grunted. "And the heavier the metal, the greater the power from its disintegration."


    "Exactly." She paused a moment. "Well, Gunderson wanted to use still heavier elements. That required a source of rays more penetrating than those from radium, and he knew of only one available source—Element 91, protactinium. And it happens that the richest deposits of protactinium so far discovered are those in the rocks of Europa; so to Europa he came for his experiments."


    "Well?" I asked. "Where do I fit in this mess?"


    "I don't quite know, Jack. Let me finish what I know, which is all Stefan would tell me. Gunderson succeeded, they think; he's supposed to have worked out the formula by which protactinium could be made to set off lead, which would give much more power than any present type of initiator. But if he did succeed, his formula and notes were destroyed when the Hera crashed!"


    I began to see. "But what—what about that cairn?"


    "You really don't know?"


    "I'll be double damned if I do! If Gunderson built a cairn, it must have been that last day. I had the take-off, so I slept through most of it. But—why, they did have some sort of ceremony!"


    "Yes. Gunderson mentioned something about it when your ship touched at Junopolis on Io. What the government hopes is that he buried a copy of his formula in that cairn. They do, you know. Well, nobody could possibly know of the location except you and a man named Kratska, who had disappeared.


    "So Interplanetary, which is in bad anyway because of some stock transactions, was ordered to back this expedition with you as pilot—or at least, that's what Stefan told me. I guess I was taken along just to give the corporation a little more publicity, and, of course, Stefan was sent to watch you, in hopes you'd give away the location. The formula's immensely valuable, you see."


    "Yeah, I see. And how about Gogrol?"


    She frowned. "I don't know. Stefan hinted that he had some connections with Harrick of Interplanetary, or perhaps some hold over him. Harrick insisted on his being a member."


    "The devil!" I exploded suddenly. "He knew about the cairn! He knew where to look!"


    Her eyes grew wide. "Why, he did! He's—could he be the representative of some foreign government? If we could stop him! But he's left us absolutely helpless here. Why didn't he kill us?"


    "I can guess that," I said grimly. "He can't fly the Minos alone. Henshaw's dead, and if Coretti dies—well, one of us is due for the job of pilot."


    A tremor shook her. "I'd rather be dead, too," she murmured, "than to travel with him alone."


    "And I'd rather see you so," I agreed glumly. "I wish to heaven you had stayed out of this. You could be home enjoying your money."


    "My money!" she flashed. "I haven't any money. Do you think I take these chances for publicity or thrills or admiration?"


    I gaped; of course, I'd thought exactly that.


    She was literally blazing. "Listen to me, Jack Sands. There's just one reason for the fool things I do—money! There isn't any Avery fortune, and hasn't been since my father died. I've needed money desperately these last two years, to keep the Connecticut place for my mother, because she'd die if she had to leave it. It's been our family home for two hundred years, since 1910, and I won't be the one to lose it!"


    It took a moment to adjust myself to what she was saying. "But a racing rocket isn't a poor man's toy," I said feebly. "And surely a girl like you could find—"


    "A girl like me!" she cut in bitterly. "Oh, I know I have a good figure and a passable voice, and perhaps I could have found work in a television chorus, but I needed real money. I had my choice of two ways to get it: I could marry it, or I could gamble my neck against it. You see which way I chose. As the Golden Flash, I can get big prices for endorsing breakfast foods and beauty preparations. That's why I gambled in that race; my racing rocket was all I had left to gamble with. And it worked, only"—her voice broke a little—"I wish I could stop gambling. I—I hate it!"


    It wasn't only pity I felt for her then. Her confession of poverty had changed things; she was no longer the wealthy, unattainable being I had always imagined the Golden Flash to be. She was simply a forlorn and unhappy girl; one who needed to be loved and comforted. And then I remembered the evening of the eclipse, and Coretti's arms about her. So I gazed for an instant at the sunlight on her hair, and then turned slowly away.


    After a while we gathered some liver-leaves and cooked them, and I tried to tell Claire that we were certain to be rescued. Neither of us believed it; we knew very well that Gogrol would carry no living companion to Io; whoever helped him run the Minos would certainly be dead and cast into space before landing. And we knew that Gogrol's story, whatever it might be, would not be one likely to encourage a rescue party. He'd simply report us all dead somehow or other.


    "I don't care," said Claire. "I'm glad I'm with you."


    I thought of Coretti and said nothing. We were just sitting in glum silence near the fire when Gogrol came over the hills again.


    Claire saw him first and cried out. Despite his helmet, neither of us could mistake his broad, squat figure. But there was nothing we could do except wait, though we did draw closer to the area of wild and tumbled boulders about the central pool.


    "What do you suppose—" asked Claire nervously. "Coretti may have died, or may be too injured to help." Pain twisted her features. "Yes, or—Oh, I know, Jack!


    It's that Gogrol can't plot a course. He can pilot; he can follow a course already laid out, but he can't plot one—and neither can Stefan!"


    Instantly I knew she must be right. Piloting a ship is just a question of following directions, but plotting a course involves the calculus of function, and that, let me tell you, takes a mathematician. I could do it, and Claire handled a simple route well enough—one had to in rocket racing—but astrogators were not common even among pilots.


    You see, the difficulty is that you don't just point the ship at your destination, because that destination is moving; you head for where the planet will be when you arrive. And in this case, assuming Gogrol meant to make for Io, a journey from Europa to that world meant speeding in the direction of the colossal mass of Jupiter, and if a rocket once passed the critical velocity in that direction—good night!


    A hundred feet away Gogrol halted. "Listen, you two," he yelled, "I'm offering Miss Avery the chance to join the crew of the Minos."


    "You're the crew," I retorted. "She's not taking your offer."


    Without warning he leveled his revolver and fired, and a shock numbed my left leg. I fell within the shelter of a boulder, thrusting Claire before me, while Gogrol's bellow followed the crash of his shot: "I'll shut your mouth for you!"


    There began the weirdest game of hide and seek I've ever played, with Claire and me crawling among the tumbled boulders, scarcely daring to breathe. Gogrol had all the advantage, and he used it. I couldn't stand upright, and my legs began to hurt so excruciatingly that I was afraid each minute of an involuntary groan forcing its way through my lips. Claire suffered with me; her eyes were agonized blue pools of torment, but she dared not even whisper to me.


    Gogrol took to leaping atop the boulders. He glimpsed me, and a second bullet struck that same burning leg. He was deliberately hunting me down, and I saw it was the end.


    We had a momentary shelter. Claire whispered to me, "I'm going to him. He'll kill you otherwise, and take me anyway."


    "No!" I croaked. "No!"


    Gogrol heard, and was coming. Claire said hastily. "He's —bestial. At least I can plot a course that will—kill us!" Then she called, "Gogrol! I'll surrender."


    I snatched at her ankle—too late. I went crawling after her as she strode into the open, but her steps were too rapid. I heard her say, "I give up, if you won't—shoot him again."


    Gogrol mumbled, and then Claire's voice again, "Yes, I'll plot your course, but how can I cross the peaks?"


    "Walk," he said, and laughed.


    "I can't breathe up there."


    "Walk as far as you can. You won't die while I take you the rest of the way."


    There was no reply. When I finally crept into the open, they were a hundred feet up the slope.


    Helpless, raging, pain-maddened, I seized a stone and flung it. It struck Gogrol in the back, but it struck with no more force than if I'd tossed it a dozen feet on Earth. He spun in fury, thrust the screaming Claire aside, and sent another bullet at me. Missed me, I thought, though I wasn't sure, for pain had numbed me. I couldn't be sure of anything.


    Claire saw that I still retained some semblance of consciousness. "Goodbye!" she called, and added something that I could not hear because of the red waves of pain, but I knew Gogrol laughed at it. Thereafter, for what seemed like a long time, I knew only that I was crawling doggedly through an inferno of torture.


    When the red mist lifted, I was only at the base of the rise. Far above I could see the figures of Claire and Gogrol, and I perceived that though he strode with easy steps, protected by his helmet, the girl was already staggering from breathlessness. While I watched, she stumbled, and then began to struggle frantically and spasmodically to jerk away from him. It wasn't that she meant to break her promise, but merely that the agonies of suffocation drove her to attempt any means of regaining breathable air.


    But the struggle was brief. It was less than a minute before she fainted, passed out from air starvation, and Gogrol slung her carelessly under one arm—as I said, she weighed about twelve pounds on Europa—and pressed on. At the very crest he paused and looked back, and in that thin, clear air I could see every detail with telescopic distinctness, even to the shadow he cast across Claire's drooping golden head.


    He raised the revolver to his temple, waved it at me with a derisive gesture, and then flung it far down the mountainside toward me. His meaning was unmistakable; he was advising me to commit suicide. When I reached the revolver, there was a single unused catridge in the clip; I looked up, tempted to try it on Gogrol himself, but he was gone across the ridge.


    Now I knew all hope was gone. Perhaps I was dying from that last bullet anyway, but whether I were or not, Claire was lost, and all that remained for me was the madness of solitude, forever imprisoned by empty space in this valley. That or—suicide.


    I don't know how many times I thought of that single cartridge, but I know the thought grew very tempting after a few more hours of pain. By that time, for all I knew, the Minos might have taken off on its dash to death, for the roar of its blast could not carry over the airless heights, and it would be so high and small by the time I could see it above the hills that I might have missed it.


    If only I could cross those hills! I began to realize that more important than my own life was Claire's safety, even if it meant saving her for Coretti. But I couldn't save her; I couldn't even get to her unless I could walk along the hills like a bladder bird.


    Like a bladder bird! I was sure that it was only the delirium of fever that suggested that wild thought. Would it work? I answered myself that whether it worked or failed it was better than dying here without ever trying.


    I stalked that bladder bird like a cat. Time after time I spent long minutes creeping toward a copse of song-bushes only to have the creature sail blithely over my head and across the valley. But at last I saw the thing crouched for flight above me; I dared not delay longer lest my wounds weaken me too much for the trial of my plan, and I fired. There went my single cartridge.


    The bladder bird dropped! But that was only the beginning of my task. Carefully—so very carefully—I removed the creature's bladder, leaving the vent tube intact. Then, through the opening that connects to the bird's single lung, I slipped my head, letting the bloody rim contract about my throat.


    I knew that wouldn't be air-tight, so I bound it with strips torn from my clothing, so closely that it all but choked me. Then I took the slimy vent tube in my mouth and began an endless routine. Breathe in through the vent tube, pinch it shut, breathe out into the bladder—over and over and over. But gradually the bladder expanded with filthy, vitiated, stinking, and once-breathed air.


    I had it half filled when I saw that I was going to have to start if I were to have a chance of living long enough for a test. Breathing through the vent tube as long as there was air enough, peering dully through the semitransparent walls of the bladder, I started crawling up the hill.


    I won't describe that incredible journey. On Earth it would have been utterly impossible; here, since I weighed but eighteen pounds, it was barely within the bounds of possibility. As I ascended, the bladder swelled against the reduced pressure; by the time I had to start breathing the fearful stuff, I could feel it escaping and bubbling through the blood around my neck.


    Somehow I made the crest, almost directly above the Minos. It was still there, anyway. Gogrol hadn't come this way, and now I saw why. There was a sheer drop here of four hundred feet. Well, that only equaled fifty on Earth, but even fifty— But I had to try it, because I was dying here on the peaks. I jumped.


    I landed with a wrench of pain on my wounded leg, but much more lightly than I had feared. Of course! Jumping down into denser air, the great bladder had acted like a parachute, and, after all, my weight here was but eighteen pounds. I crawled onward, in agony for the moment when I could cast off the stinking, choking bladder.


    That moment came. I had crossed the peaks, and before me lay the Minos. I crawled on, around to the side where the air lock was. It was open, and a voice bellowed out of it. Gogrol!


    "You'll trick me, eh!" he screeched. "You'll lay a course that will crash us! We'll see! We'll see!" There came the unmistakable sound of a blow, and a faint whimper of pain.


    Somewhere I found the strength to stand up. Brandishing the empty automatic, I swayed into the air lock, sliding along the walls to the control room.


    There was something about the figure that bent in the dusk above a sobbing girl that aroused a flash of recognition. Seeing him thus in a shadowed control room with the sun shields up—I knew what I should have known weeks ago. Gogrol was—Kratska!


    "Kratska!" I croaked, and he whirled. Both he and Claire were frozen into utter rigidity by surprise and disbelief. I really think they were both convinced that I was a ghost.


    "How—how—" squeaked Gogrol, or rather Kratska.


    "I walked across. I'd walk across hell to find you, Kratska." I brandished the gun. "Get out and get away quick, if you expect to escape the blast. We're leaving you here until police from Io can pick you up—on that Hera matter among others." I spoke to the dazed Claire. "Close the air lock after him. We're taking off."


    "Jack!" she cried, comprehending at last. "But Stefan's wired to a tree out there. The blast will incinerate him!"


    "Then loose him, and for Heaven's sake, quickly!"


    But no sooner had she vanished than Kratska took his chance. He saw how weak I was, and he gambled on the one shot he thought remained in the magazine of my weapon. He rushed me.


    I think he was mad. He was screaming curses. "Damn you!" he screeched. "You can't beat me! I made you the goat on the Hera, and I can do it here."


    And I knew he could, too, if he could overcome me before Claire released Coretti. She couldn't handle him, and we'd all be at his mercy. So I fought with all the life I had left, and felt it draining out of me like acid out of burette. And after a while it was all drained, and darkness filled up the emptiness.


    I heard curious sounds. Some one was saying, "No, I'll take off first and lay out the course after we reach escape velocity. Saves time. We've got to get him to Io." And a little later, "Oh, Lord, Stefan! If I roll her now—Why am I such a rotten pilot?" And then there was the roar of the blast for hours upon hours.


    A long time later I realized that I was lying on the chart room table, and Coretti was looking down at me. He said, "How you feel, Jack!" It was the first time he had used my name.


    "O.K.," I said, and then memory came back. "Gogrol! He's Kratska!"


    "He was," said Coretti. "He's dead."


    "Dead!" There went any chance of squaring that Hera mess.


    "Yep. You killed him, smashed in his head with that automatic before we could pull you off. But he had it coming."


    "Yeah, maybe, but the Hera—"


    "Never mind the Hera, Jack. Both Claire and I beard Kratska admit his responsibility. We'll clear you of that, all right." He paused. "And it might make you feel a little more chipper it I tell you that we got the formula, too, and that there's a reward for it that will leave us sitting in the clover field, even split three ways. That is, Claire keeps insisting on three ways; I know I don't deserve a split."


    "Three ways is right," I said. "It'll give you and Claire a good send-off."


    "Me and Claire?'


    "Listen, Coretti. I didn't mean to, but I saw you the evening of the eclipse. Claire didn't look as if she was fighting you."


    He smiled. "So you saw that," he said slowly. "Then you listen. A fellow who's asking a girl to marry him is apt to hold the girl a little close. And if she's got any heart, she doesn't push him away. She just says no as gently as possible."


    "She says no?"


    "She did that time. I'd bet different with you."


    "She—she—" Something about the familiar sound of the blast caught my attention. "We're landing!"


    "Yeah, on Io. We've been landing for two hours."


    "Who took off?"


    "Claire did. She took off and kept going. She's been sitting there fifty hours. She thinks you need a doctor, and I don't know a damn thing about running a rocket. She's taken it clear from Europa."


    I sat up. "Take me in there," I said grimly. "Don't argue. Take me in there!"


    Claire barely raised her eyes when Coretti slid me down beside her. She was all but exhausted, sitting there all those weary hours, and now up against her old terror of landing.


    "Jack, Jack!" she whispered as if to herself. "I'm glad you're better."


    "Honey," I said—her hair did look like honey—"I'm taking half the U-bar. Just let me guide you."


    We came down without a roll, and landed like a canary feather. But I hadn't a thing to do with it; I was so weak I couldn't even move the U-bar, but she didn't know that. Confidence was all she needed; she had the makings of a damn good pilot. Yeah; I've proved that. She is a damn good pilot. But all the same, she went to sleep in the middle of our first kiss.


    

  


  
    SHIFTING SEAS


    


    IT DEVELOPED LATER that Ted Welling was one of the very few eye-witnesses of the catastrophe, or rather, that among the million and a half eyewitnesses, he was among the half dozen that survived. At the time, he was completely unaware of the extent of the disaster, although it looked bad enough to him in all truth!


    He was in a Colquist gyro, just north of the spot where Lake Nicaragua drains its brown overflow into the San Juan, and was bound for Managua, seventy-five miles north and west across the great inland sea. Below him, quite audible above the muffled whir of his motor, sounded the intermittent clicking of his tripanoramic camera, adjusted delicately to his speed so that its pictures could be assembled into a beautiful relief map of the terrain over which he passed. That, in fact, was the sole purpose of his flight; he had left San Juan del Norte early that morning to traverse the route of the proposed Nicaragua Canal, flying for the Topographical branch of the U. S. Geological Survey. The United States, of course, had owned the rights to the route since early in the century - a safeguard against any other nation's aspirations to construct a competitor for the Panama Canal.


    Now, however, the Nicaragua Canal was actually under consideration. The over-burdened ditch that crossed the Isthmus was groaning under vastly increased traffic, and it became a question of either cutting the vast trench another eighty-five feet to sealevel or opening an alternate passage. The Nicaragua route was feasible enough; there was the San Juan emptying from the great lake into the Atlantic, and there was Lake Managua a dozen miles or so from the Pacific. It was simply a matter of choice, and Ted Welling, of the Topographical Service of the Geological Survey, was doing his part to aid the choice.


    At precisely 10:40 it happened. Ted was gazing idly through a faintly misty morning toward Ometepec, its cone of a peak plumed by dusky smoke. A hundred miles away, across both Lake Nicaragua and Lake Managua, the fiery mountain was easily visible from his altitude. All week, he knew, it had been rumbling and smoking, but now, as he watched it, it burst like a mighty Roman candle.


    There was a flash of white fire not less brilliant than the sun. There was a column of smoke with a red core that spouted upward like a fountain and then mushroomed out. There was a moment of utter silence in which the camera clicked methodically, and then there was a roar as if the very roof of Hell had blown away to let out the bellows of the damned!


    Ted had one amazed thought - the sound had followed too quickly on the eruption! It should have taken minutes to reach him at that distance - and then his thoughts were forcibly diverted as the Colquist tossed and skittered like a leaf in a hurricane. He caught an astonished glimpse of the terrain below, of Lake Nicaragua heaving and boiling as if it were the seas that lash through the Straits of Magellan instead of a body of landlocked fresh water. On the shore to the east a colossal wave was breaking, and there in a banana grove frightened figures were scampering away. And then, exactly as if by magic, a white mist condensed about him, shutting out all view of the world below.


    He fought grimly for altitude. He had had three thousand feet, but now, tossed in this wild ocean of fog, of up-drafts and down-drafts, of pockets and bumps, he had no idea at all of his position. His altimeter needle quivered and jumped in the changing pressure, his compass spun, and he had not the vaguest conception of the direction of the ground. So he struggled as best he could, listening anxiously to the changing whine of his blades as strain grew and lessened. And below, deep as thunder, came intermittent rumblings that were, unless he imagined it, accompanied by the flash of jagged fires.


    Suddenly he was out of it. He burst abruptly into clear air, and for a horrible instant it seemed to him that he was actually flying inverted. Apparently below him was the white sea of mist, and above was what looked at first glance like dark ground, but a moment's scrutiny revealed it as a world-blanketing canopy of smoke or dust, through which the sun shone with a fantastic blue light. He had heard of blue suns, he recalled; they were one of the rarer phenomena of volcanic eruptions.


    His altimeter showed ten thousand. The vast plain of mist heaved in gigantic ridges like rolling waves, and he fought upward away from it. At twenty thousand the air was steadier, but still infinitely above was the sullen ceiling of smoke. Ted leveled out, turning at random north-cast, and relaxed.


    "Whew!" he breathed. "What - what happened?"


    He couldn't land, of course, in that impenetrable fog. He flew doggedly north and cast, because there was an airport at Bluefields, if this heaving sea of white didn't blanket it.


    But it did. He had still half a tank of fuel, and, he bored grimly north. Far away was a pillar of fire, and beyond it to the right, another and a third. The first, of course, was Ometepec, but what were the others? Fuego and Tajumulco? It seemed impossible.


    Three hours later the fog was still below him, and the grim roof of smoke was dropping as if to crush him between. He was going to have to land soon; even now he must have spanned Nicaragua and be somewhere over Honduras. With a sort of desperate calm he slanted down toward the fog and plunged in. He expected to crash; curiously, the only thing he really regretted was dying without a chance to say goodbye to Kay Lovell, who was far off in Washington with her father, old Sir Joshua Lovell, Ambassador from Great Britain.


    When the needle read two hundred, he leveled off - and then, like a train bursting out of a tunnel, he came clear again! But under him was wild and raging ocean, whose waves seemed almost to graze the ship. He spun along at a low level, wondering savagely how he could possibly have wandered out to sea. It must, he supposed, be the gulf of Honduras.


    He turned west. Within five minutes he had raised a stormlashed coast, and then - miracle of all miracles! - a town! And a landing field, He pancaked over it, let his vanes idle, and dropped as vertically as he could in that volley of gusty winds.


    It was Belize in British Honduras. He recognized the port even before the attendants had reached him.


    "A Yankee!" yelled the first. "Ain't that Yankee luck for you!"


    Ted grinned. "I needed it. What happened?"


    "The roof over this part of Hell blew off. That's all."


    "Yeah. I saw that much. I was over it."


    "Then you know more'n any of us. Radio's dead and there ain't no bloomin' telegraph at all."


    It began to rain suddenly, a fierce, pattering rain with drops as big as marbles. The men broke for the shelter of a hangar, where Ted's information, meager as it was, was avidly seized upon, for sensational news is rare below the Tropic of Cancer. But none of them yet realized just how sensational it was.


    ***


    It was three days before Ted, and the rest of the world as well, began to understand in part what had happened. This was after hours of effort at Belize had finally raised Havana on the beam, and Ted had reported through to old Asa Gaunt, his chief at Washington. He had been agreeably surprised by the promptness of the reply ordering him instantly to the Capital; that meant a taste of the pleasant life that Washington reserved for young departmentals, and most of all, it meant a glimpse of Kay Lovell after two months of letter-writing. So he had flown the solquist gayly across Yucatan Channel, left it at Havana, and was now comfortably settled in a huge Caribbean plane bound for Washington, boring steadily north through a queerly misty mid-October morning.


    At the moment, however, his thoughts were not of Kay. He was reading a grim newspaper account of the catastrophe, and wondering what thousand-to-one shot had brought him unscathed through the very midst of it. For the disaster overshadowed into insignificance such little disturbances as the Yellow River flood in China, the eruption of Krakatoa, the holocaust of Mount Pelee, or even the great Japanese earthquake of 1923, or any other terrible visitation ever inflicted on a civilized race.


    For the Ring of Fire, that vast volcanic circle that surrounds the Pacific Ocean, perhaps the last unhealed scars of the birththroes of the Moon, had burst into flame. Aniakchak in Alaska had blown its top away, Fujiyama had vomited lava, on the Atlantic side La Soufriere and the terrible Pelee had awakened again.


    But these were minor. It was at the two volcanic foci, in Java and Central America, that the fire-mountains had really shown their powers. What had happened in Java was still a mystery, but on the Isthmus - that was already too plain. From Mosquito Bay to the Rio Coco, there was - ocean! Half of Panama, seven-eighths of Nicaragua - and as for Costa Rica, that country was as if it had never been. The Canal was a wreck, but Ted grinned a wry grin at the thought that it was now as unnecessary as a pyramid. North and South America had been cut adrift, and the Isthmus, the land that had once known Atlantis, had gone to join it.


    ***


    In Washington Ted reported at once to Asa Gaunt. That dry Texan questioned him closely concerning his experience, grunted disgustedly at the paucity of information, and then ordered him tersely to attend a meeting at his office in the evening. There remained a full afternoon to devote to Kay, and Ted lost little time in so devoting it.


    He didn't see her alone. Washington, like the rest of the world, was full of excitement because of the earthquake, but in Washington more than elsewhere the talk was less of the million and a half deaths and more largely of the other consequences. After all, the bulk of the deaths had been among the natives, and it was a sort of remote tragedy, like the perishing of so many Chinese. It affected only those who had friends or relatives in the stricken region, and these were few in number.


    But at Kay's home Ted encountered an excited group arguing physical results. Obviously, the removal of the bottleneck of the Canal strengthened the naval power of the United States enormously. No need now to guard the vulnerable Canal so intensively. The whole fleet could stream abreast through the four hundred mile gap left by the subsidence. Of course the country would lose the revenues of the toll-charges, but that was balanced by the cessation of the expense of fortifying and guarding.


    Ted fumed until he managed a few moments of greeting with Kay alone. Once that was concluded to his satisfaction, he joined the discussion as eagerly as the rest. But no one even considered the one factor in the whole catastrophe that could change the entire history of the world.


    * * *


    At the evening meeting Ted stared around him in surprise. He recognized all those present, but the reasons for their presence were obscure. Of course there was Asa Gaunt, head of the Geological Survey, and of course there was Golsborough, Secretary of the Interior, because the Survey was one of his departments. But what was Maxwell, joint Secretary of War and the Navy, doing there? And why was silent John Parish, Secretary of State, frowning down at his shoes in the corner?


    Asa Gaunt cleared his throat and began. "Do any of you like eels?" he asked soberly.


    There was a murmur. "Why, I do," said Golsborough, who had once been Consul at Venice. "What about it?"


    "This - that you'd better buy some and eat 'em tomorrow. There won't be any more eels."


    "No more eels?"


    "No more eels. You see, eels breed in the Sargasso Sea, and there won't be any Sargasso Sea."


    "What is this?" growled Maxwell. "I'm a busy man. No more Sargasso Sea, huh!"


    "You're likely to be busier soon," said Asa Gaunt dryly. He frowned. "Let me ask one other question. Does anyone here know what spot on the American continent is opposite London, England?"


    Golsborough shifted impatiently, "I don't see the trend of this, Asa," he grunted, "but my guess is that New York City and London are nearly in the same latitude. Or maybe New York's a little to the north, since I know its climate is somewhat colder."


    "Hah!" said Asa Gaunt. "Any disagreement?"


    There was none. "Well," said the head of the Survey, "you're all wrong, then. London is about one thousand miles north of New York. It's in the latitude of southern Labrador!"


    "Labrador! That's practically the Arctic!"


    Asa Gaunt pulled down a large map on the wall behind him, a Mercator projection of the world.


    "Look at it," he said. "New York's in the latitude of Rome, Italy. Washington's opposite Naples. Norfolk's level with Tunis in Africa, and Jacksonville with the Sahara Desert. And gentlemen, these facts lead to the conclusion that next summer is going to see the wildest war in the history of the world!"


    Even Ted, who knew his superior well enough to swear to his sanity, could not resist a glance at the faces of the others, and met their eyes with full understanding of the suspicion in them.


    Maxwell cleared his throat. "Of course, of course," he said gruffly. "So there'll be a war and no more eels. That's very easy to follow, but I believe I'll ask you gentlemen to excuse me. You see, I don't care for eels."


    "Just a moment more," said Asa Gaunt. He began to speak, and little by little a grim understanding dawned on the four he faced.


    * * *


    Ted remained after the appalled and sobered group had departed. His mind was too chaotic as yet for other occupations, and it was already too late in the evening to find Kay, even had he dared with these Oppressive revelations weighing on him.


    "Are you sure?" he asked nervously. "Are you quite certain?


    "Well, let's go over it again," grunted Asa Gaunt, turning to the map. He swept his hand over the white lines drawn in the Pacific Ocean. "Look here. This is the Equatorial Counter Current, sweeping cast to wash the shores of Guatemala, Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama."


    "I know. I've flown over every square mile of that coast."


    "Uh." The older man turned to the blue-mapped expanse of the Atlantic. "And here," he resumed, "is the North Equatorial Drift, coming west out of the Atlantic to sweep around Cuba into the Gulf, and to emerge as - the Gulf Stream. It flows at an average speed of three knots per hour, is sixty miles broad, a hundred fathoms deep, and possesses, to start with, an average temperature of 50 degrees. And here it meets the Labrador Current and turns east to carry warmth to all of Western Europe. That's why England is habitable; that's why southern France is semi-tropical; that's why men can live even in Norway and Sweden. Look at Scandinavia, Ted; it's in the latitude of central Greenland, level with Baffin Bay. Even Eskimos have difficulty scraping a living on Baffin Island."


    "I know," said Ted in a voice like a groan. "But are you certain about - the rest of this?"


    "See for yourself," growled Asa Gaunt. "The barrier's down now. The Equatorial Counter Current, moving two knots per hour, will sweep right over what used to be Central America and strike the North Equatorial Drift just south of Cuba. Do you see what will happen - is happening - to the Gulf Stream? Instead of moving northeast along the Atlantic coast, it will flow almost due east, across what used to be the Sargasso Sea. Instead of bathing the shores of Northern Europe, it will strike the Spanish peninsula, just as the current, called the West Wind Drift does now, and instead of veering north it will turn south, along the coast of Africa. At three knots an hour it will take less than three months for the Gulf Stream to deliver its last gallon of warm water to Europe. That brings us to January - and after January, what?"


    Ted said nothing.


    "Now," resumed Asa Gaunt grimly, "the part of Europe occupied by countries dependent on the Gulf Stream consists of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, the British Isles, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, and to a lesser extent, several others. Before six months have passed, Ted, you're going to see a realignment of Europe. The Gulf Stream countries are going to be driven together; Germany and France are suddenly going to become bosom friends, and France and Russia, friendly as they are today, are going to be bitter enemies. Do you see why?"


    "N - no."


    "Because the countries I've named now support over two hundred million inhabitants. Two hundred million, Ted! And without the Gulf Stream, when England and Germany have the climate of Labrador, and France of Newfoundland, and Scandinavia of Baffin Land - how many people can those regions support then? Three or four million, perhaps, and that with difficulty. Where will the others go?"


    "Where?"


    "I can tell you where they'll try to go. England will try to unload its surplus population on its colonies. India's hopelessly overcrowded, but South Africa, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand can absorb some. About twenty-five of its fifty millions, I should estimate, because Canada's a northern country and Australia desert in a vast part of it. France has Northern Africa, already nearly as populous as it can be. The others - well, you guess, Ted."


    "I will. Siberia, South America, and - the United States!"


    "A good guess. That's why Russia and France will no longer be the best of friends. South America is a skeleton continent, a shell. The interior is unfit for white men, and so - it leaves Siberia and North America. What a war's in the making!"


    "It's almost unbelievable!" muttered Ted. "Just when the world seemed to be settling down, too."


    "Oh, it's happened before," observed Asa Gaunt. "This isn't the only climatic change that brought on war. It was decreasing rainfall in central Asia that sent the Huns scouring Europe, and probably the Goths and Vandals as well. But it's never happened to two hundred million civilized people before!" He paused. "The newspapers are all shrieking about the million and a half deaths in Central America. By this time next year they'll have forgotten that a million and a half deaths ever rated a headline!"


    "But good Lord!" Ted burst out. "Isn't there anything to be done about it?"


    "Sure, sure," said Asa Gaunt. "Go find a nice tame earthquake that will raise back the forty thousand square miles the last one sunk. That's all you have to do, and if you can't do that, Maxwell's suggestion is the next best: build submarines and submarines. They can't invade a country if they can't get to it."


    ***


    Asa Gaunt was beyond doubt the first man in the world to realize the full implications of the Central American disaster, but he was not very much ahead of the brilliant Sir Phineas Grey of the Royal Society. Fortunately (or unfortunately, depending on which shore of the Atlantic you call home), Sir Phineas was known to the world of journalism as somewhat of a sensationalist, and his warning was treated by the English and Continental newspapers as on a par with those recurrent predictions of the end of the world. Parliament noticed the warning just once, when Lord Rathmere rose in the Upper House to complain of the unseasonably warm weather and to suggest dryly that the Gulf Stream be turned off a month early this year. But now and again some oceanographer made the inside pages by agreeing with Sir Phineas.


    So Christmas approached very quietly, and Ted, happy enough to be stationed in Washington, spent his days in routine topographical work in the office and his evenings, as many as she permitted, with Kay Lovell. And she did permit an increasing number, so that the round of gaiety during the holidays found them on the verge of engagement. They were engaged so far as the two of them were concerned, and only awaited a propitious moment to inform Sir Joshua, whose approval Kay felt, with true English conservatism, was a necessity.


    Ted worried often enough about the dark picture Asa Gaunt had drawn, but an oath of secrecy kept him from ever mentioning it to Kay. Once, when she had casually brought up the subject of Sir Phineas Grey and his warning, Ted had stammered some inanity and hastily switched the subject. But with the turn of the year and January, things began to change.


    It was on the fourteenth that the first taste of cold struck Europe. London shivered for twenty-four hours in the unheard-of temperature of twenty below zero, and Paris argued and gesticulated about its grands froids. Then the high pressure area moved eastward and normal temperatures returned.


    But not for long. On the twenty-first another zone of frigid temperature came drifting in on the Westerlies, and the English and Continental papers, carefully filed at the Congressional Library, began to betray a note of panic. Ted read the editorial comments avidly: of course Sir Phineas Grey was crazy; of course he was - but just suppose he were right. Just suppose he were. Wasn't it unthinkable that the safety and majesty of Germany (or France or England or Belgium, depending on the particular capital whence the paper came) was subject to the disturbances of a little strip of land seven thousand miles away? Germany (or France, et al) must control its own destiny.


    With the third wave of Arctic cold, the tone became openly fearful. Perhaps Sir Phineas was right. What then? What was to be done? There were rumblings and mutterings in Paris and Berlin, and even staid Oslo witnessed a riot, and conservative London as well. Ted began to realize that Asa Gaunt's predictions were founded on keen judgment; the German government made an openly friendly gesture toward France in a delicate border matter, and France reciprocated with an equally indulgent note. Russia protested and was politely ignored; Europe was definitely realigning itself, and in desperate haste.


    But America, save for a harassed group in Washington, had only casual interest in the matter. When reports of suffering among the poor began to come during the first week in February, a drive was launched to provide relief funds, but it met with only nominal success. People just weren't interested; a cold winter lacked the dramatic power of a flood, a fire, or an earthquake. But the papers reported in increasing anxiety that the immigration quotas, unapproached for a half a dozen years, were full again; there was the beginning of an exodus from the Gulf Stream countries.


    By the second week in February stark panic had gripped Europe, and echoes of it began to penetrate even self-sufficient America. The realignment of the Powers was definite and open now, and Spain, Italy, the Balkans, and Russia found themselves herded together, facing an ominous thunderhead on the north and west. Russia instantly forgot her longstanding quarrel with Japan, and Japan, oddly, was willing enough to forget her own grievances. There was a strange shifting of sympathies; the nations which possessed large and thinly populated areas - Russia, the United States, Mexico, and all of South America - were glaring back at a frantic Europe that awaited only the release of summer to launch a greater invasion than any history had recorded. Attila and his horde of Huns - the Mongol waves that beat down on China - even the vast movements of the white race into North and South America - all these were but minor migrations to that which threatened now. Two hundred million people, backed by colossal fighting power, glaring panic-stricken at the empty places of the world. No one knew where the thunderbolt would strike first, but that it would strike was beyond doubt.


    ***


    While Europe shivered in the grip of an incredible winter, Ted shivered at the thought of certain personal problems of his own. The frantic world found an echo in his own situation, for here was he, America in miniature, and there was Kay Lovell, a small edition of Britannia. Their sympathies clashed like those of their respective nations.


    The time for secrecy was over. Ted faced Kay before the fireplace in her home and stared from her face to the cheery fire, whose brightness merely accentuated his gloom.


    "Yeah," he admitted. "I knew about it. I've known it since a couple of days after the Isthmus earthquake."


    "Then why didn't you tell me? You should have."


    "Couldn't. I swore not to tell."


    "It isn't fair!" blazed Kay. "Why should it fall on England? I tell you it sickens me even to think of Merccroft standing there in snow, like some old Norse tower. It was born in Warwickshire, Ted, and so was my father, and his father, and his, and all of us back to the time of William the Conqueror. Do you think it's a pleasant thing to think of my mother's rose garden as barren as - as a tundra?"


    "I'm sorry," said Ted gently, "but what can I - or anyone - do about it? I'm just glad you're here on this side of the Atlantic, where you're safe."


    "Safe!" she flashed. "Yes, I'm safe, but what about my people? I'm safe because I'm in America, the lucky country, the chosen land! Why did this have to happen to England? The Gulf Stream washes your shores too. Why aren't Americans shivering and freezing and frightened and hopeless, instead of being warm and comfortable and indifferent? Is that fair?"


    "The Gulf Stream," he explained miserably, "doesn't affect our climate so definitely because in the first place we're much farther south than Europe and in the second place our prevailing winds are from the west, just as England's. But our winds blow from the land to the Gulf Stream, and England's from the Gulf Stream to the land."


    "But it's not fair! It's not fair!"


    "Can I help it, Kay?"


    "Oh, I suppose not," she agreed in suddenly weary tones, and then, with a resurgence of anger, "But you people can do something about it! Look here! Listen to this!"


    She spied a week-old copy of the London Times, fingered rapidly through it, and turned on Ted. "Listen - just listen! 'And in the name of humanity it is not asking too much to insist that our sister nation open her gates to us. Let us settle the vast areas where now only Indian tribes hunt and buffalo range. We would not be the, only ones to gain by such a settlement, for we would bring to the new country a sane, industrious, law-abiding citizenry, no harborers of highwaymen and gangsters - a point well worth considering. We would bring a great new purchasing public for American manufacturers, carrying with us all our portable wealth. And finally, we would provide a host of eager defenders in the war for territory, a war that now seems inevitable. Our language is one with theirs; surely this is the logical solution, especially when one remembers that the state of Texas alone contains land enough to supply two acres to every man, woman, and child on earth!" She paused and stared defiantly at Ted. "Well?"


    He snorted. "Indians and buffalo!" he snapped. "Have you seen either one in the United States?"


    "No, but-"


    "And as for Texas, sure there's enough land there for two acres to everybody in the world, but why didn't your editor mention that two acres won't even support a cow over much of it? The Llano Estacado's nothing but an alkali desert, and there's a scarcity of water in lots of the rest of it. On that argument, you ought to move to Greenland; I'll bet there's land enough there for six acres per person!"


    "That may be true, but-"


    "And as for a great new purchasing public, your portable wealth is gold and paper money, isn't it? The gold's all right, but what good is a pound if there's no British credit to back it? Your great new public would simply swell the ranks of the unemployed until American industry could absorb them, which might take years! And meanwhile wages would go down to nothing because of an enormous surplus of labor, and food and rent would go skyhigh because of millions of extra stomachs to feed and bodies to shelter."


    "All right!" said Kay bleakly. "Argue all you wish. I'll even concede that your arguments are right, but there's one thing I know is wrong, and that's leaving fifty million English people to starve and freeze and suffer in a country that's been moved, as far as climate goes, to the North Pole. Why, you even get excited over a newspaper story about one poor family in an unheated hovel! Then what about a whole nation whose furnace has gone out?"


    "What," countered Ted grimly, "about the seven or eight other nations whose furnaces have also gone out?"


    "But England deserves priority!" she blazed. "You took your language from us, your literature, your laws, your whole civilization. Why, even now you ought to be nothing but an English colony! That's all you are, if you want the truth!"


    "We think differently. Anyway, you know as well as I that the United States can't open the door to one nation and exclude the others. It must be all or none, and that means - none!"


    "And that means war," she said bitterly. "Oh, Ted! I can't help the way I feel. I have people over there - aunts, cousins, friends. Do you think I can stand indifferently aside while they're ruined? Although they're ruined already, as far as that goes. Land's already dropped to nothing there. You can't sell it at any price now."


    "I know. I'm sorry, Kay, but it's no one's fault. No one's to blame."


    "And so no one needs to do anything about it, I suppose. Is that your nice American theory?"


    "You know that isn't fair! What can we do?"


    "You could let us in! As it is we'll have to fight our way in, and you can't blame us!"


    "Kay, no nation and no group of nations can invade this country. Even if our navy were utterly destroyed, bow far from the sea do you think a hostile army could march? It would be Napoleon in Russia all over again; your army marches in and is swallowed up. And where is Europe going to find the food to support an invading army? Do you think it could live on the land as it moved? I tell you no sane nation would try that!"


    "No sane nation, perhaps!" she retorted fiercely. "Do you think you're dealing with sane nations?"


    He shrugged gloomily.


    "They're desperate!" she went on. "I don't blame them. Whatever they do, you've brought it on yourselves. Now you'll be fighting all of Europe, when you could have the British navy on your side. It's stupid. It's worse than stupid; it's selfish!"


    "Kay," he said miserably, "I can't argue with you. I know how you feel, and I know it's q bell of a situation. But even if I agreed with everything you've said - which I don't - what could I do about it? I'm not the President and I'm not Congress. Let's drop the argument for this evening, honey; it's just making you unhappy."


    "Unhappy! As if I could ever be anything else when everything I value, everything I love, is doomed to be buried under Arctic snow."


    "Everything, Kay?" he asked gently. "Haven't you forgotten that there's something for you on this side of the Atlantic as well?"


    "I haven't forgotten anything," she said coldly. "I said everything, and I mean it. America! I hate America. Yes, and I hate Americans too!"


    "Kay!"


    "And what's more," she blazed, "I wouldn't marry an American if he - if he could rebuild the Isthmus! If England's to freeze, I'll freeze with her, and if England's to fight, her enemies are mine!"


    She rose suddenly to her feet, deliberately averted her eyes from his troubled face, and stalked out of the room.


    Sometimes, during those hectic weeks in February, Ted wormed his way into the Visitor's Gallery in one or the other Congressional house. The out-going Congress, due to stand for re-election in the fall, was the focal point of the dawning hysteria in the nation, and was battling sensationally through its closing session. Routine matters were ignored, and day after day found both houses considering the unprecedented emergency with a sort of appalled inability to act in any effective unison. Freak bills of all description were read, considered, tabled, reconsidered, put to a second reading, and tabled again. The hard-money boom of a year earlier had swept in a Conservative majority in the off-year elections, but they had no real policy to offer, and the proposals of the minority group of Laborites and Leftists were voted down without substitutes being suggested.


    Some of the weirdest bills in all the weird annals of Congress appeared at this time. Ted listened in fascination to the Leftist proposal that each American family adopt two Europeans, splitting its income into thirds; to a suggestion that Continentals be advised to undergo voluntary sterilization, thus restraining the emergency to the time of one generation; to a fantastic paper money scheme of the Senator from the new state of Alaska, that was to provide a magic formula to permit Europe to purchase its livelihood without impoverishing the rest of the world. There were suggestions of outright relief, but the problem of charity to two hundred million people was so obviously staggering that this proposal at least received little attention. But there were certain bills that passed both houses without debate, gaining the votes of Leftists, Laborites, and Conservatives alike; these were the grim appropriations for submarines, super-bombers and interceptors, and aircraft-carriers.


    Those were strange, hectic days in Washington. Outwardly there was still the same gay society that gathers like froth around all great capitals, and Ted, of course, being young and decidedly not unattractive, received his full share of invitations. But not even the least sensitive could have overlooked the dark undercurrents of hysteria that flowed just beneath the surface. There was dancing, there was gay dinner conversation, there was laughter, but beneath all of it was fear. Ted was not the only one to notice that the diplomatic representatives of the Gulf Stream countries were conspicuous by their absence from all affairs save those of such importance that their presence was a matter of policy. And even then, incidents occurred; he was present when the Minister from France stalked angrily from the room because some hostess had betrayed the poor taste of permitting her dance orchestra to play a certain popular number called "The Gulf Stream Blues." Newspapers carefully refrained from mentioning the occurrence, but Washington buzzed with it for days.


    Ted looked in vain for Kay. Her father appeared when appearance was necessary, but Ted had not seen the girl since her abrupt dismissal of him, and in reply to his inquiries, Sir Joshua granted only the gruff and double-edged explanation that she was "indisposed." So Ted worried and fumed about her in vain, until he scarcely knew whether his own situation or that of the world was more important. In the last analysis, of course, the two were one and the same.


    The world was like a crystal of nitrogen iodide, waiting only the drying-out of summer to explode. Under its frozen surface Europe was seething like Mounts Erebus and Terror that blaze in the ice of Antarctica. Little Hungary had massed its army on the west, beyond doubt to oppose a similar massing on the part of the Anschlus. Of this particular report, Ted heard Maxwell say with an air of relief that it indicated that Germany had turned her face inland; it meant one less potential enemy for America. But the maritime nations were another story, and especially mighty Britain, whose world-girdling fleet was gathering day by day in the Atlantic. That was a crowded ocean indeed, for on its westward shore was massed the American battle fleet, built at last to treaty strength, and building far beyond it, while north and south piled every vessel that could raise a pound of steam, bearing those fortunates who could leave their European homes to whatever lands hope called them. Africa and Australia, wherever Europe had colonies, were receiving an unheard of stream of immigrants. But this stream was actually only the merest trickle, composed of those who possessed sufficient liquid wealth to encompass the journey. Untold millions remained chained to their homes, bound by the possession of unsalable lands, or by investments in business, or by sentiment, or by the simple lack of sufficient funds to buy passage for families. And throughout all of the afflicted countries were those who clung stubbornly to hope, who believed even in the grip of that unbelievable winter that the danger would pass, and that things would come right in the end.


    Blunt, straightforward little Holland was the first nation to propose openly a wholesale transfer of population. Ted read the note, or at least the version of it given the press on February 21st. In substance it simply repeated the arguments Kay had read from the London paper - the plea to humanity, the affirmation of an honest and industrious citizenry, and the appeal to the friendship that had always existed between the two nations; and the communication closed with a request for an immediate reply because of "the urgency of the situation." And an immediate reply was forthcoming.


    This was also given to the press. In suave and very polished diplomatic language it pointed out that the United States could hardly admit nationals of one country while excluding those of others. Under the terms of the National Origins Act, Dutch immigrants would be welcomed to the full extent of their quota. It was even possible that the quota might be increased, but it was not conceivable that it could be removed entirely. The note was in effect a suave, dignified, diplomatic 'No.'


    March drifted in on a southwest wind. In the Southern states it brought spring, and in Washington a faint forerunner of balmy weather to come, but to the Gulf Stream countries it brought no release from the Arctic winter that had fallen on them with its icy mantle. Only in the Basque country of Southern France, where vagrant winds slipped at intervals across the Pyranees with the warm breath of the deflected Stream, was there any sign of the relaxing of that frigid clutch. But that was a promise; April would come, and May - and the world flexed its steel muscles for war.


    Everyone knew now that war threatened. After the first few notes and replies, no more were released to the press, but everyone knew that notes, representatives, and communiques were flying between the powers like a flurry of white doves, and everyone knew, at least in Washington, that the tenor of those notes was no longer dove-like. Now they carried brusque demands and blunt refusals.


    Ted knew as much of the situation as any alert observer, but no more. He and Asa Gaunt discussed it endlessly, but the dry Texan, having made his predictions and seen them verified, was no longer in the middle of the turmoil, for his bureau had, of course, nothing to do with the affair now. So the Geological Survey staggered on under a woefully reduced appropriation, a handicap shared by every other governmental function that had no direct bearing on defense.


    All the American countries, and for that matter, every nation save those in Western Europe, were enjoying a feverish, abnormal, hectic boom. The flight of capital from Europe, and the frantic cry for food, had created a rush of business, incessant, avid, and exports mounted unbelievably. In this emergency, France and the nations under her hegemony, those who had clung so stubbornly, to gold ever since the second revaluation of the franc, were now at a marked advantage, since their money would buy more wheat, more cattle, and more coal. But the paper countries, especially Britain, shivered and froze in stone cottage and draughty manor alike.


    On the eleventh of March, that memorable Tuesday when the thermometer touched twenty-eight below in London, Ted reached a decision toward which he had been struggling for six weeks. He was going to swallow his pride and see Kay again. Washington was buzzing with rumors that Sir Joshua was to be recalled, that diplomatic relations with England were to be broken as they had already been broken with France. The entire nation moved about its daily business in an air of tense expectancy, for the break with France meant little in view of that country's negligible sea power, but now, if the colossus of the British navy were to align itself with the French army-.


    But what troubled Ted was a much more personal problem. If Sir Joshua Lovell were recalled to London, that meant that Kay would accompany him, and once she were caught in the frozen Hell of Europe, he had a panicky feeling that she was lost to him forever. When war broke, as it surely must, there would go his last hope of ever seeing her again. Europe, apparently, was doomed, for it seemed impossible that any successful invasion could be carried on over thousands of miles of ocean, but if he could save the one fragment of Europe that meant everything to him, if he could somehow save Kay Lovell, it was worth the sacrifice of pride or of anything else. So he called one final time on the telephone, received the same response from an unfriendly maid, and then left the almost idle office and drove directly to her home.


    The same maid answered his ring. "Miss Lovell is not in," she said coldly. "I told you that when you telephoned."


    "I'll wait," returned Ted grimly, and thrust himself through the door. He seated himself stolidly in the hall, glared back at the maid, and waited. It was no more than five minutes before Kay herself appeared, coming wearily down the steps.


    "I wish you'd leave," she said. She was pallid and troubled, and he felt a great surge of sympathy.


    "I won't leave."


    "What do I have to do to make you go away? I don't want to see you, Ted."


    "If you'll talk to me just half an hour, I'll go." She yielded listlessly, leading the way into the living room where a fire still crackled in cheerful irony. "Well?" she asked.


    "Kay, do you love me?"


    "I - No, I don't!"


    "Kay," he persisted gently, "do you love me enough to marry me and stay here where you're safe?"


    Tears glistened suddenly in her brown eves. "I hate you," she said. "I hate all of you. You're a nation of murderers. You're like the East Indian Thugs, only they call murder religion and you call it patriotism."


    "I won't even argue with you, Kay. I can't blame you for your viewpoint, and I can't blame you for not understanding mine. But - do you love me?"


    "All right," she said in sudden weariness. "I do."


    "And will you marry me?"


    "No. No, I won't marry you, Ted. I'm going back to England."


    "Then will you marry me first? I'll let you go back, Kay, but afterwards - if there's any world left after what's coming - I could bring you back here. I'll have to fight for what I believe in, and I won't ask you to stay with me during the time our nations are enemies, but afterwards, Kay - if you're my wife I could bring you here. Don't you see?"


    "I see, but - no."


    "Why, Kay? You said you loved me."


    "I do," she said almost bitterly. "I wish I didn't, because I can't marry you hating your people the way I do. If you were on my side, Ted, I swear I'd marry you tomorrow, or today, or five minutes from now - but as it is, I can't. It just wouldn't be fair."


    "You'd not want me to turn traitor," he responded gloomily. "One thing I'm sure of, Kay, is that you couldn't love a traitor." He paused. "Is it goodbye, then?"


    "Yes." There were tears in her eyes again. "It isn't public yet, but father has been recalled. Tomorrow he presents his recall to the Secretary of State, and the day after we leave for England. This is goodbye."


    "That does mean war!" he muttered. "I've been hoping that in spite of everything - God knows I'm sorry, Kay. I don't blame you for the way you feel. You couldn't feel differently and still be Kay Lovell, but - it's damned hard. It's damned hard!"


    She agreed silently. After a moment she said, "Think of my part of it, Ted - going back to a home that's like - well, the Rockefeller Mountains in Antarctica. I tell you, I'd rather it had been England that sunk into the sea! That would have been easier, much easier than this. If it had sunk until the waves rolled over the very peak of Ben Macdubl-" She broke off.


    "The waves are rolling over higher peaks than Ben Macdubl," he responded drearily. "They're-" Suddenly he paused, staring at Kay with his jaw dropping and a wild light in his eyes!


    "The Sierra Madre!" he bellowed, in such a roaring voice that the girl shrank away. "The Mother range! The Sierra Madre! The Sierra Madre!"


    "Wh - what?" she gasped.


    "The Sierra-! Listen to me, Kay! Listen to me! Do you trust me! Will you do something - something for both of us? Us? I mean for the world! Will you?"


    "I know you will! Kay, keep your father from presenting his recall! Keep him here another ten days - even another week. Can you?"


    "How? How can I?"


    "I don't know. Any way at all. Get sick. Get too sick to travel, and beg him not to present his papers until you can leave. Or - or tell him that the United States will make his country an alternate proposal in a few days. That's the truth. I swear that's true, Kay."


    "But - but he won't believe me!"


    "He's got to! I don't care how you do it, but keep him here! And have him report to the Foreign Office that new developments - vastly important developments - have come up. That's true, Kay."


    "True? Then what are they?"


    "There isn't time to explain. Will you do what I ask?"


    "I'll try!"


    "You're - well you're marvelous!" he said huskily. He stared into her tragic brown eyes, kissed her lightly, and rushed away.


    * * *


    Asa Gaunt was scowling down at a map of the dead Salton Sea when Ted dashed unannounced into the office. The rangy Texan looked up with a dry smile at the unceremonious entry.


    "I've got it!" yelled Ted.


    "A bad case of it," agreed Asa Gaunt. "What's the diagnosis?"


    "No, I mean- Say, has the Survey taken soundings over the Isthmus?"


    "The Dolphin's been there for weeks," said the older man. "You know you can't map forty thousand square miles of ocean bed during the lunch hour."


    "Where," shouted Ted, "are they sounding?"


    "Over Pearl Cay Point, Bluefields, Monkey Point, and San Juan del Norte, of course. Naturally they'll sound the places where there were cities first of all."


    "Oh, naturally!" said Ted, suppressing his voice to a tense quiver. "And where is the Marlin?"


    "Idle at Newport News. We can't operate both of them under this year's budget."


    "To hell with the budget!" flared Ted. "Get the Marlin there too, and any other vessel that can carry an electric plumb!"


    "Yes, sir - right away, sir," said Asa Gaunt dryly. "When did you relieve Golsborough as Secretary of the Interior, Mr. Welling?"


    "I'm sorry," replied Ted. "I'm not giving orders, but I've thought of something. Something that may get all of us out of this mess we're in."


    "Indeed? Sounds mildly interesting. Is it another of these international fiat - money schemes?"


    "No!" blazed Ted. "It's the Sierra Madre! Don't you see?"


    "In words of one syllable, no."


    "Then listen! I've flown over every square mile of the sunken territory. I've mapped and photographed it, and I've laid out the geodetics. I know that buried strip of land as well as I know the humps and hollows in my own bed."


    "Congratulations, but what of it?"


    "This!" snapped Ted. He turned to the wall, pulled down the topographical map of Central America, and began to speak. After a while Asa Gaunt leaned forward in his chair and a queer light gathered in his pale blue eyes.


    ***


    What follows has been recorded and interpreted in a hundred ways by numberless historians. The story of the Dolphin and the Marlin, sounding in frantic haste the course of the submerged Cordilleras, is in itself romance of the first order. The secret story of diplomacy, the holding of Britain's neutrality so that the lesser sea powers dared not declare war across three thousand miles of ocean, is another romance that will never be told openly. But the most fascinating story of all, the building of the Cordilleran Inter-continental Wall, has been told so often that it needs little comment.


    The soundings traced the irregular course of the sunken Sierra Madre mountains. Ted's guess was justified; the peaks of the range were not inaccessibly far below the surface. A route was found where the Equatorial Counter Current swept over them with a depth at no point greater than forty fathoms, and the building of the Wall began on March the 31st, began in frantic haste, for the task utterly dwarfed the digging of the abandoned Canal itself. By the end of September some two hundred miles had been raised to sea-level, a mighty rampart seventy-five feet broad at its narrowest point, and with an extreme height of two hundred and forty feet and an average of ninety.


    There was still almost half to be completed when winter swept out of the north over a frightened Europe, but the half that had been built was the critical sector. On one side washed the Counter Current, on the other the Equatorial Drift, bound to join the Gulf Stream in its slow march toward Europe, And the mighty Stream, traced by a hundred oceanographic vessels, veered slowly northward again, and bathed first the shores of France, then of England, and finally of the high northern Scandinavian Peninsula. Winter came drifting in as mildly as of old, and a sigh of relief went up from every nation in the world.


    Ostensibly the Cordilleran Inter-continental Wall was constructed by the United States. A good many of the more chauvinistic newspapers bewailed the appearance of Uncle Sam as a sucker again, paying for the five hundred million dollar project for the benefit of Europe. No one noticed that there was no Congressional appropriation for the purpose, nor has anyone since wondered why the British naval bases on Trinidad, Jamaica, and at Belize have harbored so large a portion of His Majesty's Atlantic Fleet. Nor, for that matter, has anyone inquired why the dead war debts were so suddenly exhumed and settled so cheerfully by the European powers.


    A few historians and economists may suspect. The truth is that the Cordilleran Inter-continental Wall has given the United States a world hegemony, in fact almost a world empire. From the south tip of Texas, from Florida, from Puerto Rico, and from the otherwise useless Canal Zone, a thousand American planes could bomb the Wall into ruin. No European nation dares risk that.


    Moreover, no nation in the world, not even in the orient where the Gulf Stream has no climatic influence, dares threaten war on America. If Japan, for instance, should so much as speak a hostile word, the whole military might of Europe would turn against her. Europe simply cannot risk an attack on the Wall, and certainly the first effort of a nation at war with the United States would be to force a passage through the Wall.


    In effect the United States can command the armies of Europe with a few bombing planes, though not even the most ardent pacifists have yet suggested that experiment. But such are the results of the barrier officially known as the Cordilleran Intercontinental Wall, but called by every newspaper after its originator, the Welling Wall.


    ***


    It was mid-summer before Ted had time enough to consider marriage and a honeymoon. He and Kay spent the latter on the Caribbean, cruising that treacherous sea in a sturdy fifty-foot sloop lent for the occasion by Asa Gaunt and the Geological Survey. They spent a good share of the time watching the great dredges and construction vessels working desperately at the task of adding millions of cubic yards to the peaks of the submarine range that was once the Sierra Madre. And one day as they lay on the deck in swimming suits, bent on acquiring a tropical tan, Ted asked her a question.


    "By the way," he began, "you've never told me how you managed to keep Sir Joshua in the States. That stalled off war just long enough for this thing to be worked out and presented. How'd you do it?"


    Kay dimpled. "Oh, first I tried to tell him I was sick. I got desperately sick."


    "I knew he'd fall for that."


    "But he didn't. He said a sea voyage would help me."


    "Then - what did you do?"


    "Well, you see be has a sort of idiosyncrasy toward quinine. Ever since his service in India, where he had to take it day after day, he develops what doctors call a quinine rash, and he hasn't taken any for years."


    "Well?"


    "Don't you see? His before-dinner cocktail had a little quinine in it, and so did his wine, and so did his tea, and the sugar and the salt. He kept complaining that everything he ate tasted bitter to him, and I convinced him that it was due to his indigestion."


    "And then?"


    "Why, then I brought him one of his indigestion capsules, only it didn't have his medicine in it. It had a nice dose of quinine, and in two hours he was pink as a salmon, and so itchy he couldn't sit still!"


    Ted began to laugh. "Don't tell me that kept him there!"


    "Not that alone," said Kay demurely. "I made him call in a doctor, a friend of mine who - well, who kept asking me to marry him - and I sort of bribed him to tell father he had - I think it was erysipelas he called it. Something violently contagious, anyway.


    "And so-?"


    "And so we were quarantined for two weeks! And I kept feeding father quinine to keep up the bluff, and - well, we were very strictly quarantined. He just couldn't present his recall!"


    

  


  
    The Adaptive Ultimate


    


    Dr. Daniel Scott, his dark and brilliant eyes alight with the fire of enthusiasm, paused at last and stared out over the city, or that portion of it visible from the office windows of Herman Bach—the Dr. Herman Bach of Grand Mercy Hospital. There was a moment of silence; the old man smiled a little indulgently, a little wistfully, at the face of the youthful biochemist.


    "Go on, Dan," he said. "So it occurred to you that getting well of a disease or injury is merely a form of adaptation—then what?"


    "Then," flashed the other, "I began to look for the most adaptive of living organisms. And what are they? Insects! Insects, of course. Cut off a wing, and it grows back. Cut off a head, stick it to the headless body of another of the same species, and that grows back on. And what's the secret of their great adaptability?"


    Dr. Bach shrugged. "What is?"


    Scott was suddenly gloomy. "I'm not sure," he muttered. "It's glandular, of course—a matter of hormones." He brightened again. "But I'm off the track. So then I looked around for the most adaptive insect. And which is that?"


    "Ants?" suggested Dr. Bach. "Bees? Termites?"


    "Bah! They're the most highly evolved, not the most adaptable. No; there's one insect that is known to produce a higher percentage of mutants than any other, more freaks, more biological sports. The one Morgan used in his experiments on the effect of hard X-rays on heredity—the fruit fly, the ordinary fruit fly. Remember? They have reddish eyes, but under X-rays they produced white-eyed offspring—and that was a true mutation, because the white eyes bred true! Acquired characteristics can't be inherited, but these were. Therefore—"


    "I know," interrupted Dr. Bach.


    Scott caught his breath. "So I used fruit flies," he resumed. "I putrefied their bodies, injected a cow, and got a serum at last, after weeks of clarifying with albumen, evaporating in vacuo, rectifying with— But you're not interested in the technique. I got a serum. I tried it on tubercular guinea pigs, and"—he paused dramatically—"it cured! They adapted themselves to the tubercle bacillus. I tried it on a rabid dog. He adapted. I tried it on a cat with a broken spine. That knit. And now, I'm asking you for the chance to try it on a human being!"


    Dr. Bach frowned. "You're not ready," he grunted. "You're not ready by two years. Try it on an anthropoid. Then try it on yourself. I can't risk a human life in an experiment that's as raw as this."


    "Yes, but I haven't got anything that needs curing, and as for an anthropoid, you get the board to allow funds to buy an ape—if you can. I've tried."


    "Take it up with the Stoneman Foundation, then."


    "And have Grand Mercy lose the credit? Listen, Dr. Bach, I'm asking for just one chance—a charity case—anything."


    "Charity cases are human beings." The old man scowled down at his hands. "See here, Dan. I shouldn't even offer this much, because it's against all medical ethics, but if I find a hopeless case—utterly hopeless, you understand—where the patient himself consents, I'll do it. And that's the final word."


    Scott groaned. "And try to find a case like that. If the patient's conscious, you think there's hope, and if he isn't how can he consent? That settles it!"


    But it didn't. Less than a week later Scott looked suddenly up at the annunciator in the corner of his tiny laboratory. "Dr. Scott," it rasped. "Dr. Scott. Dr. Scott. To Dr. Bach's office."


    He finished his titration, noted the figures, and hurried out. The old man was pacing the floor nervously as Scott entered.


    "I've got your case, Dan," he muttered. "It's against all ethics—yet I'll be damned if I can see how you can do this one any harm. But you'd better hurry. Come on—isolation ward."


    They hurried. In the tiny cubical room Scott stared appalled. "A girl!" he muttered.


    She could never have been other than drab and plain, but lying there with the pallor of death already on her cheeks, she had an appearance of somber sweetness. Yet that was all the charm she could ever have possessed; her dark, cropped, oily hair was unkempt and stringy, her features flat and unattractive. She breathed with an almost inaudible rasp, and her eyes were dosed.


    "Do you," asked Scott, "consider this a test? She's all but dead now."


    Dr. Bach nodded. "Tuberculosis," he said, "final stage. Her lungs are hemorrhaging—a matter of hours."


    The girl coughed; flecks of blood appeared on her pallid lips. She opened dull, watery blue eyes.


    "So!" said Bach, "conscious, eh? This is Dr. Scott. Dan, this is—uh"—he peered at the card at the foot of the bed—"Miss—uh—Kyra Zelas. Dr. Scott has an injection, Miss Zelas. As I warned you, it probably won't help, but I can't see how it can hurt. Are you willing?"


    She spoke in faint, gurgling tones. "Sure, I'm through anyway. What's the odds?"


    "All right. Got the hypo, Dan?" Bach took the tube of water-clear serum. "Any particular point of injection? No? Give me the cubital, then."


    He thrust the needle into the girl's arm. Dan noted that she did not even wince at the bite of the steel point, but lay stoical and passive as thirty cc. of liquid flowed into her veins. She coughed again, then closed her eyes.


    "Come out of here," ordered Bach gruffly, as they moved into the hall, "I'm damned if I like this. I feel like a dirty dog."


    


    He seemed to feel less canine, however, the following day. "That Zelas case is still alive," he reported to Scott. "If I dared trust my eyes, I'd say she's improved a little. A very little. I'd still call it hopeless."


    But the following day Scott found himself seated in his office with a puzzled expression in his old gray eyes. "Zelas is better," he muttered. "No question of it. But you keep your head, Dan. Such miracles have happened before, and without serums. You wait until we've had her under long observation."


    By the end of the week it became evident that the observation was not to be long. Kyra Zelas flourished under their gaze like some swift-blooming tropical weed. Queerly, she lost none of her pallor, but flesh softened the angular features, and a trace of light grew in her eyes.


    "The spots on her lungs are going," muttered Bach. "She's stopped coughing, and there's no sign of bugs in her culture. But the queerest thing, Dan—and I can't figure it out, either—is the way she reacts to abrasions and skin punctures. Yesterday I took a blood specimen for a Wasserman, and—this sounds utterly mad—the puncture closed almost before I had a c.c.! Closed and healed!"


    And in another week, "Dan, I can't see any reason for keeping Kyra here. She's well. Yet I want her where we can keep her under observation. There's a queer mystery about this serum of yours. And besides, I hate to turn her out to the sort of life that brought her here."


    "What did she do?"


    "Sewed. Piece work in some sweatshop, when she could work at all. Drab, ugly, uneducated girl, but there's something appealing about her. She adapts quickly."


    Scott gave him a strange look. "Yes," he said, "she adapts quickly."


    "So," resumed Bach, "it occurred to me that she could stay at my place. We could keep her under observation, you see, and she could help the housekeeper. I'm interested—damn' interested. I think I'll offer her the chance."


    Scott was present when Dr. Bach made his suggestion. The girl Kyra smiled. "Sure," she said. Her pallid, plain face lighted up. "Thanks."


    Bach gave her the address. "Mrs. Getz will let you in. Don't do anything this afternoon. In fact, it might not hurt you to simply walk in the park for a few hours."


    Scott watched the girl as she walked down the hall toward the elevator. She had filled out, but she was still spare to the point of emaciation, and her worn black suit hung on her as if it were on a frame of sticks. As she disappeared, he moved thoughtfully about his duties, and a quarter hour later descended to his laboratory.


    On the first floor, turmoil met him. Two officers were carrying in the body of a nondescript old man, whose head was a bloody ruin. There was a babble of excited voices, and he saw a crowd on the steps outside.


    "What's up?" he called. "Accident?"


    "Accident!" snapped an officer. "Murder, you mean. Woman steps up to this old guy, picks a hefty stone from the park border, slugs him, and takes his wallet. Just like that!"


    Scott peered out of the window. The Black Maria was backing toward a crowd on the park side of the street.


    A pair of hulking policemen flanked a thin figure in black, thrusting it toward the doors of the vehicle. Scott gasped. It was Kyra Zelas!


    


    A week later Dr. Bach stared into the dark fireplace of his living room. "It's not our business," he repeated. "My God!" blazed Scott. "Not our business! How do we know we're not responsible? How do we know that our injection didn't unsettle her mind? Glands can do that; look at Mongoloid idiots and cretins. Our stuff was glandular. Maybe we drove her crazy!"


    "All right," said Bach. "Listen. We'll attend the trial tomorrow, and if it looks bad for her, we'll get hold of her lawyer and let him put us on the stand. We'll testify that she's just been released after a long and dangerous illness, and may not be fully responsible. That's entirely true."


    Mid-morning of the next day found them hunched tensely on benches in the crowded courtroom. The prosecution was opening; three witnesses testified to the event.


    "This old guy buys peanuts for the pigeons. Yeah, I sell 'em to him every day—or did. So this time he hasn't any change, and he pulls out his wallet, and I see it's stuffed with bills. And one minute later I see the dame pick up the rock and conk him. Then she grabs the dough—"


    "Describe her, please."


    "She's skinny, and dressed in black. She ain't no beauty, neither. Brownish hair, dark eyes, I don't know whether dark-blue or brown."


    "Your witness!" snapped the prosecutor.


    A young and nervous individual—appointed by the court, the paper said—rose. "You say," he squeaked, "that the assailant had brown hair and dark eyes?"


    "Yeah."


    "Will the defendant please rise?"


    Her back was toward Scott and Bach as Kyra Zelas arose, but Scott stiffened. Something strangely different about her appearance; surely her worn black suit no longer hung so loosely about her. What he could see of her figure seemed—well, magnificent.


    "Take off your hat, Miss Zelas," squeaked the attorney.


    Scott gasped. Radiant as aluminum glowed the mass of hair she revealed!


    "I submit, your honor, that this defendant does not possess dark hair, nor, if you will observe, dark eyes. It is, I suppose, conceivable that she could somehow have bleached her hair while in custody, and I therefore"—he brandished a pair of scissors—"submit a lock to be tested by any chemist the court appoints. The pigmentation is entirely natural. And as for her eyes—does my esteemed opponent suggest that they, too, are bleached?"


    He swung on the gaping witness. "Is this lady the one you claim to have seen committing the crime?"


    The man goggled. "Uh—I can't—say."


    "Is she?"


    "N-no!"


    The speaker smiled. "That's all. Will you take the stand, Miss Zelas?"


    The girl moved lithe as a panther. Slowly she turned, facing the court. Scott's brain whirled, and his fingers dug into Bach's arm. Silver-eyed, aluminum-haired, alabaster pale, the girl on the stand was beyond doubt the most beautiful woman he had ever seen!


    The attorney was speaking again. "Tell the court in your own words what happened, Miss Zelas."


    Quite casually the girl crossed her trim ankles and began to speak. Her voice was low, resonant, and thrilling; Scott had to fight to keep his attention on the sense of her words rather than the sound.


    "I had just left Grand Mercy Hospital," she said, "where I had been ill for some months. I had crossed the park when suddenly a woman in black rushed at me, thrust an empty wallet into my hands, and vanished. A moment later I was surrounded by a screaming crowd, and—well, that's all."


    "An empty wallet, you say?" asked the defense lawyer. "What of the money found in your own bag, which my eminent colleague believes stolen?"


    "It was mine," said the girl, "about seven hundred dollars."


    Bach hissed, "That's a lie! She had two dollars and thirty-three cents on her when we took her in."


    "Do you mean you think she's the same Kyra Zelas we had at the hospital?" gasped Scott.


    "I don't know. I don't know anything, but if I ever touch that damned serum of yours—Look! Look, Dan!" This last was a tense whisper.


    "What?"


    "Her hair! When the sun strikes it!"


    Scott peered more closely. A vagrant ray of noon sunlight filtered through a high window, and now and again the swaying of a shade permitted it to touch the metallic radiance of the girl's hair. Scott stared and saw; slightly but unmistakable, whenever the light touched that glowing aureole, her hair darkened from bright aluminum to golden blond!


    Something clicked in his brain. There was a clue somewhere—if he could but find it. The pieces of the puzzle were there, but they were woefully hard to fit together. The girl in the hospital and her reaction to incisions; this girl and her reaction to light.


    "I've got to see her," he whispered. "There's something I have to find—Listen!"


    The speaker was orating. "And we ask the dismissal of the whole case, your honor, on the grounds that the prosecution has utterly failed even to identify the defendant."


    The judge's gavel crashed. For a moment his aging eyes rested on the girl with the silver eyes and, incredible hair, then: "Case dismissed!" he snapped. "Jury discharged!"


    There was a tumult of voices. Flashlights shot instantaneous sheets of lightning. The girl on the witness stand rose with perfect poise, smiled with lovely, innocent lips, and moved away. Scott waited until she passed close at hand then:


    "Miss Zelas!" he called.


    She paused. Her strange silver eyes lighted with unmistakable recognition. "Dr. Scott!" said the voice of tinkling metal. "And Dr. Bach!"


    She was, then. She was the same girl. This was the drab sloven of the isolation ward, this weirdly beautiful creature of exotic coloring. Staring, Scott could trace now the very identity of her features, but changed as by a miracle.


    He pushed through the mob of photographers, press men, and curiosity seekers. "Have you a place to stay?" he asked. "Dr. Bach's offer still stands."


    She smiled. "I am very grateful," she murmured, and then, to the crowd of reporters. "The doctor is an old friend of mine." She was completely at ease, unruffled, poised.


    Something caught Scott's eye, and he purchased a paper, glancing quickly at the photograph, the one taken at the moment the girl had removed her hat. He started; her hair showed raven black! There was a comment below the picture, too, to the effect that "her striking hair photographs much darker than it appears to the eye."


    He frowned. "This way," he said to the girl, then goggled in surprise again. For in the broad light of noon her complexion was no longer the white of alabaster; it was creamy tan, the skin of one exposed to long hours of sunlight; her eyes were deep violet, and her hair—that tiny wisp unconcealed by her hat—was as black as the basalt columns of hell!


    Kyra had insisted on stopping to purchase a substitute for the worn black suit, and had ended by acquiring an entire outfit. She sat now curled in the deep davenport before the fireplace in Dr. Bach's library, sheathed in silken black from her white throat to the tiny black pumps on her feet. She was almost unearthly in her weird beauty, with her aluminum hair, silver eyes, and marble-pale skin against the jet silk covering.


    She gazed innocently at Scott. "But why shouldn't I?" she asked. "The court returned my money; I can buy what I please with it."


    "Your money?" he muttered. "You had less than three dollars when you left the hospital."


    "But this is mine now."


    "Kyra," he said abruptly, "where did you get that money?"


    Her face was saintlike in its purity. "From the old man."


    "You—you did murder him!"


    "Why, of course I did."


    He choked. "My Lord!" he gasped. "Don't you realize we'll have to tell?"


    She shook her head, smiling, gently from one to the other of them. "No, Dan. You won't tell, for it wouldn't do any good. I can't be tried twice for the same crime. Not in America."


    "But why, Kyra? Why did you—"


    "Would you have me resume the life that sent me into your hands? I needed money; money was there; I took it."


    "But murder!"


    "It was the most direct way."


    "Not if you happened to be punished for it," he returned grimly.


    "But I wasn't," she reminded him gently.


    He groaned. "Kyra," he said, shifting the subject sud-denly, "why do your eyes and skin and hair darken in sunlight or when exposed to flashlight?"


    She smiled. "Do they?" she asked. "I hadn't noticed." She yawned, stretched her arms above her head and her slim legs before her. "I think I shall sleep now," she announced. She swept her magnificent eyes over them, rose, and disappeared into the room Dr. Bach had given her—his own.


    Scott faced the older man, his features working in emotion. "Do you see?" he hissed. "Good Lord, do you see?"


    "Do you, Dan?"


    "Part of it. Part of it, anyway."


    "And I see part as well."


    "Well," said Scott, "here it is as I see it. That serum—that accursed serum of mine—has somehow accentuated this girl's adaptability to an impossible degree. What is it that differentiates life from non-living matter? Two things, irritation and adaptation. Life adapts itself to its environment, and the greater the adaptability, the more successful the organism.


    "Now," he proceeded, "all human beings show a very considerable adaptivity. When we expose ourselves to sunlight, our skin shows pigmentation—we tan. That's adaptation to an environment containing sunlight. When a man loses his right hand, he learns to use his left. That's another adaptation. When a person's skin is punctured, it heals and rebuilds, and that's another angle of the same thing. Sunny regions produce dark-skinned, dark-haired people; northern lands produce blonds—and that's adaptation again.


    "So what's happened to Kyra Zelas, by some mad twist I don't understand, is that her adaptive powers have been increased to an extreme. She adapts instantly to her environment; when sun strikes her, she tans at once, and in shade she fades immediately. In sunlight her hair and eyes are those of a tropical race; in shadow, those of a Northerner. And—good Lord, I see it now—when she was faced with danger there in the courtroom, faced by a jury and judge who were men, she adapted to that! She met that danger, not only by changed appearance, but by a beauty so great, that she couldn't have been convicted!" He paused. "But how? How?"


    "Perhaps medicine can tell how," said Bach. "Undoubtedly man is the creature of his glands. The differences between races—white, red, black, yellow—is doubtless glandular. And perhaps the most effective agent of adaptation is the human brain and neural system, which in itself is controlled partly by a little greasy mass on the floor of the brain's third ventricle, before the cerebellum, and supposed by the ancients to be the seat of the soul.


    "I mean, of course, the pineal gland. I suspect that what your serum contains is the long-sought hormone pinealin, and that it has caused hypertrophy of Kyra's pineal gland. And Dan, do you realize that if her adaptability is perfect, she's not only invincible, but invulnerable?"


    "That's true!" gulped Scott. "Why, she couldn't be electrocuted, because she'd adapt instantly to an environment containing an electric current, and she couldn't be killed by a shot, because she'd adapt to that as quickly as to your needle pricks. And poison—but there must be a limit somewhere!"


    "There doubtless is," observed Bach. "I hardly believe she could adapt herself to an environment containing a fifty-ton locomotive passing over her body. And yet there's an important point we haven't considered. Adaptation itself is of two kinds."


    "Two kinds?"


    "Yes. One kind is biological; the other, human. Naturally a biochemist like you would deal only with the first, and equally naturally a brain surgeon like me has to consider the second as well. Biological adaptation is what all life—plant, animal, and human—possesses, and it is merely conforming to one's environment. A chameleon, for instance, shows much the same ability as Kyra herself, and so, in lesser degree, does the arctic fox, white in winter, brown in summer; or the snowshoe rabbit, for that matter, or the weasel. All life conforms to its environment to a great extent, because if it doesn't, it dies. But human life does more."


    "More?"


    "Much more. Human adaptation is not only conformity to environment, but also the actual changing of environment to fit human needs! The first cave man who left his cave to build a grass hut changed his environment, and so, in exactly the same sense, did Steinmetz, Edison, and as far as that goes, Julius Caesar and Napoleon. In fact, Dan, all human invention, genius, and military leadership boils down to that one fact—changing the environment instead of conforming to it."


    He paused, then continued, "Now we know that Kyra possesses the biological adaptivity. Her hair and eyes prove that. But what if she possesses the other to the same degree? If she does, God knows what the result will be. We can only watch to see what direction she takes—watch and hope."


    "But I don't see," muttered Scott, "how that could be glandular."


    "Anything can be glandular. In a mutant—and Kyra's as much a mutant as your white-eyed fruit flies—anything is possible." He frowned reflectively. "If I dared phrase a philosophical interpretation, I'd say that Kyra—perhaps—represents a stage in human evolution. A mutation. If one ventured to believe that, then de Vries and Weissman are justified."


    "The mutation theory of evolution, you mean?"


    "Exactly. You see, Dan, while it is very obvious from fossil remains that evolution occurred, yet it is very easy to prove it couldn't possibly have occurred!"


    "How?"


    "Well, it couldn't have occurred slowly, as Darwin believed, for many reasons. Take the eye, for instance. He thought that very gradually, over thousands of generations, some sea creature developed a spot on its skin that was sensitive to light, and that this gave it an advantage over its blind fellows. Therefore its kind survived and others perished. But see here. If this eye developed slowly, why did the very first ones, the ones that couldn't yet see, have any better chance than the others? And take a wing. What good is a wing until you can fly with it? Just because a jumping lizard had a tiny fold of skin between foreleg and breast wouldn't mean that that lizard could survive where others died. What kept the wing developing to a point where it could actually have value?"


    "What did?"


    "De Vries and Weissman say nothing did. They answer that evolution must have progressed in jumps, so that when the eye appeared, it was already efficient enough to have survival value, and likewise the wing. Those jumps they named mutations. And in that sense, Dan, Kyra's a mutation, a jump from the human to—something else. Perhaps the superhuman."


    Scott shook his head in perplexity. He was thoroughly puzzled, completely baffled, and more than a little unnerved. In a few moments more he bade Bach good night, wandered home, and lay for hours in sleepless thought.


    The next day Bach managed a leave of absence for both of them from Grand Mercy, and Scott moved in. This was in part simply out of his fascinated interest in the case of Kyra Zelas, but in part it was altruistic. She had confessedly murdered one man; it occurred to Scott that she might with no more compunction murder Dr. Bach, and he meant to be at hand to prevent it.


    He had been in her company no more than a few hours before Bach's words on evolution and mutations took on new meaning. It was not only Kyra's chameleon-like coloring, nor her strangely pure and saintlike features, nor even her incredible beauty. There was something more; he could not at once identify it, but decidedly the girl Kyra was not quite human.


    The event that impressed this on him occurred in the late afternoon. Bach was away somewhere on personal business, and Scott had been questioning the girl about her own impressions of her experience.


    "But don't you know you've changed?" he asked. "Can't you see the difference in yourself?"


    "Not I. It is the world that has changed."


    "But your hair was black. Now it's light as ashes."


    "Was it?" she asked. "Is it?"


    He groaned in exasperation. "Kyra," he said, "you must know something about yourself."


    Her exquisite eyes turned their silver on him. "I do," she said. "I know that what I want is mine, and"—her pure lips smiled—"I think I want you, Dan."


    It seemed to him, that she changed at that moment. Her beauty was not quite as it had been, but somehow more wildly intoxicating than before. He realized what it meant; her environment now contained a man she loved, or thought she loved, and she was adapting to that, too. She was becoming—he shivered slightly—irresistible!


    Bach must have realized the situation, but he said nothing. As for Scott, it was sheer torture, for he realized only too well that the girl he loved was a freak, a biological sport, and worse than that, a cold murderess and a creature not exactly human. Yet for the next several days things went smoothly. Kyra slipped easily into the routine; she was ever a willing subject for their inquiries and investigations.


    Then Scott had an idea. He produced one of the guinea pigs that he had injected, and they found that the creature evinced the same reaction as Kyra to cuts. They killed the thing by literally cutting it in half with an ax, and Bach examined its brain.


    "Right!" he said at last. "It's hypertrophy of the pineal." He stared intently at Scott. "Suppose," he said, "that we could reach Kyra's pineal and correct the hypertrophy. Do you suppose that might return her to normal?"


    Scott suppressed a pang of fear. "But why? She can't do any harm as long as we guard her here. Why do we have to gamble with her life like that?"


    Bach laughed shortly. "For the first time in my life I'm glad I'm an old man," he said. "Don't you see we have to do something? She's a menace. She's dangerous. Heaven only knows how dangerous. We'll have to try."


    Scott groaned and assented. An hour later, under the pretext of experiment, he watched the old man inject five grains of morphia into the girl's arm, watched her frown and blink—and adjust. The drug was powerless.


    It was at night that Bach got his next idea. "Ethyl chloride!" he whispered. "The instantaneous anaesthetic. Perhaps she can't adjust to lack of oxygen. We'll try."


    Kyra was asleep. Silently, carefully, the two crept in, and Scott stared down in utter fascination at the weird beauty of her features, paler than ever in the faint light of midnight. Carefully, so carefully, Bach held the cone above her sleeping face, drop by drop he poured the volatile, sweet-scented liquid into it. Minutes passed.


    "That should anaesthetize an elephant," he whispered at last, and jammed the cone full upon her face.


    She awoke. Fingers like slim steel rods closed on his wrist, forcing his hand away. Scott seized the cone, and her hand clutched his wrist as well, and he felt the strength of her grasp.


    "Stupid," she said quietly, sitting erect. "This is quite useless—look!"


    She snatched a paper knife from the table beside the bed. She bared her pale throat to the moonlight, and then, suddenly, drove the knife to its hilt into her bosom!


    Scott gulped in horror as she withdrew it. A single spot of blood showed on her flesh, she wiped it away, and displayed her skin, pale, unscarred, beautiful.


    "Go away," she said softly, and they departed.


    The next day she made no reference to the incident. Scott and Bach spent a worried morning in the laboratory, doing no work, but simply talking. It was a mistake, for when they returned to the library, she was gone, having, according to Mrs. Getz, simply strolled out of the door and away. A hectic and hasty search of the adjacent blocks brought no sign of her.


    At dusk she was back, pausing hatless in the doorway to permit Scott, who was there alone, to watch the miraculous change as she passed from sunset to chamber, and her hair faded from mahogany to aluminum.


    "Hello," she said smiling. "I killed a child."


    "What? My Lord, Kyra!"


    "It was an accident. Surely you don't feel that I should be punished for an accident, Dan, do you?"


    He was staring in utter horror. "How—"


    "Oh, I decided to walk a bit. After a block or two, it occurred to me that I should like to ride. There was a car parked there with the keys in it, and the driver was talking on the sidewalk, so I slipped in, started it, and drove away. Naturally I drove rather fast, since he was shouting, and at the second corner I hit a little boy."


    "And—you didn't stop?"


    "Of course not. I drove around the corner, turned another corner or two, and then parked the car and walked back. The boy was gone, but the crowd was still there. Not one of them noticed me." She smiled her saintlike smile. "We're quite safe. They can't possibly trace me."


    Scott dropped his head on his hands and groaned. "I don't know what to do!" he muttered. "Kyra, you're going to have to report this to the police."


    "But it was an accident," she said gently, her luminous silver eyes pityingly on Scott.


    "No matter. You'll have to."


    She placed her white hand on his head. "Perhaps tomorrow," she said. "Dan, I have learned something. What one needs in this world is power. As long as there are people in the world with more power than I, I run afoul of them. They keep trying to punish me with their laws—and why? Their laws are not for me. They cannot punish me."


    He did not answer.


    "Therefore," she said softly, "tomorrow I go out of here to seek power. I will be more powerful than any laws."


    That shocked him to action. "Kyra!" he cried. "You're not to try to leave here again." He gripped her shoulders. "Promise me! Swear that you'll not step beyond that door without me!"


    "Why, if you wish," she said quietly.


    "But swear it! Swear it by everything sacred!"


    Her silver eyes looked steadily into his from a face like that of a marble angel. "I swear it," she murmured. "By anything you name, I swear it, Dan."


    And in the morning she was gone, taking what cash and bills had been in Scott's wallet, and in Bach's as well. And, they discovered later, in Mrs. Getz's also.


    "But if you could have seen her!" muttered Scott. "She looked straight into my eyes and promised, and her face was pure as a madonna's. I can't believe she was lying."


    "The lie as an adaptive mechanism," said Bach, "deserves more attention than it has received. Probably the original liars are those plants and animals that use protective mimicry—harmless snakes imitating poisonous ones, stingless flies that look like bees. Those are living lies."


    "But she couldn't—"


    "She has, however. What you've told me about her desire for power is proof enough. She's entered the second adaptive phase—that of adapting her environment to herself instead of herself to her environment. How far will her madness—or her genius—carry her? There is very little difference between the two, Dan. And what is left now for us to do but watch?"


    "Watch? How? Where is she?"


    "Unless I'm badly mistaken, watching her will be easy once she begins to achieve. Wherever she is, I think we—and the rest of the world—will know of it soon enough."


    


    But weeks dropped away without sign of Kyra Zelas. Scott and Bach returned to their duties at Grand Mercy, and down in his laboratory the biochemist disposed grimly of the remains of three guinea pigs, a cat, and a dog, whose killing had been an exhausting and sickening task. In the crematory as well went a tube of water-clear serum.


    Then one day the annunciator summoned him to Bach's office, where he found the old man hunched over a copy of the Post Record.


    "Look here!" he said, indicating a political gossip column called "Whirls of Washington."


    Scott read, "And the surprise of the evening was the soidisant confirmed bachelor of the cabinet, upright John Callan, who fluttered none other than the gorgeous Kyra Zelas, the lady who affects a dark wig by day and a white by night. Some of us remember her as the acquittee of a murder trial."


    Scott looked up. "Callan, eh? Secretary of the treasury, no less! When she said power she meant power, apparently."


    "But will she stop there?" mused Bach gloomily. "I have a premonition that she's just beginning."


    "Well, actually, how far can a woman go?"


    The old man looked at him. "A woman? This is Kyra Zelas, Dan. Don't set your limits yet. There will be more of her."


    Bach was right. Her name began to appear with increasing frequency, first in social connections, then with veiled references to secret intrigues and influences.


    Thus: "Whom do the press boys mean by the tenth cabineteer?" Or later: "Why not a secretary of personal relations? She has the powers; give her the name." And still later: "One has to go back to Egypt for another instance of a country whose exchequer was run by a woman. And Cleopatra busted that one."


    Scott grinned a little ruefully to himself as he realized that the thrusts were becoming more indirect, as if the press itself were beginning to grow cautious. It was a sign of increasing power, for nowhere are people as sensitive to such trends as among the Washington correspondents. Kyra's appearance in the public prints began to be more largely restrained to purely social affairs, and usually in connection with John Callan, the forty-five-year-old bachelor secretary of the treasury.


    Waking or sleeping, Scott never for a moment quite forgot her, for there was something mystical about her, whether she were mad or a woman of genius, whether freak or superwoman. The only thing he did forget was a thin girl with drab features and greasy black hair who had lain on a pallet in the isolation ward and coughed up flecks of blood.


    


    It was no surprise to either Scott or Dr. Bach to return one evening to Bach's residence for a few hours' conversation, and find there, seated as comfortably as if she had never left it, Kyra Zelas. Outwardly she had changed but little; Scott gazed once more in fascination on her incredible hair and wide, innocent silver eyes. She was smoking a cigarette, and she exhaled a long, blue plume of smoke and smiled up at him.


    He hardened himself. "Nice of you to honor us," he said coldly. "What's the reason for this visit? Did you run out of money?"


    "Money? Of course not. How could I run out of money?"


    "You couldn't, not as long as you replenished your funds the way you did when you left."


    "Oh, that!" she said contemptuously. She opened her hand bag, indicating a green mass of bills. "I'll give that back, Dan. How much was it?"


    "To hell with the money!" he blazed. "What hurts me is the way you lied. Staring into my eyes as innocent as a baby, and lying all the time!"


    "Was I?" she asked. "I won't lie to you again, Dan. I promise."


    "I don't believe you," he said bitterly. "Tell us what you're doing here, then."


    "I wanted to see you. I haven't forgotten what I said to you, Dan." With the words she seemed to grow more beautiful than ever, and this time poignantly wistful as well.


    "And have you," asked Bach suddenly, "abandoned your idea of power?"


    "Why should I want power?" she rejoined innocently, flashing her magnificent eyes to him.


    "But you said," began Scott impatiently, "that you—"


    "Did I?" There was a ghost of a smile on her perfect lips. "I won't lie to you, Dan," she went on, laughing a little. "If I want power, it is mine for the taking—more power than you dream."


    "Through John Callan?" he rasped.


    "He offers a simple way," she said impassively. "Suppose, for instance, that in a day or so he were to issue a statement—a supremely insulting statement—about the war debts. The administration couldn't afford to reprimand him openly, because most of the voters feel that a supremely insulting statement is called for. And if it were insulting enough—and I assure you it would be—you would see the animosity of Europe directed westward.


    "Now, if the statement were one that no national government could ignore and yet keep its dignity in the eyes of its people, it would provoke counter-insults. And there are three nations—you know their names as well as I—who await only such a diversion of interest. Don't you see?" She frowned.


    "How stupid you both are!" she murmured, and then, stretching her glorious figure and yawning, "I wonder what sort of empress I would make. A good one, doubtless."


    But Scott was aghast. "Kyra, do you mean you'd urge Callan into such a colossal blunder as that?"


    "Urge him!" she echoed contemptuously. "I'd force him."


    "Do you mean you'd do it?"


    "I haven't said so," she smiled. She yawned again, and snapped her cigarette into the dark fireplace. "I'll stay here a day or two," she added pleasantly, rising. "Good night."


    Scott faced Dr. Bach as she vanished into the old man's chamber. "Damn her!" he grated, his lips white. "If I believed she meant all of that—"


    "You'd better believe it," said Bach.


    "Empress, eh! Empress of what?"


    "Of the world, perhaps. You can't set limits to madness or genius."


    "We've got to stop her!"


    "How? We can't keep her locked up here. In the first place, she'd doubtless develop strength enough in her wrists to break the locks on the doors, and if she didn't, all she'd need to do is shout for help from a window."


    "We can have her adjudged insane!" flared Scott. "We can have her locked up where she can't break out or call for help."


    "Yes, we could. We could if we could get her committed by the Sanity Commission. And if we got her before them, what chance do you think we'd have?"


    "All right, then," said Scott grimly, "we're going to have to find her weakness. Her adaptability can't be infinite. She's immune to drugs and immune to wounds, but she can't be above the fundamental laws of biology. What we have to do is to find the law we need."


    "You find it then," said Bach gloomily.


    "But we've got to do something. At least we can warn people—" He broke off, realizing the utter absurdity of the idea.


    "Warn people!" scoffed Bach. "Against what? We'd be the ones to go before the Sanity Commission then. Callan would ignore us with dignity, and Kyra would laugh her pretty little laugh of contempt, and that would be that."


    Scott shrugged helpleessly. "I'm staying here to-night," he said. "At least we can talk to her again tomorrow."


    "If she's still here," remarked Bach ironically.


    But she was. She came out as Scott was reading the morning papers alone in the library, and sat silently opposite him, garbed in black silk lounging pajamas against which her alabaster skin and incredible hair glowed in startling contrast. He watched skin and hair turn faintly golden as the morning sun lightened the chamber. Somehow it angered him that she should be so beautiful and at the same time deadly with an inhuman deadliness.


    He spoke first. "You haven't committed any murders since our last meeting, I hope." He said it spitefully, viciously.


    She was quite indifferent. "Why should I? It has not been necessary."


    "You know, Kyra," he said evenly, "that you ought to be killed."


    "But not by you, Dan. You love me."


    He said nothing. The fact was too obvious to deny.


    "Dan," she said softly, "if you only had my courage, there is no height we might not reach together. No height—if you had the courage to try. That is why I came back here, but—" She shrugged. "I go back to Washington tomorrow."


    Later in the day Scott got Bach alone. "She's going tomorrow!" he said tensely. "Whatever we can do has to be done to-night."


    The old man gestured helplessly. "What can we do? Can you think of any law that limits adaptability?"


    "No, but—" He paused suddenly. "By Heaven!" he cried. "I can! I've got it!"


    "What?"


    "The law! A fundamental biological law that must be Kyra's weakness!"


    "But what?"


    "This! No organism can live in its own waste products! Its own waste is poison to any living thing!"


    "But—"


    "Listen. Carbon dioxide is a human waste product. Kyra can't adapt to an atmosphere of carbon dioxide!"


    Bach stared. "By Heaven!" he cried. "But even if you're right, how—"


    "Wait a minute. You can get a couple of cylinders of carbonic acid gas from Grand Mercy. Can you think of any way of getting the gas into her room?"


    "Why—this is an old house. There's a hole from her room to the one I'm using, where the radiator connection goes through. It's not tight; we could get a rubber tube past the pipe."


    "Good!"


    "But the windows! She'll have the windows open." "Never mind that," said Scott. "See that they're soaped so they'll close easily, that's all."


    "But even if it works, what good—Dan! You don't mean to kill her?"


    He shook his head. "I—couldn't," he whispered. "But once she's helpless, once she's overcome—if she is—you'll operate. That operation on the pineal you suggested before. And may Heaven forgive me!"


    


    Scott suffered the tortures of the damned that evening. Kyra was, if possible, lovelier than ever, and for the first time she seemed to exert herself to be charming. Her conversation was literally brilliant; she sparkled, and over and over Scott found himself so fascinated that the thought of the treachery he planned was an excruciating pain. It seemed almost a blasphemy to attempt violence against one whose outward appearance was so pure, so innocent, so saintlike.


    "But she isn't quite—human!" he told himself. "She's not an angel but a female demon, a—what were they called?—an incubus!"


    Despite himself, when at last Kyra yawned luxuriously and dropped her dainty feet to the floor to depart, he pleaded for a few moments more.


    "But it's early," he said, "and tomorrow you leave."


    "I will return, Dan. This is not the end for us."


    "I hope not," he muttered miserably, watching the door of her room as it clicked shut.


    He gazed at Bach. The older man, after a moment's silence, whispered, "It is likely that she sleeps almost at once. That's also a matter of adaptability."


    In tense silence they watched the thin line of light below the closed door. Scott started violently when, after a brief interval, her shadow crossed it and it disappeared with a faint click.


    "Now, then," he said grimly. "Let's get it over."


    He followed Bach into the adjacent room. There, cold and metallic, stood the gray cylinders of compressed gas. He watched as the old man attached a length of tubing, ran it to the opening around the steam pipe, and began to pack the remaining space with wet cotton.


    Scott turned to his own task. He moved quietly into the library. With utmost stealth he tried the door of Kyra's room; it was unlocked as he had known it would be, for the girl was supremely confident of her own invulnerability.


    For a long moment he gazed across at the mass of radiant silver hair on her pillow, then, very cautiously, he placed a tiny candle on the chair by the window, so that it should be at about the level of the bed, lighted it with a snap of his cigarette lighter, withdrew the door key, and departed.


    He locked the door on the outside, and set about stuffing the crack below it with cotton. It was far from airtight, but that mattered little, he mused, since one had to allow for the escape of the replaced atmosphere.


    He returned to Bach's room. "Give me a minute," he whispered. "Then turn it on."


    He stepped to a window. Outside was a two-foot ledge of stone, and he crept to this precarious perch. He was visible from the street below, but not markedly noticeable, for he was directly above an areaway between Bach's house and its neighbor. He prayed fervently that he might escape attention.


    He crept along the ledge. The two windows of Kyra's chamber were wide, but Bach had done his work. They slid downward, without a creak, and he pressed close against the glass to peer in.


    Across the room glowed the faint and steady flame of his little taper. Close beside him, within a short arm's length had no pane intervened, lay Kyra, quite visible in the dusk. She lay on her back, with one arm thrown above her unbelievable hair, and she had drawn only a single sheet over her. He could watch her breathing, quiet, calm, peaceful.


    It seemed as if a long time passed. He fancied at last that he could hear the gentle hiss of gas from Bach's window, but he knew that that must be fancy. In the chamber he watched there was no sign of anything unusual; the glorious Kyra slept as she did everything else—easily, quietly, and confidently.


    Then there was a sign. The little candle flame, burning steadily in the draughtless air, flickered suddenly. He watched it, certain now that its color was changing. Again it flickered, flared for a moment, then died. A red spark glowed on the wick for a bare instant, then that was gone.


    The candle flame was smothered. That meant a concentration of eight or ten per cent of carbon dioxide in the room's temperature—far too high to support ordinary life. Yet Kyra was living. Except that her quiet breathing seemed to have deepened, she gave not even a sign of inconvenience. She had adapted to the decreased oxygen supply.


    But there must be limits to her powers. He blinked into the darkness. Surely—surely her breathing was quickening. He was positive now; her breast rose and fell in convulsive gasps, and somewhere in his turbulent mind the scientist in him recorded the fact.


    "Cheyne-Stokes breathing," he muttered. In a moment the violence of it would waken her.


    It did. Suddenly the silver eyes started open. She brushed her hand across her mouth, then clutched at her throat. Aware instantly of danger, she thrust herself erect, and her bare legs flashed as she pushed herself from the bed. But she must have been dazed, for she turned first to the door.


    He saw the unsteadiness in her movements. She twisted the doorknob, tugged frantically, then whirled toward the window. He could see her swaying as she staggered through the vitiated air, but she reached it. Her face was close to his, but he doubted if she saw him, for her eyes were wide and frightened, and her mouth and throat were straining violently for breath. She raised her hand to smash the pane; the blow landed, but weakly, and the window shook but did not shatter.


    Again her arm rose, but that blow was never delivered. For a moment she stood poised, swaying slowly, then her magnificent eyes misted and closed, she dropped to her knees, and at last collapsed limply on the floor.


    Scott waited a long, torturing moment, then thrust up the window. The rush of lifeless air sent him whirling dizzily on his dangerous perch, and he clutched the casement. Then a slow breeze moved between the buildings, and his head cleared.


    He stepped gingerly into the chamber. It was stifling, but near the open window he could breathe. He kicked thrice against Bach's wall.


    The hiss of gas ceased. He gathered Kyra's form in his arms, waited until he heard the key turn, then dashed across the room and into the library.


    Bach stared as if fascinated at the pure features of the girl. "A goddess overcome," he said. "There is something sinful about our part in this."


    "Be quickl" snapped Scott. "She's unconscious, not anaesthetized. God knows how quickly she'll readjust."


    But she had not yet recovered when Scott laid her on the operating table in Bach's office, and drew the straps about her arms and body and slim bare legs. He looked down on her still, white face and bright hair, and he felt his heart contract with pain to see them darken ever so faintly and beautifully under the brilliant operating light, rich in actinic rays.


    "You were right," he whispered to the unhearing girl. "Had I your courage there is nothing we might not have attained together."


    Bach spoke brusquely. "Nasal?" he asked. "Or shall I trephine her?"


    "Nasal."


    "But I should like a chance to observe the pineal gland. This case is unique, and—"


    "Nasal!" blazed Scott. "I won't have her scarred!"


    Bach sighed and began. Scott, despite his long hospital experience, found himself quite unable to watch this operation; he passed the old man his instruments as needed, but kept his eyes averted from the girl's passive and lovely face.


    "So!" said Bach at last. "It is done." For the first time he himself had a moment's leisure to survey Kyra's features.


    Bach started violently. Gone was the exquisite aluminum hair, replaced by the stringy, dark, and oily locks of the girl in the hospital! He pried open her eye, silver no longer, but pallid blue. Of all her loveliness, there remained—what? A trace, perhaps; a trace in the saintlike purity of her pale face, and in the molding of her features. But a flame had died; she was a goddess no longer, but a mortal—a human being. The superwoman had become no more than a suffering girl.


    An ejaculation had almost burst from his lips when Scott's voice stopped him.


    "How beautiful she is!" he whispered. Bach stared. He realized suddenly that Scott was not seeing her as she was, but as she once had been. To his eyes, colored by love, she was still Kyra the magnificent.


    


    THE END
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    CHAPTER I


    


    Penalty—And Aftermath


    


    THOMAS MARSHALL CONNER was about to die. The droning voice of the prison chaplain gradually dulled his perception instead of stimulating his mind. Everything was hazy and indistinct to the condemned man. He was going to the electric chair in just ten minutes to pay the supreme penalty because he had accidentally killed a man with his bare fists.


    Connor, vibrantly alive, vigorous and healthy, only twenty-six, a brilliant young engineer, was going to die. And, knowing, he did not care. But there was nothing at all nebulous about the gray stone and cold iron bars of the death cell. There was nothing uncertain about the split down his trouser leg and the shaven spot on his head.


    The condemned man was acutely aware of the solidarity of material things about him. The world he was leaving was concrete and substantial. The approaching footsteps of the death guard sounded heavily in the distance.


    The cell door opened, and the chaplain ceased his murmuring. Passively Thomas Marshall Connor accepted his blessings, and calmly took his position between his guards for his last voluntary walk.


    He remained in his state of detachment as they seated him in the chair, strapped his body and fastened the electrodes. He heard the faint rustling of the witnesses and the nervous, rapid scratching of reporters' pencils. He could imagine their adjectives—"Calloused murderer" . . . "Brazenly indifferent to his fate."


    But it was as if the matter concerned a third party.


    He simply relaxed and waited. To die so quickly and painlessly was more a relief than anything. He was not even aware when the warden gave his signal. There was a sudden silent flash of blue light. And then—nothing at all.


    


    SO this was death. The slow and majestic drifting through the Stygian void, borne on the ageless tides of eternity.


    Peace, at last—peace, and quiet, and rest.


    But what was this sensation like the glimpse of a faint, faraway light which winked on and off like a star? After an interminable period the light became fixed and steady, a thing of annoyance. Thomas Marshall Connor, slowly became aware of the fact of his existence as an entity, in some unknown state. The senses and memories that were his personality struggled weakly to reassemble themselves into a thinking unity of being—and he became conscious of pain and physical torture.


    There was a sound of shrill voices, and a stir of fresh air. He became aware of his body again. He lay quiet, inert, exhausted. But not as lifeless as he had lain for— how long?


    When the shrill voices sounded again, Connor opened unseeing eyes and stared at the blackness just above him. After a space he began to see, but not to comprehend. The blackness became a jagged, pebbled roof no more than twelve inches from his eyes—rough and unfinished like the under side of a concrete walk.


    The light became a glimmer of daylight from a point near his right shoulder.


    Another sensation crept into his awareness. He was horribly, bitterly cold. Not with the chill of winter air, but with the terrible frigidity of inter-galactic space. Yet he was on—no, in, earth of some sort. It was as if icy water flowed in his veins instead of blood. Yet he felt completely dehydrated. His body was as inert as though detached from his brain, but he was cruelly imprisoned within it. He became conscious of a growing resentment of this fact.


    Then, stimulated by the shrilling, piping voices and the patter of tiny feet out there somewhere to the right, he made a tremendous effort to move. There was a dry, withered crackling sound—like the crumpling of old parchment—but indubitably his right arm had lifted!


    The exertion left him weak and nauseated. For a time he lay as in a stupor. Then a second effort proved easier. After another timeless interval of struggling torment his legs yielded reluctant obedience to his brain. Again he lay quietly, exhausted, but gathering strength for the supreme effort of bursting from his crypt.


    For he knew now where he was. He lay in what remained of his grave. How or why, he did not know. That was to be determined.


    With all his weak strength he thrust against the left side of his queer tomb, moving his body against the crevice at his right. Only a thin veil of loose gravel and rubble blocked the way to the open. As his shoulder struck the pile, it gave and slid away, outward and downward, in a miniature avalanche.


    Blinding daylight smote Connor like an agony. The shrill voices screamed.


    " 'S moom!" a child's voice cried tremulously. " 'S moom again!"


    Connor panted from exertion, and struggled to emerge from his hole, each movement producing another noise like rattling paper. And suddenly he was free! The last of the gravel tinkled away and he rolled abruptly down a small declivity to rest limply at the bottom of the little hillside.


    


    HE SAW now that erosion had cut through this burial ground—wherever it was—and had opened a way for him through the side of his grave. His sight was strangely dim, but he became aware of half a dozen little figures in a frightened semicircle beyond him.


    Children! Children in strange modernistic garb of bright colors, but nevertheless human children who stared at him with wide-open mouths and popping eyes. Their curiously cherubic faces were set in masks of horrified terror.


    Suddenly recalling the terrors he had sometimes known in his own childhood, Connor was surprised they did not flee. He stretched forth an imploring hand and made a desperate effort to speak. This was his first attempt to use his voice, and he found that he could not.


    The spell of dread that held the children frozen was instantly broken. One of them gave a dismayed cry: "A-a-a-h! 'S a specker!"


    In panic, shrieking that cry, the entire group turned and fled. They disappeared around the shoulder of the eroded hill, and Connor was left horribly alone. He groaned from the depths of his despair and was conscious of a faint rasping noise through his cracked and parched lips.


    He realized suddenly that he was quite naked—his shroud had long since moldered to dust. At the same moment that full comprehension of what this meant came to him, he was gazing in horror at his body. Bones! Nothing but bones, covered with a dirty, parchment-like skin!


    So tightly did his skin cover his skeletal framework that the very structure of the bones showed through. He could see the articulation at knuckles, knees, and toes. And the parchment skin was cracked like an ancient Chinese vase, checked like aged varnish. He was a horror from the tomb, and he nearly fainted at the realization. After a swooning space, he endeavored to arise. Finding that he could not, he began crawling painfully and laboriously toward a puddle of water from the last rain. Reaching it, he leaned over to place his lips against its surface, reckless of its potability, and sucked in the liquid until a vast roaring filled his ears.


    The moment of dizziness passed. He felt somewhat better, and his breathing rasped a bit less painfully in his moistened throat. His eyesight was slowly clearing and as he leaned above the little pool, he glimpsed the specter reflected there. It looked like a skull—a face with lips shrunken away from the teeth, so fleshless that it might have been a death's head.


    "Oh, God!" he called out aloud, and his voice croaked like that of a sick raven. "What and where am I!"


    In the back of his mind all through this weird experience, there had been a sense of something strange aside from his emergence from a tomb in the form of a living scarecrow. He stared up at the sky.


    


    THE vault of heaven was blue and fleecy with the whitest of clouds. The sun was shining as he had never thought to see it shine again. The grass was green. The ground was normally earthy. Everything was as it should be—but there was a strangeness about it that frightened him. Instinctively he knew that something was direfully amiss.


    It was not the fact that he failed to recognize his surroundings. He had not had the strength to explore; neither did he know where he had been buried. It was that indefinable homing instinct possessed in varying degree by all animate things. That instinct was out of gear. His time sense had stopped with the throwing of that electric switch—how long ago? Somehow, lying there under the warming rays of the sun, he felt like an alien presence in a strange country.
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    "Lost!" he whimpered like a child.


    After a long space in which he remained in a sort of stupor, he became aware of the sound of footsteps. Dully he looked up. A group of men, led by one of the children, was advancing slowly toward him. They wore brightly colored shirts—red, blue, violet—and queer baggy trousers gathered at the ankles in an exotic style.


    With a desperate burst of energy, Connor gained his knees. He extended a pleading skeletonlike claw.


    "Help me!" he croaked in his hoarse whisper.


    The beardless, queerly effeminate-looking men halted and stared at him in horror.


    " 'Assim!" shrilled the child's voice. " 'S a specker. 'S dead."


    One of the men stepped forward, looking from Connor to the gaping hole in the hillside.


    "Wassup?" he questioned.


    Connor could only repeat his croaking plea for aid.


    " 'Esick," spoke another man gravely. "Sleeper, eh?"


    There was a murmur of consultation among the men with the bright clothes and oddly soft, womanlike voices.


    "T' Evanie!" decided one. "T' Evanie, the Sorc'ess."


    They closed quickly around the half reclining Connor and lifted him gently. He was conscious of being borne along the curving cut to a yellow country road, and then black oblivion descended once more to claim him.


    When he regained consciousness the next time, he found that he was within walls, reclining on a soft bed of some kind. He had a vague dreamy impression of a girlish face with bronze hair and features like Raphael's angels bending over him. Something warm and sweetish, like glycerin, trickled down his throat.


    Then, to the whispered accompaniment of that queerly slurred English speech, he sank into the blissful repose of deep sleep.


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    Evanie the Sorceress


    


    THERE were successive intervals of dream and oblivion, of racking pain and terrible nauseating weakness; of voices murmuring queer, unintelligible words that yet were elusively familiar.


    Then one day he awoke to the consciousness of a summer morning. Birds twittered; in the distance children shouted. Clear of mind at last, he lay on a cushioned couch puzzling over his whereabouts, even his identity, for nothing within his vision indicated where or who he was.


    The first thing that caught his attention was his own right hand. Paper-thin, incredibly bony, it lay like the hand of death on the rosy coverlet, so transparent that the very color shone through. He could not raise it; only a twitching of the horrible fingers attested its union with his body.


    The room itself was utterly unfamiliar in its almost magnificently simple furnishings. There were neither pictures nor ornaments. Only several chairs of aluminum-like metal, a gleaming silvery table holding a few ragged old volumes, a massive cabinet against the opposite wall, and a chandelier pendant by a chain from the ceiling.


    He tried to call out. A faint croak issued.


    The response was startlingly immediate. A soft voice said, "Hahya?" in his ear and he turned his head painfully to face the girl of the bronze hair, seated at his side. She smiled gently.


    She was dressed in curious green baggy trousers gathered at the ankle, and a brilliant green shirt. She had rolled the full sleeves to her shoulders. Hers was like the costume of the men who had brought him here.


    "Whahya?" she said softly.


    He understood.


    "Oh! I'm—uh—Thomas Connor, of course."


    "F'm 'ere?"


    "From St. Louis."


    "Selui? 'S far off."


    Far off? Then where was he? Suddenly a fragment of memory returned. The trial—Ruth—that catastrophic episode of the grim chair. Ruth! The yellow-haired girl he had once adored, who was to have been his wife—the girl who had coldly sworn his life away because he had killed the man she loved.


    Dimly memory came back of how he had found her in that other man's arms on the very eve of their wedding; of his bitter realization that the man he had called friend had stolen Ruth from him. His outraged passions had flamed, the fire had blinded him, and when the ensuing battle had ended, the man had been crumpled on the green sward of the terrace, with a broken neck.


    He had been electrocuted for that. He had been strapped in that chair!


    Then—then the niche on the hill. But how—how? Had he by some miracle survived the burning current? He must have—and he still had the penalty to pay!
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    He tried desperately to rise.


    "Must leave here!" he muttered. "Get away—must get away." A new thought. "No! I'm legally dead. They can't touch me now; no double jeopardy in this country. I'm safe!"


    


    VOICES sounded in the next room, discussing him.


    "F'm Selui, he say," said a man's voice. "Longo, too."


    "Eah," said another. " 'S lucky to live—lucky! 'L be rich."


    That meant nothing to him. He raised his hand with a great effort; it glistened in the light with an oil of some sort. It was no longer cracked, and the ghost of a layer of tissue softened the bones. His flesh was growing back.


    His throat felt dry. He drew a breath that ended in a tickling cough.


    "Could I have some water?" he asked the girl.


    "N-n-n!" She shook her head. "N' water. S'm licket?"


    "Licket?" Must be liquid, he reflected. He nodded, and drank the mug of thick fluid she held to his lips.


    He grinned his thanks, and she sat beside him. He wondered what sort of colony was this into which he had fallen—with their exotic dress and queer, clipped English.


    His eyes wandered appreciatively over his companion; even if she were some sort of foreigner, she was gloriously beautiful, with her bronze hair gleaming above the emerald costume.


    "C'n talk," she said finally as if in permission.


    He accepted. "What's your name?"


    " 'M Evanie Sair. Evanie the Sorc'ess."


    "Evanie the Sorceress!" he echoed. "Pretty name— Evanie. Why the Sorceress, though? Do you tell fortunes?"


    The question puzzled her.


    "N'onstan," she murmured.


    "I mean—what do you do?"


    "Sorc'y." At his mystified look, she amplified it. "To give strength—to make well." She touched his fleshless arm.


    "But that's medicine—a science. Not sorcery."


    "Eah. Science—sorc'y. 'S all one. My father, Evan Sair the Wizard, taught me." Her face shadowed. " 'S dead now." Then abruptly: "Whe's your money?" she asked.


    He stared. "Why—in St. Louis. In a bank."


    "Oh!" she exlaimed. "N-n-n! Selui! N'safe!"


    "Why not?" He started. "Has there been another flood of bank-hustings?"


    The girl looked puzzled.


    "N'safe," she reiterated. "Urbs is better. For very long, Urbs is better." She paused. "When'd you sleep?"


    "Why, last night."


    "N-n-n. The long sleep."


    The long sleep! It struck him with stunning force that his last memories before that terrible awakening had been of a September world—and this was mid-summer! A horror gripped him. How long—how long—had he lain in his—grave? Weeks? No—months, at least.


    He shuddered as the girl repeated gently, "When?"


    "In September," he muttered.


    "What year?"


    Surprise strengthened him. "Year? Nineteen thirty-eight, of course!"


    She rose suddenly. " 'S no Nineteen thirty-eight. 'S only Eight forty-six now!"


    


    THEN she was gone, nor on her return would she permit him to talk. The day vanished; he slept, and another day dawned and passed. Still Evanie Sair refused to allow him to talk again, and the succeeding days found him fuming and puzzled. Little by little, however, her strange clipped English became familiar.


    So he lay thinking of his situation, his remarkable escape, the miracle that had somehow softened the discharge of Missouri's generators. And he strengthened. A day came when Evanie again permitted speech, while he watched her preparing his food.


    "Y'onger, Tom?" she asked gently. " 'L bea soon." He understood; she was saying, "Are you hungry, Tom? I'll be there soon."


    He answered with her own affirmative "Eah," and watched her place the meal in a miraculous cook stove that could be trusted to prepare it without burning.


    "Evanie," he began, "how long have I been here?"


    "Three months," said Evanie. "You were very sick."


    "But how long was I asleep?"


    "You ought to know," retorted Evanie. "I told you this was Eight forty-six."


    He frowned.


    "The year Eight forty-six of what?"


    "Just Eight forty-six," Evanie said matter of factly. "Of the Enlightenment, of course. What year did you sleep?"


    "I told you—Nineteen thirty-eight," insisted Connor, perplexed. "Nineteen thirty-eight, A.D."


    "Oh," said Evanie, as if humoring a child.


    Then, "A.D.?" she repeated. "Anno Domini, that means. Year of the Master. But the Master is nowhere near nineteen hundred years old."


    Connor was nonplussed. He and Evanie seemed to be talking at cross-purposes. He calmly started again.


    "Listen to me," he said grimly. "Suppose you tell me exactly what you think I am—all about it, just as if I were a—oh, a Martian. In simple words."


    "I know what you are," said Evanie. "You're a Sleeper. Often they wake with muddled minds."


    "And what," he pursued doggedly, "is a Sleeper?"


    Surprisingly Evanie answered that, in a clear, understandable—but most astonishing—way. Almost as astonished herself that Connor should not know the answer to his question.


    "A Sleeper," she said simply, and Connor was now able to understand her peculiar clipped speech—the speech of all these people—with comparative ease, "is one of those who undertake electrolepsis. That is, have themselves put to sleep for a long term of years to make money."


    "How? By exhibiting themselves?"


    "No," she said. "I mean that those who want wealth badly enough, but won't spend years working for it, undertake the Sleep. You must remember that—if you have forgotten so much else. They put their money in the banks organized for the Sleepers. You will remember. They guarantee six percent. You see, don't you? At that rate a Sleeper's money increases three hundred times a century—three hundred units for each one deposited. Six percent doubles their money every twelve years. A thousand becomes a fortune of three hundred thousand, if the Sleeper outlasts a century—and if he lives."


    "Fairy tales!" Connor said contemptuously, but now he understood her question about the whereabouts of his money, when he had first awakened. "What institution can guarantee six percent with safety? What could they invest in?"


    "They invest in one percent Urban bonds."


    "And run at a loss, I suppose!"


    "No. Their profits are enormous—from the funds of the nine out of every ten Sleepers who fail to waken!"


    "So I'm a Sleeper!" Connor said sharply. "Now tell me the truth."


    Evanie gazed anxiously down at him.
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    "Electrolepsis often muddles one", she murmured.


    "I'm not muddled!" he yelled. "I want truth, that's all. I want to know the date."


    "It's the middle of July, Eight hundred and forty-six," Evanie said patiently.


    "The devil it is! Perhaps I slept backward then! I want to know what happened to me."


    "Then suppose you tell," Evanie said gently.


    "I will!" he cried frantically. "I'm the Thomas Marshall Connor of the newspapers—or don't you read 'em? I'm the man who was tried for murder, and electrocuted. Tom Connor of St. Louis—St. Louis! Understand?"


    


    EVANIE’S gentle features went suddenly pale.


    "St. Louis!" she whispered. "St. Louis—the ancient name of Selui! Before the Dark Centuries—impossible!"


    "Not impossible—true," Connor said grimly. "Too painfully true."


    "Electrocution!" Evanie whispered awedly. "The Ancients' punishment!" She stared as if fascinated, then cried excitedly: "Could electrolepsis happen by accident? Could it? But no! A milliampere too much and the brain's destroyed; a millivolt too little and asepsis fails. Either way's death—but it has happened if what you are telling is the truth, Tom Connor! You must have experienced the impossible!"


    "And what is electrolepsis?" Connor asked, desperately calm.


    "It—it's the Sleep!" whispered the tense girl. "Electrical paralysis of the part of the brain before Rolando's Fissure. It's what the Sleepers use, but only for a century, or a very little more. This—this is fantastic! You have slept since before the Dark Centuries! Not less than a thousand years!"


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    Forest Meeting


    


    A WEEK—the third since Connor's awakening to sane thought, had passed. He sat on a carved stone bench before Evanie's cottage and reveled in the burning canopy of stars and copper moon. He was living, if what he had been told was true—and he was forced to believe it now—after untold billions had passed into eternity.


    Evanie must have been right. He was convinced by her gentle insistence, by the queer English on every tongue, by a subtle difference in the very world about him. It wasn't the same world—quite.


    He sighed contentedly, breathing the cool night air. He had learned much of the new age from Evanie, though much was still mysteriously veiled. Evanie had spoken of the city of Urbs and the Master, but only vaguely. One day he asked her why.


    "Because"—she hesitated—"well, because it's best for you to form your own judgments. We—the people around here—are not fond of Urbs and the Immortals, and I would not like to influence you, Tom, for in all truth it's the partisans of the Master who have the best of it, not his enemies. Urbs is in power; it will probably remain in power long after our lifetimes, since it has ruled for seven centuries."


    Abruptly she withdrew something from her pocket and passed it to him. He bent over it—a golden disc, a coin. He made out the lettering "10 Units," and the figure of a snake circling a globe, its tail in its mouth.


    "The Midgard Serpent," said Evanie. "I don't know why, but that's what it's called."


    Connor reversed the coin. There was revealed the embossed portrait of a man's head, whose features, even in miniature, looked cold, austere, powerful. Connor read:


    "Orbis Terrarum Imperator Dominusque Urbis."


    "Emperor of the World and Master of the City," he translated.


    "Yes. That is the Master." Evanie's voice was serious as she took the coin. "This is the money of Urbs. To understand Urbs and the Master you must of course know something of history since your—sleep."


    "History?" he repeated.


    She nodded. "Since the Dark Centuries. Some day one of our patriarchs will tell you more than I know. For I know little of your mighty ancient world. It seems to us an incredible age, with its vast cities, its fierce nations, its inconceivable teeming populations, its terrific energies and its flaming genius. Great wars, great industries, great art—and then great wars again."


    "But you can tell me—" Connor began, a little impatiently. Evanie shook her head.


    "Not now," she said quickly. "For now I must hasten to friends who will discuss with me a matter of great moment. Perhpas some day you may learn of that, too."


    And she was gone before Tom Connor could say a word to detain her. He was left alone with his thoughts —clashing, devastating thoughts sometimes, for there was so much to be learned in this strange world into which he had been plunged.


    In so many ways it was a strange, new world, Connor thought, as he watched the girl disappear down the road that slanted from her hilltop home to the village. From where he sat on that bench of hewn stone he could glimpse the village at the foot of the hill—a group of buildings, low, of some white stone. All of the structures were classical, with pure Doric columns. Ormon was the name of the village, Evanie had said.


    All strange to him. Not only were the people so vastly at variance with those he had known, but the physical world was bewilderingly different.


    Gazing beyond the village, and bringing his attention back to the hills and the forests about him, Tom Connor wondered if they, too, would be different.


    He had to know.


    


    THE springtime landscape beckoned. Connor's strength had returned to such an extent that he arose from his bench in the sun and headed toward the green of the forest stretching away behind Evanie's home. It was an enchanting prospect he viewed. The trees had the glistening new green of young foliage, and emerald green grass waved in the fields that stretched away down the hillsides and carpeted the plains.


    Birds were twittering in the trees as he entered the forest—birds of all varieties, in profusion, with gaily-colored plumage. Their numbers and fearlessness would have surprised Connor had he not remembered something Evanie had told him. Urbs, she had said, had wiped out objectionable stinging insects, flies, corn-worms and the like, centuries ago, and the birds had helped. As had certain parasites that had been bred for the purpose.


    "They only had to let the birds increase," Evanie had said, "by destroying their chief enemy—the Egyptian cat; the house-cat. It was acclimatized here and running wild in the woods, so they bred a parasite—the Feliphage— which destroyed it. Since then there have been many birds, and fewer insects."


    It was pleasant to stroll through that green forest, to that bird orchestral accompaniment. The spring breeze touched Tom Connor's face lightly, and for the first time in his life he knew what it was to stroll in freedom, untouched by the pestiferous annoyance of mosquitoes, swarming gnats and midges, or other stinging insects that once had made the greenwood sometimes akin to purgatory.


    What a boon to humanity! Honey bees buzzed in the dandelions in the carpeting grass, and drank the sweetness from spring flowers, but no mites or flies buzzed about Connor's uncovered, upflung head as he swung along briskly.


    Connor did not know how far he had penetrated into the depths of the newly green woods when he found himself following the course of a small stream. Its silvery waters sparkled in the sunlight filtering through the trees as it moved along, lazily somnolent.


    Now and then he passed mossy and viny heaps of stones, interesting to him, since he knew, from what he had been told, that they were the sole reminders of ancient structures erected before the Dark Centuries. Those heaps of stones had once formed buildings in another, and long-gone age—his own age.


    Idly following the little stream, he came at last to a wide bend where the stream came down from higher ground to spill in a little splashing falls.


    He had just rounded the bend, his gaze on a clear, still pool beyond, when he stopped stockstill, his eyes widening incredulously.


    It was as if he were seeing spread before him a picture, well known in his memory, and now brought to animate life. Connor had thought himself alone in that wood, but he was not. Sharing it with him, there within short yards of where he stood, was the most beautiful creature on whom he had ever looked.


    It was hard to believe she was a living, breathing being and not a figment of his imagination. No sound had warned her of his approach and, sublimely unaware that she was not alone, she held the pose in which Connor had first seen her, like some lovely wood sprite— which she might be, in this increasingly astonishing new world.


    


    SHE was on her knees beside the darkly mirrored pool, supported by the slender arms and hands that looked alabaster white against the mossy bank on which she pressed. She was smiling down at her own reflection in the water —the famous Psyche painting which Connor so well remembered, come to life!


    He was afraid to breathe, much less to speak, for fear of startling her. But when she turned her head and saw him, she showed no signs of being startled. Slowly she smiled and got gracefully to her feet, the clinging white Grecian draperies that swathed her, gently swaying in the breeze to outline a figure too perfect to be flesh and blood. It was accentuated by the silver cord that crossed beneath her breasts, as sparkling as her ink-black hair.


    But as she smiled at Connor, instantly in the depths of her sea-green eyes he saw no fear of him; but mockery.


    "I did not know," she said, in a voice that held the resonance of a silvery bell, "that any Weeds ever cared enough about the beauties of Nature to penetrate so far into the forest."


    "I am not a Weed," Connor promptly disclaimed, as unconsciously he moved a step or two nearer her. He hoped that she would not vanish at the sound of his voice, or at his approach. "I am———"


    She stared at him a moment, then laughed. And the laughter, too, was mocking.


    "No need to tell me," she said airily. "I know. You are the Sleeper who was recently revived—with the great tale of having slept a thousand years. As if you were an Immortal!"


    In her laughter, her voice, was the lofty intimation that she, at least, believed nothing of the sort. Connor made no attempt to convince her—not then. He was too enthralled, merely gazing at her.


    "Are you one of the Immortals?" he asked, his own voice awed. "I have heard much of them."


    "There are many things more immortal," she said, half cryptically, half mockingly, "than the human to whom has been given immortality. Such Immortals know nothing of all that was known, or guessed, by the Greeks of long, long ages past."


    Again Connor stared at her. She spoke so confidently. And she looked. . . Could it be possible that the gods and goddesses, the sprites, of that long-dead Greek age were not legends, after all, but living entities? Could it be possible that he was gazing at one now—and that she might vanish at a touch, at a word?


    She seemed real enough, though, and there was a certain imperiousness in her manner that was not his idea of what should be the reaction of any lovely sprite straight out of the pages of mythology. None of it seemed real—except her extravagant, pulse-warming beauty.


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    A Bit of Ancient History


    


    THE girl's words snapped him out of his reverie, with the confused knowledge that he was staring at her inanely as she stood there, swaying slightly, like a slender reed, while the gentle breeze whipped her white, gauzy draperies.


    "Come," she said peremptorily. "Come sit beside me here. I have come to the forest to find adventure that I cannot find elsewhere in a boring world. I have not found it. Come, you shall amuse me. Sit here and tell me this story I have been hearing about your—sleep."


    Half-hypnotically, Connor obeyed. Nor did he question why. It was all in a line with the rest, that he should find himself here above the sparkling dark pool, beside this woman—or girl, rather, since she could be no more than eighteen—whose beauty was starkly incredible.


    The sun, filtering through the leaves, touched her mass of hair, so black that it glinted blue as it fell in waving cascades below her slender waist. Her skin, magnolia-tinted, was all the clearer because of the startling ebony of her hair. Her beauty was more than a lack of flaws; it was, in true fact, goddesslike. But sultry, flaming. Her perfect lips seemed constantly smiling, but like the smile in her emerald eyes, it was sardonic, mocking.


    For one moment the beauty of this wood sprite, come upon so unexpectedly, swept all other thoughts from Connor's mind; even memory of Evanie. But the next moment Evanie was back, filling his thoughts as she had from the first with her cool, understandable, coppery-haired loveliness. But even in that moment he knew that the radiant creature beside him, so different from Evanie and other Weed girls he had seen, would forever haunt him. Whoever, whatever she might be—human being or wood goddess.


    The girl grew impatient at his silence.


    "Tell me!" she said imperiously. "I have said to you, I would be amused. Tell me—Sleeper."


    "I am no Sleeper—of the type of which you probably have customarily heard," Connor said, obedient to her command. "Whatever has come to me has been none of my doing; nor by my wishes. It was like this———"


    Briefly he recited his experience, all that he knew of it, making no dramatic effort. He must have been impressive, for as he talked, he could see the incredulity and mockery pass from her sea-green eyes, to be replaced by reluctant belief, then astonishment.


    "It is almost unbelievable," she said softly, when he had finished. "But I do believe you." Her marvelous eyes held a far-away expression. "If in your memory you have retained knowledge of your own ancient times, great things await you in this age to which you have come."


    "But I know nothing about this age!" Connor quickly complained. "I glean snatches of this and that, of some mysterious Immortals who seem to reign supreme, of many things alien to me and my understanding. But so far, I have not been able to learn much about this age. No! Nor do I even know anything of the history of the ages that have passed while I was—sleeping!"


    


    CONNOR’S wood sprite looked hard at him a moment, admiration for him plain in her low-lidded glance. The mockery flickered a moment in her eyes; then died.


    "Shall I tell you?" she asked. "We of the woods and valleys know many things. We learn as the cycles of years go by. But not always do we pass our knowledge along."


    "Please!" begged Connor. "Please tell me—everything. I am lost!"


    She seemed a little uncertain where to begin, then suddenly started to talk as if giving an all-inclusive lesson in history from the beginning of time.


    "You of the ancient world had great cities," she said. "Today there are mighty cities, too. N'York had eight millions of people; Urbs, the great metropolis of this age, has thirty millions. But where there is now one metropolis, your world had a hundred. A marvelous age, that time of yours, but it ended. Some time in your Twentieth Century, it went out in a blaze of war."


    “The Twentieth Century!" exclaimed Connor. "So near my time!"


    "Yes. Your fierce, warlike nations sated their lust for battle at last in one gigantic war that spread like a cloud around the planet. They fought by sea, by land, by air, and beneath sea and land. They fought with weapons whose secrets are still lost, with strange chemistries, with diseases. Every nation was caught in the struggle; all their Vast knowledge went into it, and city after giant city was destroyed by atomic bombs or annihilated by infected water supplies. Famine stalked the world, and after it swept swift pestilence.


    "But, by the fiftieth year after the war, the world had reached a sort of stability. Then came barbarism. The old nations had fallen, and in their place came numberless little city-states, little farming communities each sufficient to itself, weaving its own cloth, raising its own food. And then the language began to change."


    "Why?" asked Connor. "Children speak like their parents."


    "Not exactly," said the wood sprite, with a slow smile. "Language evolves by laws. Here's one: Consonants tend to move forward in the mouth as languages age. Take the word 'mother.' In the ancient Tokhar, it was makar. Then the Latin, mater. Then madre, then mother and now our modern word muwer. Do you see? K—T—D—Th— V—each sound a little advanced in the throat. The ultimate of course, is mama—pure labial sounds, which proves only that it's the oldest word in the world."


    "I see," said Connor.


    "Well, once it was released from the bonds of printing, language changed. It became difficult to read the old books, and then books began to vanish. Fire gutted the abandoned cities; the robber bands that lurked there burned books by winter for warmth. Worms and decay ruined them. Precious knowledge vanished, some of it forever."


    


    SHE paused a moment, watching Connor keenly. "Do you see now," she asked, "why I said greatness awaits you if you retain any of your ancient knowledge?"


    "Possibly," said Connor. "But go on, please."


    "Other factors, too, were at work," she said, nodding. "In the first place, a group of small city-states seems to be the best environment for genius. That was the situation in Greece during the Golden Age, in Italy during the Renaissance, and all over the world before the Second Enlightenment.


    "Then too, a period of barbarism seems to act as a time of rest for humanity before a charge to new heights. The Stone Age flared suddenly into the light of Egypt, Persia decayed and Greece flowered, and the Middle Ages awoke to the glory of the Renaissance. So the Dark Centuries began to flame into the brilliant age of the Second Enlightenment, the fourth great dawn in human history.


    "It began quietly enough, about two centuries after the war. A young man named John Holland drifted into the village of N'Orleans that sprawled beside the ancient city's ruins. He found the remnants of a library, and— unusual in his day—he could read. He studied alone at first, but soon others joined him, and the Academy came into being.


    "The townspeople thought the students wizards and sorcerers, but as knowledge grew the words wizard and sorcerer became synonyms for what your age called scientists."


    "I see!" muttered Connor, and he was thinking of Evanie the Sorceress. "I see!"


    "N'Orleans," said his charming enlightener, "became the center of the Enlightenment. Holland died, but the Academy lived, and one day a young student named Teran had a vision. Some of the ancient knowledge had by now yielded its secrets, and Teran's vision was to restore the ancient N'Orleans power plants and water systems—to give the city its utilities!


    "Although there was no apparent source of fuel, he and his group labored diligently on the centuries-old machines, confident that power would be at hand when they needed it.


    "And it was. A man named Einar Olin, had wandered over the continent seeking—and finding—the last and greatest achievement of the Ancients; he rediscovered atomic energy. N'Orleans wakened anew to its ancient life. Across plains and mountains came hundreds just to see the Great City, and among these were three on whom history turned.


    "These were sandy-haired Martin Sair, and black-haired Joaquin Smith, and his sister. Some have called her Satanically beautiful. The Black Flame, they call her now— have you heard?"


    Connor shook his head, his eyes drinking in the beauty of this woman of the woods, who fascinated him in a manner he would never have believed possible.
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    For a moment the mocking glint came back in the girl's eyes, then instantly it was gone as she shrugged her white shoulders and went on.


    "Those three changed the whole course of history. Martin Sair turned to biology and medicine when he joined the half-monastic Academy, and his genius made the first new discovery to add to the knowledge of the Ancients. Studying evolution, experimenting with hard radiations, he found sterility then—immortality!


    "Joaquin Smith found his field in the neglected social sciences, government, economics, psychology. He too had a dream—of rebuilding the old world. He was—or is—a colossal genius. He took Martin Sair's immortality and traded it for power. He traded immortality to Jorgensen for a rocket that flew on the atomic blast, to Kohlmar for a weapon, to Erden for the Erden resonator that explodes gunpowder miles away. And then he gathered his army and marched."


    "War again!" Connor said tightly. "I should have thought they would have had enough."


    


    BUT the girl did not heed him. In her emerald eyes was a light as if she were seeing visions herself—visions of glorious conquest.


    "N'Orleans," she said, "directly in the light of Joaquin Smith's magnetic personality, yielded gladly. Other cities yielded almost as if fascinated, while those who fought were overcome. What chance had rifle and arrow against the flying Triangles of Jorgensen, or Kohlmar's ionic beams? And Joaquin Smith himself was—well, magnificent. Even the wives of the slain cheered him when he comforted them in that noble manner of his.


    "America was conquered within sixty years. Immortality gave Smith, the Master, power, and no one save Martin Sair and those he taught has ever been able to learn its secret. Thousands have tried, many have claimed success, but the results of their failures still haunt the world.


    "And—well, Joaquin Smith has his World Empire now; not America alone. He has bred out criminals and the feeble-minded, he has impressed his native English on every tongue, he has built Urbs, the vast, glittering, brilliant, wicked world capital, and there he rules with his sister, Margaret of Urbs, beside him. Yet———"


    "I should think this world he conquered would worship him!" exclaimed Connor.


    "Worship him!" cried the girl. "Too many hate him, in spite of all he has done, not only for this age, but for ages gone—since the Enlightenment. He——"


    But Tom Connor was no longer listening. All his thoughts, his attention, his eyes that drank in her beauty, were on the girl. So lovely—and to have so much wisdom stored up in the brain beneath the sheen of that satiny-black cap that was her hair. There could only be one answer to that. She must be a goddess, come to life.


    He ached to touch her, to touch only the hem of her gauzy garment, but that must not be. His heart pounded at the very nearness of her—but it was with a worship that could have thrown him prostrate at her feet.


    "It's all like a dream, what you've told me," he said, his voice far-away, musing. "You're a dream."


    The dancing light of mockery came back into her sea-green eyes.


    "Shall we leave it a dream—this meeting of ours?" she asked softly. She laid one white hand lightly on his arm and he thrilled at the touch as though an electric current had shot through him—but not a painful annihilating one now. "Man of the Ancients," she said, "will you give me a promise?"


    "Anything—anything!" Connor said eagerly.


    "Then promise me you will say nothing, not even to the Weed girl who is called Evanie the Sorceress, about having seen me this morning. No slightest hint."


    


    FOR a moment Connor hesitated. Would it be disloyalty to Evanie, in any way, to make that promise? He did not know. What he did know was that it fell in with his own ideas to keep this meeting a secret—like something sacred; something to hold as a memory deep within his own heart only.


    "Promise?" she repeated, in that silvery-bell voice.


    Connor nodded. "I promise," he said soberly. "But tell me, will I see you again? Will you—"


    Suddenly the girl leaped lightly to her feet, startled, as she stood listening, like the faun she appeared to be. Her astonishing emerald eyes were wide, as she poised for flight. Dimly, the entranced Connor became aware of voices back in the woods. Men were probably coming to seek him, knowing how sick he had been.


    "I must go!" the girl whispered quickly. "But Man of the Ancients, we shall meet again! That is my promise. Keep yours!"


    And then, before he could speak, she had whirled like a butterfly in flight, and was speeding through the woods on noiseless feet. Connor caught one last glimpse of her fluttering white draperies against the brown and green of tree trunks and leaves, then she was, gone.


    He passed a hand slowly before his bewildered eyes. A dream! But she had promised they would meet again. When?


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    The Village


    


    DAYS slipped imperceptibly by. Connor had almost regained his full strength. Time and again, whenever he could do so unobserved, he slipped away to the woods alone, but never again did he catch sight of the wood nymph who had so deeply fascinated him. Gradually he came to persuade himself that the whole incident had been a dream. Many things as strange had happened to him since his awakening. Only one thing gave it the semblance of reality—the knowledge he had gleaned from the inky-haired girl of mystery, a knowledge later confirmed when he began to enter the peaceful life of the village.


    Aside from Evanie, however, he had but one other close friend. He had taken at once to Jan Orm, engineer and operator of the village of Ormon's single factory on the hill.


    The factory was a perpetual surprise to Connor. The incredibly versatile machines made nearly everything except the heavier mechanisms used in the fields, and these, he learned, could have been made. That was not necessary since the completed machines could as easily be transported as the steel necessary to construct them.


    The atomic power amazed Tom Connor. The motors burned only water, or rather the hydrogen in it, and the energy was the product of synthesis rather than disintegration. Four hydrogen atoms, with their weight of 1.008, combined into one helium atom, with a weight of 4; somewhere had disappeared the difference of .032, and this was the source of that abundant energy—matter being destroyed, weight transformed to energy.


    There was a whole series of atomic furnaces, too. The release of energy was a process of one degree, like radium; once started, neither temperature nor pressure could speed or slow it in the least. But the hydrogen burned steadily into helium at the uniform rate of half its mass in three hundred days.


    Jan Orm was proud of the plant.


    "Neat, isn't it?" he asked Connor. "One of the type called Omnifac; makes anything. There's thousands of 'em about the country; practically make each town independent, self-sustaining. We don't need your ancient cumbersome railroad system to transport coal and ore."


    "How about the metal you use?"


    "Nor metal either," Jan said. "Just as there was a stone age, a bronze age, and an iron age, just as history calls your time the age of steel, we're in the aluminum age. And aluminum's everywhere; it's the base of all clays, almost eight percent of the Earth's crust."


    "I know it's there," grunted Connor. "It used to cost too much to get it out of clay."


    "Well, power costs nothing now. Water's free." His face darkened moodily. "If we could only control the rate, but power comes out at always the same rate—a half period of three hundred days. If we could build rockets—like the Triangles of Urbs. The natural rate is just too slow to lift its own weight; the power from a pound of water comes out too gradually to raise a one-pound mass. The Urbans know how to increase the rate, to make the water deliver half its energy in a hundred days —ten days."


    "And if you could build rockets?"


    "Then," said Jan, growing even moodier, "then we'd—" He paused abruptly. "We can detonate it," he said in a changed voice. "We can get all the energy in one terrific blast, but that's useless for a rocket."


    "Why can't you use a firing chamber and explode say a gram of water at a time?" Connor asked. "A rapid series of little explosions should be just as effective as a continuous blast."


    "My father tried that," Jan Orm said grimly. "He's buried at the bend of the river."


    


    LATER, Connor asked Evanie why Jan was so anxious to develop atom-powered rockets. The girl turned suddenly serious eyes on him, but made no direct reply.


    "The Immortals guard the secret of the Triangle," was all she said. "It's a military secret."


    "But what could he do with a rocket?"


    She shook her glistening hair.


    "Nothing, perhaps."


    "Evanie," he said soberly, "I don't like to feel that you won't trust me. I know from what you've said that you're somehow opposed to the government. Well, I'll help you, if I can—but I can't if you keep me in ignorance."


    The girl was silent.


    "And another thing," he proceeded. "This immortality process. I've heard somebody say that the results of its failures when some tried it, still haunt the world? Why, Evanie?"


    Swiftly a crimson flush spread over the girl's cheeks and throat.


    "Now what the devil have I said?" he cried. "Evanie, I swear I wouldn't hurt you, for the world!"


    "Don't," she only murmured, turning silently away.


    He, too, was hurt, because she was. He knew he owed his life to her for her treatments and hospitality. It disturbed him to think he knew of no way in which to repay her. But he was dubious of his ability to earn much as an engineer in this world of strange devices.


    "I'd have to start right at the bottom," he observed ruefully to Evanie when he spoke of that later.


    "In Urbs," Evanie said, "you'd be worth your weight in radium as a source of ancient knowledge. So much has been lost; so much is gone, perhaps forever. Often we have only the record of a great man's name, and no trace of his work. Of these is a man named Einstein and another named de Sitter—men acknowledged to be supreme geniuses of science even by the supreme scientists of your age. Their work is lost."


    "I'm afraid it will remain lost, then," he said whimsically. "Both Einstein and de Sitter were contemporaries of mine, but I wasn't up to understanding their theories. All I know is that they dealt with space and time, and a supposed curvature of space—Relativity, the theory was called."


    "But that's exactly the clue they'd want in Urbs!" exclaimed Evanie, her eyes shining. "That's all they need. And think of what you could tell them of ancient literature! We haven't the artists and writers you had—not yet. The plays of a man named Shakespeare are still the most popular of all on the vision broadcasts. I always watch them." She looked up wistfully. "Was he also a contemporary of yours? And did you know a philosopher named Aristotle?"
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    Connor laughed.


    "I missed the one by three centuries and the other by twenty-five!" he chuckled.


    "I'm sorry," said the girl, flushing red. "I don't know much of history."


    


    HE smiled warmly.


    "If I thought I could actually earn something—if I could pay you for all the trouble I've been, I'd go to the city of Urbs for awhile—and then come back here. I'd like to pay you."


    "Pay me?" she asked in surprise. "We don't use money here, except for taxes."


    "Taxes?"


    "Yes. The Urban taxes. They come each year to collect, and it must be paid in money." She frowned angrily. "I hate Urbs and all it stands for! I hate it!"


    "Are the taxes so oppressively high?"


    "Oppressive?" she retorted. "Any tax is oppressive! It's a difference in degree, that's all! As long as a government has the right to tax, the potential injustice is there. And what of other rights the Master arrogated to himself?" She paused as if to let the full enormity of that strike in.


    "Well?" he said carelessly, "that's been a privilege granted to the heads of many governments, hasn't it?"


    Her eyes blazed. "I can't understand a man who's willing to surrender his natural rights!" she flared. "Our men would die for a principle!"


    "But they're not doing it," observed Connor caustically.


    "Because they'd be throwing their lives away uselessly —that's why! They can't fight the Master now with any chance of success. But just wait until the time comes!"


    "And then, I suppose, the whole world will be just one great big beautiful state of anarchy."


    "And isn't that an ideal worth fighting for?" asked the girl hotly. "To permit every single individual to attain his rightful liberty? To destroy every chance of injustice?"


    "But—"


    Connor paused, considering. Why should he be arguing like this with Evanie? He felt no allegiance to the government of Urbs; the Master meant nothing to him. The only government he could have fought for, died for, was lost a thousand years in the past. Whatever loyalty he owed in this topsy-turvy age belonged to Evanie. He grinned. "Crazy or not, Evanie," he promised, "your cause is mine!"


    She softened suddenly.


    'Thank you, Tom." Then, in lower tones, "Now you know why Jan Orm is so anxious for the secret of the rocket blast. Do you see?" Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Revolution!"


    He nodded. "I guessed that. But since you've answered one question, perhaps you'll answer my other one. What are the failures that still haunt the world, the products of the immortality treatment?"


    Again that flush of unhappiness.


    "He meant—the metamorphs," she murmured softly.


    Quickly she rose and passed into the cottage.


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    The Metamorphs


    


    CONNER’S strength swiftly approached normal, and shortly little remained of that unbelievable sojourn in the grave. His month's grizzle of beard began to be irritating, and one day he asked Jan for a razor.


    Jan seemed puzzled; at Connor's explanation he laughed, and produced a jar of salve that quickly dissolved the stubble, assuring Connor that the preparation would soon destroy the growth entirely.


    But Evanie's reaction surprised him. She stared for a moment without recognition.


    "Tom!" she cried. "You look—you look like an ancient statue!"


    He did look different from the mild-featured villagers. With the beard removed, his lean face had an aura of strength and ruggedness that was quite unlike the appearance of his neighbors.


    Time slipped pleasantly away. Evenings he spent talking to newly made friends, relating stories of his dead age, explaining the state of politics, society, and science in that forgotten time. Often Evanie joined in the conversation, though at other times she amused herself at the "vision," a device of remarkable perfection, on whose two-foot screen actors in distant cities spoke and moved with the naturalness of miniature life.


    Connor himself saw "Winter's Tale" and "Henry the Eighth" given in accurate portrayal, and was once surprised to discover a familiar-seeming musical comedy, complete to scantily-clad chorus. In many ways Evanie puzzled Tom Connor. There was some mystery about her that he could not understand. Life in Ormon, it seemed to him, was essentially what it had been in his old days in St. Louis. Young men still followed immemorial routine; each evening saw them walking, sitting, talking, with girls, idling through the parklike arcades of trees, strolling along the quiet river.


    But not Evanie. No youth ever climbed the hill to her cottage, or sat with her at evening—except when Jan Orm occasionally came. And this seemed strange, considering the girl's loveliness. Connor couldn't remember a more attractive girl than this spirited, gentle, demure Evanie—except his girl of the woods. Not even Ruth of the buried days of the past.


    He mused over the matter until a more sensational mystery effaced it. Evanie went hunting game up-river. Deer were fairly plentiful, and game-birds, wild turkeys, and pheasants had increased until they were nearly as common as crows once had been.


    The trio carried glistening bows of spring steel that flung slender steel arrows with deadly accuracy, if used properly. Connor was awkward, but Evanie and Jan Orm handled them with skill. Connor bemoaned the lack of rifles; he had been a fair marksman in the old days.


    "I'd show you!" he declared. "If I only had my Marlin repeater!"


    "Guns aren't made any more," said Jan. "The Erden Resonator finished them; they're useless for military weapons."


    


    "BUT for hunting?"


    "They're banned by law. For a while after the founding of the Urban Empire people kept 'em hidden around, but no one knew when a resonator might sweep the section, and folks got tired of having the things go off at night, smashing windows and plowing walls. They weren't safe house-pets."


    "Well," grumbled Connor, "I'd like one now, even an air-rifle. Say!" he exclaimed. "Why not a water-gun?"


    "A water-gun?"


    "One run by atomic energy. Didn't you say you could detonate it—get all the power out at once?"


    "Yes, but—" Jan Orm paused. "By God!" he roared. 'That's the answer! That's the weapon! Why didn't anybody think of that before? There's what we need to—" He broke his sentence in mid-air.


    Evanie smiled. "It's all right," she said. "Tom knows."


    "Yes," said Connor, "and I'm with you in your revolutionary ambitions."


    "I'm glad," Jan Orm said simply. His eyes lighted. "That gun! It's a stroke of genius. The resonators can't damage an atom-powered rifle! Evanie, the time draws near!"


    The three proceeded thoughtfully up the river bank. The midsummer sun beat down upon them with withering intensity. Connor mopped his streaming brow.


    "How I'd like a swim," he ejaculated. "Evanie, do you people ever swim here? That place where the river's backed up by that fallen bridge—it should be a great place for a dip!"


    "Oh, no!" the girl said quickly. "Why should we swim? You can bathe every day in the pool at home."


    That was true. The six-foot basin where water, warmed to a pleasant tepidity by atomic heat, bubbled steadily through, was always available. But it was a poor substitute for swimming in open water.


    "That little lake looked tempting," Connor sighed.


    "The lake!" cried Evanie, in horror. "Oh, no! No! You can't swim there!"


    "Why not?"


    "You just can't!"


    And that was as much information as he could obtain. Shortly afterward, swinging the half-dozen birds that had fallen to their arrows, they started back for the village.


    


    BUT Connor was determined to ferret out at least that one mystery—why he should not swim in the lake. The next time he accompanied Jan Orm on a tramp up-river, he plied Jan with questions. But it was futile. He could extract no more from Jan Orm than he had from Evanie.


    As the pair approached the place of the ruined bridge that dammed the stream, they turned a little way inland. Jan's keen eyes spotted a movement in a thick copse.


    "Deer in there," he whispered. "Let's separate and start him."


    He bore off to the left, and Connor, creeping cautiously to the right, approached the grass-grown bank of the watercourse. Suddenly he stopped short. Ahead of him the sun had glinted on something large and brown and wet, and he heard a rustle of movement. He moved stealthily forward; with utmost care he separated a screen of brush, and gazed through it to a little open glade, and on the creature that sprawled there beside the water.


    


    AT first he saw only a five-foot strip of wet, hairless, oily skin that heaved to the thing's slow breathing. He held his bow ready lest it prove dangerous, and stared, wondering what sort of creature it could be. It was certainly nothing native to the North America of his day. And then, at some sound or movement of his, the beast rolled over and faced him.


    Connor felt sick. He glimpsed short, incredibly thick limbs, great splay feet with webbed toes, broad hands with webbed fingers. But what sickened him was the smooth bulbous face with its tiny eyes and little round red-lipped mouth.


    The thing was, or had been, human!


    Connor let out a choking yell. The creature, with a mumble that might have been speech, flopped awkwardly to the bank and into the water, where it cleaved the element like an otter and disappeared with a long, silent wake.


    He heard the crashing of Jan Orm's approach, and his cry of inquiry. But a webbed print in the mud of the bank told Jan Orm the story.


    "Wh—what was it?" Connor choked.


    "A metamorph," said Jan soberly.


    Empty-handed as they were, he turned homeward. Connor, too aghast to press questions, followed him. And then came the second mystery.


    Connor saw it first—a face, a child's face, peering at them from a leafy covert. But this was no human child. Speechless, Connor saw the small pointed ears that twitched, the pointed teeth, the black slanting eyes squinting at him beadily. The face was that of a young satyr, a child of Pan. It was the spirit of the wilderness incarnate, not evil exactly, not even savage, but just wild —wild!


    The imp vanished instantly. As Connor gasped, "What's that?" it was already far beyond arrow-shot, headed for the forest. Jan viewed it without surprise.


    "It's a young metamorph," he said. "A different sort than the one at the lake." He paused and stared steadily into Connor's eyes.


    "Promise me something," he muttered.


    "What?"


    "That you'll not tell Evanie you saw these things."


    "If you wish," said Connor slowly. It was all beyond him.


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    Panate Blood


    


    BUT Tom Conner was determined now to fathom these mysteries. Jan should no longer put him off. He stopped and placed a hand firmly on Jan's arm, forced the man to look into his eyes when Jan would have evaded his gaze.


    "Just what," he said bluntly, "is a metamorph? You must tell me, Jan!"


    There was a moment's uncomfortable silence.


    "That question has been evaded long enough," Connor said firmly, "and I intend to know why. This is my world now. I've got to live in it, and I want to know what others know of it—its faults as well as its virtues. Why have you shunned the question?"


    "Because—because—"


    "Because of Evanie!" supplied Connor.


    "Yes," Jan agreed, reluctantly. "Because of Evanie."


    "What has that monster at the lake to do with her?"


    "Nothing directly." Jan Orm paused. "Before I tell you more, Tom, I'm going to ask you something. Do you love Evanie?"


    "I'm very fond of her."


    "But do you love her?" Jan insisted.


    "Yes," said Connor suddenly. "I do."


    A swift thought had come to him before he had reached that decision. The vision of a smiling wood nymph was before his eyes. But only a human being could be loved by a man—a coolly lovely girl like Evanie; not a goddess.


    "Why do the youths of Ormon ignore Evanie so, Jan?" Connor asked abruptly. "She's far the loveliest girl in town."


    "So she is, Tom. It's her own doing that they ignore her. They have tried to be friends with her—have tried hard. But she—well, she has always discouraged them."


    "Why?"


    "Because, I think, she feels that in justice to everybody she can't marry."


    "And again why?"


    For a long moment Jan Orm hesitated. "I'll tell you," he said finally. "She's one-eighth metamorph!"


    "What?"


    "Yes, her mother was the daughter of Montmerci the Anadominist. A great man, but half metamorph."


    "Do you mean," asked Connor, aghast, "that she has the blood of that lake monster in her?"


    "No! oh, no! There are two kinds of metamorphs. One sort, the Panate metamorph, is human; the others, the amphimorphs, are just—horrors. Evanie's blood is Panate. But she had conquered her metamorphic heredity."


    "A metamorph!" Connor groaned.


    


    THE picture of that flopping horror rose in his mind, and then the vision of the wild, impish face of the woods child. There was something reminiscent of Evanie in that, the color of her bronze hair, an occasional glint in her deep eyes.


    "Tell me," he said huskily, "about that heredity of hers. Might her child, for instance, turn wild? Or turn into such a horror as an—amphimorph?"


    Jan Orm smiled.


    "By no chance! The Panate metamorphs, I tell you, are human. They're people. They're much like us—good and bad, brilliant and stupid, and many of them surpassingly beautiful in their wild way."


    "But just what are they? Where'd they come from?"


    "Do you remember hearing Martin Sair mentioned? He was companion of the Master, Evanie's great-uncle thirty generations removed."


    "The discoverer of immortality? I remember."


    But Connor made no mention of when he had first heard of both Martin Sair and the Master—from an uncannily beautiful wood sprite who had seemed to possess all the wisdom of the ages.


    "Yes," Jan told him. "And you must have heard, too, that there were other attempts at making men immortal, in the first century of the Enlightenment. And failures. Some that still haunt the world. Well the metamorphs are those failures."


    "I see," said Connor slowly.


    "They're a mutation, an artificial mutation," Jan explained. "When Martin Sair's discovery became known, thousands sought to imitate him. It was understood that he was working with hard radiations, but just what was a mystery—whether as hard as the cosmic rays or as soft as the harder x-rays. Nevertheless, many charlatans claimed to be able to give immortality, and there were thousands of eager victims. It was a mania, a wave of lunacy. The laboratories of the tricksters were packed.


    


    [image: ]


    


    "There were four directions of error to be made; those who had not Sair's secret, erred in all four. People who were treated with too hard radiations died; those treated with too soft rays simply became sterile. Those treated with the right rays, but for too long a time, remained themselves unchanged, but bore amphimorphs as children; those treated for too short a time bore Panate metamorphs.


    "Can you imagine the turmoil? In a world just emerging from barbarism, still disorganized, of course some of the freaks survived. Near the sea coasts amphimorphs began to appear, and in lakes and rivers; while in the hills and forests the Children of Nature, the Panate type, went trouping through the wilderness."


    "But why weren't they exterminated?" asked Connor tensely. "You've bred out criminals. Why let these creatures exist. Why not kill them off?"


    "Would you favor such a measure?"


    "No," Connor said, adding in impassioned tone: "It would be nothing less than murder, even to kill the swimmers! Are they—intelligent?"


    "In a dim fashion. The amphimorphs are creatures cast back to the amphibious stage of the human embryo— just above the gilled period. The others, the Panates, are strange. Except for an odd claustrophobia, the fear of enclosed things—of houses or clothing—they're quite as intelligent as most of us. And they're comparatively harmless."


    


    CONNOR heaved a sigh of relief. "Then they aren't a problem?"


    "Oh, there were consequences," Jan said wryly. "Their women are often very beautiful, like the marble figures of nymphs dug up in Europe. There have been many cases like Evanie's. Many of us may have a drop or so of metamorphic blood. But it falls hardest on the first offspring, the hybrids, miserable creatures unable to endure civilized life, and often most unhappy in the wilds. Yet even these occasionally produce a genius. Evanie's grandfather is one."


    "What did he do?"


    "He was known as Montmerci the Anadominist, half human, half metamorph. Yet his was a powerful personality. He was strong enough to lead an abortive revolution against the Master. Both humans and metamorphs followed him. He even managed to direct a group of amphimorphs, who got into the city's water supply and erupted into the sewers by hundreds."


    "But what happened to the revolution?"


    "It was quickly suppressed," Jan said bitterly. "What could a horde armed with bows and knives do against the Rings and ionic beams of Urbs?"


    "And Montmerci?"


    "He was executed—a rare punishment. But the Master realized the danger from this wild metamorph. A second attempt might have been successful. That's why Evanie hates Urbs so intensely."


    "Evanie!" Connor said musingly. "Tell me, what was it that led to her father's marrying a—a—"


    "A cross? Well, Evan Sair was like Evanie, a doctor He came upon Meria, the daughter of Montmerci, down in the mountain region called Ozarky. He found her there sick just after the collapse of the uprising. So Evan Sair cared for her and fell in love with her. He brought her here to his home, and married her, but she soon began to weaken again from lack of the open woods and sunlight.


    "She died when Evanie was born, but she would have died anyway,"


    Jan Orm paused and drew a long breath. "Now do you see why Evanie fears her own blood? Why she has driven away the youths who tried to arouse even friendship? She's afraid of the sleeping metamorphic nature in her, and needlessly afraid, since she's safely human. She has even tried to drive me away, but I refuse to be so driven. I understand."


    "So do I," said Connor soberly. "And I'm going to marry her."


    


    JAN Orm smiled dryly. "And if she thinks otherwise?"


    "Then I must convince her."


    Jan shook his head in mild wonderment. "Perhaps you can," he said, with the barest hint of reluctance. "There's something dynamic about you. In some ways you're like the Immortals of Urbs."


    When they reached the village Connor left Jan Orm and trudged in a deep reverie up Evanie's hill, musing on the curious revelations he had heard, analyzing his own feelings. Did he really love the bronze-haired Evanie? The query had never presented itself until Jan had put it to him, so bluntly, yet now he was certain he did. Admitting that, then—had he the right to ask her to marry a survival of the past, a revivified mummy, a sort of living fossil?


    What damage might that millennium of sleep have done him? Might he not awake some morning to find the weight of his years suddenly upon him? Might he not disintegrate like a veritable mummy when its wrappings were removed? Still he had never felt stronger or healthier in his life. And was he such a freak, after all, in this world of Immortals, satyrs, and half-human swimmers?


    He paused at the door of the cottage, peering within. The miraculous cook-stove hissed quietly, and Evanie was humming to herself as she stood before a mirror, brushing the shining metal of her hair. She glimpsed him instantly and whirled. He strode forward and caught her hands.


    "Evanie—" he began, and paused as she jerked violently to release herself.


    "Please go out!" she said.


    He held her wrists firmly. "Evanie, you've got to listen to me. I love you!


    "I know those aren't the right words," he stumbled on. "It's just—the best I can do."


    "I don't—permit this," she murmured.


    "I know you don't, but—Evanie I mean it!"


    He tried to draw her closer but she stood stiffly while he slipped his arms about her. By sheer strength he tilted her head back and kissed her.


    For a moment he felt her relax against him, then she had thrust him away.


    


    


    "Please!" she gasped. "You can't! You don't—understand!"


    "I do," he said gently.


    "Then you see how impossible it is for me to—marry!"


    "Any wildness in any children of ours," he said with a smile, "might as easily come of the Connor blood."


    For a long moment Evanie lay passive in his arms, and then, when she struggled away, he was startled to see tears.


    "Tom," she whispered, "if I say I love you will you promise me something?"


    "You know I will!"


    "Then, promise you'll not mention love again, nor try to kiss me, nor even touch me—for a month. After that, I'll—I'll do as you wish. Do you promise?"


    "Of course, but why, Evanie? Why?"


    "Because within a month," she murmured tensely, "there'll be war!"


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    


    In Time of Peace


    


    CONNER held strictly to his word with Evanie. But the change in their relationship was apparent to both of them. Evanie no longer met his gaze with frank steadiness. Her eyes would drop when they met his, and she would lose the thread of her sentences in confusion.


    Yet when he turned unexpectedly, he always found her watching him with a mixture of abstractedness and speculation. And once or twice he awakened in the morning to find her gazing at him from the doorway with a tender, wistful smile.


    One afternoon Jan Orm hailed him from the foot of Evanie's hill.


    "I've something to show you," he called, and Connor rose from his comfortable sprawl in the shade and joined him, walking toward the factory across the village.


    "I've been thinking, Jan," Connor remarked. "Frankly, I can't yet understand why you consider the Master such a despicable tyrant. I've yet to hear of any really tyrannous act of his."


    "He isn't a tyrant," Jan said gloomily. "I wish he were. Then our revolution would be simple. Almost everybody would be on our side. It's evidence of his ability that he avoids any misgovernment, and keeps the greater part of the people satisfied. He's just, kind, and benevolent—on the surface!"


    "What makes you think he's different underneath?"


    "He retains the one secret we'd all like to possess— the secret of immortality. Isn't that evidence enough that he's supremely selfish? He and his two or three million Immortals—sole rulers of the Earth!"


    "Two or three million!"


    "Yes. What's the difference how many? They're still ruling half a billion people—a small percentage ruling the many. If he's so benevolent, why doesn't he grant others the privilege of immortality?"


    "That's a fair question," said Connor slowly, pondering. "Anyway, I'm on your side, Jan. You're my people now; I owe you all my allegiance." They entered the factory. "And now—what was it you brought me here to see?"


    Jan's face brightened.


    "Ah!" he exclaimed. "Have a look at this."


    He brought forth an object from a desk drawer in his office, passing it pridefully to Connor. It was a blunt, thick-handled, blue steel revolver.


    "Atom-powered," Jan glowed. "Here's the magazine."


    He shook a dozen little leaden balls, each the size of his little fingernail, into his palm.


    "No need of a cartridge, of course," commented Connor. "Water in the handle? ... I thought so. But here's one mistake. You don't want your projectiles round; you lose range and accuracy. Make 'em cylindrical and blunt-pointed." He squinted through the weapon's barrel. "And —there's no rifling."


    He explained the purpose of rifling the barrel to give the bullet a rotary motion.


    "I should have known enough to consult you first," Jan Orm said wryly. "Want to try it out anyway? I haven't been able to hit much with it so far."


    


    THEY moved through the whirring factory. At the rear the door opened upon a slope away from the village. The ground slanted gently toward the river. Glancing about for a suitable target, Connor seized an empty can from a bench within the door and flung it as far as he could down the slope. He raised the revolver, and suddenly perceived another imperfection that had escaped his notice.


    "There are no sights on it!" he ejaculated.


    "Sights?" Jan was puzzled.


    "To aim by." He explained the principle. "Well, let's try it as is."


    He squinted down the smooth barrel, squeezed the trigger. There was a sharp report, his arm snapped back to a terrific recoil, and the can leaped spinning high into the air, to fall yards farther toward the river.


    "Wow!" he exclaimed. "What a kick!"


    But Jan was leaping with enthusiasm.


    "You hit it! You hit it!"


    "Yeah, but it hit back," Connor said ruefully. "While you're making the other changes, lighten the charge a little, else you'll have broken wrists in your army. And I'd set somebody to work on ordnance and rifles. They're a lot more useful than revolvers." At Jan's nod, he asked, "You don't expect to equip the whole revolution with the products of this one factory, do you?"


    "Of course not! There are thousands like it, in villages like Ormon. I've already sent descriptions of the weapons we'll need. I'll have to correct them."


    "How many men can you count on? Altogether, I mean."


    "We should muster twenty-five thousand."


    "Twenty-five thousand for a world revolution? An even twenty-five thousand to attack a city of thirty million?"


    "Don't forget that the city is all that counts. Who holds Urbs holds the world."


    "But still—a city that size! Or even just the three million Immortals. We'll be overwhelmed!"


    "I don't think so," Jan said grimly. "Don't forget that in Urbs are several million Anadominists. I count on them to join us. In fact, I'm planning to smuggle arms to them, provided our weapons are successful. They won't be as effective as the ionic beam, but—we can only try. Well have at least the advantage of surprise, since we don't plan to muster and march on Urbs. We'll infiltrate slowly, and on the given day, at the given hour, we'll strike!"


    "There'll be street fighting, then," Connor said. "There's nothing like machine-guns for that."


    "What are they?"


    


    JAN'S eyes glowed as Connor explained.


    "We can manage those," he decided. "That should put us on a par with the Urban troops, so long as we remain in the city where the air forces can't help them. If only we had aircraft!"


    "There're airplanes, such as my generation used."


    "Too flimsy. Useless against the fliers of Urbs. No, what we need is the secret of the rocket blast, and since that's unobtainable, we'll have to do without. We'll manage to keep our fighting in the City itself. And how well need you!"


    Connor soon came to realize the truth of Jan's words. What little he knew of trajectories, velocities, and the science of ballistics was taxed to the uttermost. He was astounded to discover that calculus was a lost knowledge, and that Jan was even unacquainted with the use of logarithms and the slide rule.


    Rather than plod through hours and hours of mathematical computation, it seemed to Connor the shorter method was to work out a table of logarithms to four places, and to construct a slide rule; in both of these operations Jan joined with growing enthusiasm as understanding increased.


    As the preparations progressed, Connor began to notice other things—the vanishing of familiar faces, the lack of youthful activities. He knew what that meant. The revolutionaries were gradually filtering into Urbs, and the day of the uprising was at hand.


    How close it was, however, he never dreamed until he emerged one morning to find Evanie talking to Jan Orm, with her eyes alight. She turned eagerly to Tom, led him back into the cottage.


    "Kiss me!" she whispered. "The day is here! We leave for Urbs tonight!"


    


    ALL day there was a hush over the village. It was bereft of youth, girls as well as men. Only the oldsters plodded about in street and field.


    Jan Orm confessed to Connor that he was not entirely pleased with all details. His estimate of the number of revolutionaries who would join him had been too high. But the infiltration into the city had been successful, and twenty-two thousand villagers lay armed and hidden among their Urban sympathizers. This, Jan argued, promised a great accession to their ranks once the hour had struck.


    "What are your arrangements?" Connor asked.


    "Each village has chosen its leader. These leaders have again centralized their command into ten, of whom our Ormon leader happens to be one. But each variety of Weed has its own corps." He smiled. "They call us Weeds, because we're supposed to run wild."


    And again there came to Connor a quick mental picture of his beautiful girl of the forest. She, too, had spoken of "Weeds," a little contemptuously, he seemed to remember now. He had not understood her allusion then, had not asked her to explain. But it was plain enough now. Her lofty attitude toward "Weeds," or the common people, must have been because she was an aristocrat herself. Who could she have been? He had seen no one hereabouts bearing any faintest resemblance to her.


    He brought his mind swiftly back to Jan. "If you win," he observed, "you'll have a general battle over the spoils. You may find yourself worse off after the revolution than before."


    "We know that," Jan said grimly. "Yet we'll fight side by side until the Master's done for. Afterward—" He spread his hands expressively.


    "You mentioned ‘our Ormon leader,' " remarked Connor. "That's you, of course."


    "Oh, no!" Jan chuckled. "That's Evanie."


    "The devil!" Connor stared amazed at the gentle, shy, and quiet girl.


    "Jan exaggerated," she said, smiling. "I depend on all the rest of you. Especially Jan—and you, Tom."


    He shook his head, puzzled about this revolution— shadowy, vague, ill-planned. To assault a world ruler in a colossal city with untrained rabble using weapons unfamiliar to them! Surely the Master must know there was sedition and plotting among his people.


    He was about to voice his doubts when a flash of iridescence down the sunny slope caught his eye. It seemed more like a disturbance in the air or a focus of light than a material body. It swept in wide circles as if hunting or seeking, and—Connor heard its high, humming buzz. The creature, if it were a creature, was no more than eighteen inches long, and featureless save for a misty beak at the forward end.


    It circled closer, and suddenly he perceived an amazing phenomenon. It was circling the three of them and, he had thought, the cottage too. Then he saw that instead of circling the building it was passing through the walls!


    "Look!" he cried. "What's that?"


    


    CHAPTER IX


    


    The Way To Urbs


    


    THE effect on Jan and Evanie was startling. As they perceived the almost invisible thing, the girl shrieked in terror.


    "Don't look at it!" Jan choked out. "Don't even think of it!"


    Both of them covered their faces with their hands.


    They made no attempt to flee; indeed, Connor thought confusedly, how could one hide from a thing that could pass like a phantom through rock walls? He tried to follow their example but could not resist another peep at the mystery. It was still visible, but further off down the slope towards the river, and as he gazed, it abandoned its circling, passed like a streak of mist over the water, and vanished.
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    "It's gone," he said mildly. "Suppose you tell me what it was."


    "It—it was a Messenger of the Master," murmured Evanie fearfully. "Jan, do you think it was for one of us? If so, that means he suspects!"


    "God knows!" Jan muttered. "It looked dim to me, like a stray."


    "And what," Connor demanded to know, "is a Messenger of the Master?"


    "It's to carry the Master's commands," said Evanie.


    "You don't say!" he snapped ironically. "I could guess that from its name. But what is it?"


    "It's a mechanism of force, or so we think," said Jan. "It's—did you ever see ball-lightning?"


    Connor nodded.


    "Well, there's nothing material, strictly speaking, in ball-lightning. It's a balance of electrical forces. And so are the Messengers—a structure of forces."


    "But—was it alive?"


    "We believe not. Not exactly alive."


    Connor groaned. "Not material, strictly speaking, and not exactly alive! In other words, a ghost."


    Jan smiled nervously.


    "It does sound queer. What I mean is that the Messengers are composed of forces, like ball-lightning. They're stable as long as Urbs supplies enough energy to offset the losses. They don't discharge all at once like ball-lightning. When their energy is cut off, they just dissipate, fade out, vanish. That one missed its mark, if it was for us."


    "How do they bear the Master's commands?"


    "I hope you never find out," Evanie said softly. "I was sent for once before, but that Messenger missed like this. Jan and I—can close our minds to them. It takes practice to learn how."


    "Well," said Connor, "if the Master suspects, you'd better change your plans. Surprise was your one advantage."


    "We can't," Jan said grimly. "Our cooperating groups would split into factions in half an hour, given any excuse."


    "But—that might have been sent as a warning!"


    "No matter. We've got to go ahead. What's more, we'd better leave now."


    


    JAN rose abruptly and departed. A moment later Connor saw him back in a motor vehicle from the hill below the factory. And then, with no more preparation than that, they were jolting over the rutted red clay road, Jan driving, Evanie between the two men.


    When they swung suddenly to a wide paved highway, the battered vehicle leaped swiftly to unexpected speed. A full hundred miles an hour, though that was not so greatly in excess of the speed of cars of Connor's own day.


    Hour after hour they rushed down the endless way. They passed tree-grown ruins and little villages like Ormon, and as night fell, here and there the lights of some peaceful farm dwelling. Evanie relieved Jan, and then Connor, pleading his acquaintance with ancient automobiles, drove for a while, to the expressed admiration of the other two.


    "You ancients must have been amazing!" said Jan.


    "What paving is this?" asked Connor as they darted along.


    "Same stuff as our tires. Rubrum. Synthetic rubber."


    "Paved by whom?"


    "By Urbs," said Jan sourly. "Out of our taxes."


    "Well isn't that one answer to your objections? No taxes, no roads."


    "The road through Ormon is maintained without taxes, simply by the cooperation of the people."


    Connor smiled, remembering that rutted clay road.


    "Is it possible to alienate any of the Master's troops?" he asked. "Trained men would help our chances."


    "No," Jan said positively. "The man has a genius for loyalty. Such an attempt would be suicide."


    "Humph! Do you know—the more I hear of the Master, the more I like him? I can't see why you hate him so! Apparently, he's a good ruler."


    "He is a good ruler, damn his clever soul! If he weren't, I told you everybody'd be on our side." Jan turned to Evanie. "See how dangerous the Master is? His charm strikes even through the words of his enemies!"


    When they finally stopped for refreshments, Evanie described for Connor other wonders of the Master's world empire. She told him of the hot-house cities of Antarctica under their crystal domes, and especially Austropolis, of the great mining city in the shadow of the Southern Pole, and of Nyx, lying precariously on the slopes of the volcano Erebus.


    She had a wealth of detail gleaned from the vision screen, but Jan Orm had traveled there, and added terse comment. All traffic and freight came in by rocket, the Triangles of Urbs, a means too expensive for general use, but the mines produced the highly-prized metal, platinum.


    Evanie spoke, too, of the "Urban pond," the new sea formed in the Sahara Desert by the blasting of a passage through the Atlas Mountains to the Mediterranean.


    That had made of Algeria and Tripoli fertile countries, and by the increased surface for evaporation, it had changed even the climate of the distant Arabian Desert.


    


    AND there was Eartheye on the summit of sky-piercing Everest, the great observatory whose objective mirror was a spinning pool of mercury a hundred feet across, and whose images of stellar bodies were broadcast to students around the world. In this gigantic mirror, Betelgeuse showed a measurable disc, the moon was a pitted plain thirty yards away, and even Mars glowed cryptically at a distance of only two and a half miles.


    Connor learned that the red planet still held its mystery. The canals had turned out to be illusion, but the seasonal changes still argued life, and a million tiny markings hinted at some sort of civilization.


    "But they've been to the moon," Evanie said, continuing the discussion as they got under way again. "There's a remnant of life there, little crystalline flowers that the great ladies of Urbs sometimes wear. Moon orchids; each one worth a fortune."


    "I'd like to give you one some day," murmured Connor.


    "Look, Tom!" Evanie cried sharply. "A Triangle!"


    He saw it in the radiance of early dawn. It was in fact a triangle with three girders rising from its points to an apex, whence the blast struck down through the open center. At once he realized the logic of the construction, for it could neither tip nor fall while the blast was fed.


    How large? He couldn't tell, since it hung at an unknown height. It seemed enormous, at least a hundred feet on a side. And then a lateral blast flared, and it moved rapidly ahead of them into the south.


    "Were they watching us, do you suppose?" Evanie asked tensely. "But—of course not! I guess I'm just nervous. Look, Tom, there's Kaatskill, a suburb of the City."


    The town was one of magnificent dwellings and vast lawns.


    "Kaatskill!" mused Connor. "The home of Rip van Winkle."


    Evanie did not get the meaning of that. "If he lives in Kaatskill I never heard of him," she said. "It is a place where many wealthy Sleepers have settled to enjoy their wealth."


    The road widened suddenly, then they topped the crest of a hill. Connor's eyes widened in astonishment as the scene unfolded.


    A valley lay before them and, cupped in the hills as in the palm of a colossal hand, lay such a hive of mammoth buildings that for a moment reason refused to accept it. Urbs! Connor knew instantly that only the world capital could stretch in such reaches across to the distant blue hills beyond.


    He stared at sky-piercing structures, at tiered streets, at the curious steel web where a monorail car sped like a spider along its silken strand.


    "There! Urbs Minor!" whispered Evanie. "Lesser Urbs!" "Lesser Urbs?"


    "Yes, Urbs Major is beyond. See? Toward the hills." He saw. He saw the incredible structures that loomed Gargantuan. He saw a fleecy cloud drift across one, while behind it twin towers struck yet higher toward the heavens.


    "The spires of the Palace," murmured Evanie. They sped along the topmost of three tiers, and the vast structures were blotted out by nearer ones. For an hour and a half they passed along that seemingly endless street. The morning life of Urbs was appearing, traffic flowed, pedestrians moved in and out of doorways.


    


    THE dress of the city had something military about it, with men and women alike garbed in metallic-scaled shirts and either kirtles or brief shorts, with sandaled feet. They were slight in build, as were the Ormon folk, but they had none of the easy-going complacency of the villagers. They were hectic and hurried, and the sight struck a familiar note across the centuries.


    Urbs was city incarnate. Connor felt the brilliance, the glamour, the wickedness, that is a part of all great cities from Babylon to Chicago. Here were all of them in one, all the great cities that ever were, all in this gigantic metropolis. Babylon reborn—Imperial Rome made young again!


    They crossed, suddenly, a three-tiered viaduct over brown water.


    "The canal that makes Urbs a seaport," Evanie explained.


    Beyond, rising clifflike from the bank, soared those structural colossi Connor had seen in the blue distance, towering unbelievably into the bright sky. He felt pygmy-like, crushed, stifled, so enormous was the mass. He did not need Evanie's whisper:


    "Across the water is Greater Urbs."


    Those mountainous piles could be nothing less.


    On the crowded sidewalks brilliantly costumed people flowed by, many smoking black cigarettes. That roused a longing in Tom Connor for his ancient pipe, now disintegrated a thousand years. He stared at the bold Urban women with their short hair and metallic garb. Now and again one stared back, either contemptuously, noting bis Weed clothing, or in admiration of his strong figure.


    Jan Orm guided the car down a long ramp, past the second tier and down into the dusk of the ground level. They cut into a solid line of thunderous trucks, and finally pulled up at the base of one of the giant buildings. Jan drew a deep sigh.


    "We're here," he said. "Urbs!"


    Connor made no reply. In his mind was only the stunning thought that this colossus called Urbs was the city they were to attempt to conquer with their Weed army— a handful of less than twenty-five thousand!


    


    CHAPTER X


    


    Revolution


    


    WITH the cessation of the car's movement a blanket of humid heat closed down on them. The ground level was sultry, hot with the stagnant breath of thirty million pairs of lungs.


    Then, as Connor alighted, there was a whir, and he glanced up to see a fan blower dissolve into whirling invisibility, drawing up the fetid accumulation of air. A faint coolness wafted along the tunnel-like street. For perhaps half a minute the fan hummed, then was stilled. The colossal city breathed, in thirty-second gasps!


    They moved into the building, to a temperature almost chilly after the furnace heat outside. Connor heard the hiss of a cooling system, recognized the sibilance since he had heard it from a similar system in Evanie's cottage. They followed Jan to an elevator, one of a bank of fully forty, and identical to one of the automatic lifts in an ancient apartment building.


    Jan pressed a button, and the cage shot into swift and silent motion. It seemed a long time before it clicked to a halt at the seventy-fourth floor. The doors swung noiselessly aside and they emerged into a carpeted hall, following Jan to a door halfway down the corridor. A faint murmur of voices within ceased as Jan pressed a bell-push.


    In the moment of silence a faint, bluish light outlined the faces of Jan and Evanie; Connor standing a bit to the side, was beyond it.


    "Looking us over on a vision screen," whispered Jan, and instantly the door opened. Connor heard voices. "Evanie Sair and Jan Orm! At last!" Connor followed them into a small chamber, and was a little taken aback by the hush that greeted his appearance. He faced the group of leaders in the room, half a dozen men and an equal number of women, all garbed in Urban dress, and all frozen in immobile surprise.


    "This is Tom Connor," Jan Orm said quickly. "He suggested the rifles."


    "Well!" drawled a golden-haired girl, relaxing. "He looks like a cool Immortal. Lord! I thought we were in for it!"


    "You'd manage, Ena," said a striking dark-haired beauty, laughing disdainfully.


    "Don't mind Maris." The blonde smiled at Connor. "She's been told she looks like the Princess; hence the air of hauteur." She paused. "And what do you think of Urbs?"


    "Crowded," Connor said, and grinned.


    "Crowded! You should see it on a business day."


    "It's their weekly holiday," explained Evanie. "Sunday. We chose it purposely. There'll be fewer guards in the Palace seeing room."


    For the first time Connor realized that Sundays passed unobserved in the peaceful life of Ormon.


    Jan was surveying the Urban costumes in grim disapproval.


    "Let's get to business," he said shortly.


    There was a chorus of, "Hush!"


    The girl Maris added, "You know there's a scanner in every room in Urbs, Jan. We can be seen from the Palace, and heard too!"


    She nodded toward one of the lightbrackets on the wall. After a moment of close inspection Connor distinguished the tiny crystal "eye."


    "Why not cover it?" he asked in a low voice.


    "That would bring a Palace officer in five minutes," responded the blonde Ena. "A blank on the screen sticks out like the Alpha Building."


    


    SHE summoned the group close about her, slipping a casual arm through Connor's. In an almost inaudible whisper she began to detail the progress of the plans, replying to Jan's queries about the distribution of weapons and where they now were, to Evanie's question about the appointed time, to inquiries from each of the others.


    Evanie's report of the Messenger caused some apprehension.


    "Do you think he knows?" asked Ena. "He must, unless it was some stray that passed near you."


    "Suppose he does," countered Evanie. "He can't know when. We're ready, aren't we? Why not strike today— now—at once?"


    There was a chorus of whispered protest.


    "We oughtn't to risk everything on a sudden decision —it's too reckless!"


    Ena pressed Connor's arm and whispered, "What do you think?"


    He caught an angry glance from Evanie. She resented the blond girl's obvious attention.


    "Evanie's right," he murmured. "The only chance this half-baked revolution has is surprise. Lose that and you've lost everything."


    And such, after more whispered discussion, was the decision. The blow was to be struck at one o'clock, just two hours away. The leaders departed to pass the instructions to their subordinate leaders, until only Connor and Evanie remained. Evan Jan Orm had gone to warn the men of Ormon.


    Evanie seemed about to speak to Connor, but suddenly turned her back on him.


    "What's the matter, Evanie?" he said softly.


    He was unprepared for the violence with which she swung around, her brown eyes blazing.


    "Matter!" she snapped. "You dare ask! With the feel of that canary-headed Ena's fingers still warm on your arm!"


    "But Evanie!" he protested. "I did nothing."


    "You let her!"


    "But—"


    "You let her!"


    Further protest was prevented by the return of the patrician Maris. Evanie dropped into a sulky silence, not broken until Jan Orm appeared.


    It was a solemn group that emerged on the ground level and turned their steps in the direction of the twin-towered Palace. Evanie had apparently forgotten her grievance in the importance of the impending moment, but all were silent and thoughtful.


    Not even Connor had eyes for Palace Avenue, and the tumult and turmoil of that great street boiled about him unnoticed. Through the girders above, the traffic of the second and third tiers sent rumbling thunder, but he never glanced up, trudging abstractedly beside Evanie.


    


    A HUNDRED feet from the street's end they paused. Through the tunnel-like opening where Palace Avenue divided to circle the broad grounds of the Palace, Connor gazed at a vista of green lawn surmounted by the flight of white steps that led to the Arch where the enormous diorite statue of Holland, the Father of Knowledge, sat peering with narrowed eyes into an ancient volume.


    "Two minutes," said Jan with a nervous glance around. "We'd better move forward."


    They reached the open. The grounds, surrounded by the incredible wall of mountainous buildings, glowed green as a lake in the sun, and the full vastness of the Palace burst upon Connor's eyes, towering into the heavens like a twin-peaked mountain. For a moment he gazed, awe-struck, then glanced back into the cave of the ground level, waiting for the hour to strike.


    It came, booming out of the Palace tower. One o'clock! Instantly the ground level was a teeming mass of humanity, swarming out of the buildings in a torrent. Sunlight glanced, flashing from rifle barrels; shouts sounded in a wild chorus. Swiftly the Ormon men gathered around Evania, whose brilliant costume of green and crimson formed a rallying point like a flag.


    The mob became an army, each group falling into formation about its leader. Men ran shouting into the streets on the broad avenue that circled the grounds, on the second and third tiers. Instantly a traffic jam began to spread to epic proportions. And then, between the vehicles, the mass of humanity flowed across the street toward the Palace.


    From other streets to right and left, other crowds were pouring. The black-haired Maris was striding bare-limbed and lithe before her forces. White, frightened faces stared from a thousand stalled cars.


    Then the heterogeneous mob was sweeping up the slope of grass, a surging mass converging from every side. The Palace was surrounded, at the mercy of the mob. And then—the whole frenzied panorama froze suddenly into immobility.


    From a dozen doors, and down the wide white steps came men—Urban men, with glittering metallic cuirasses and bare brown limbs. They moved deliberately, in the manner of trained troops. Quickly they formed an inner circle about the Palace, an opposing line to the menacing thousands without.


    They were few compared to the revolutionary forces, yet for a tense moment the charge was halted, and the two lines glared at each other across a few hundred feet of grassy slope.


    


    THAT moment was etched forever in Connor's mind. He seemed to see everything, with the strange clarity that excitement can lead. The glint of sunlight on steel, the vast inextricable jam of traffic, the motionless thousands on the hill, the untold thousands peering from every window in every one of the gigantic buildings. And even, on a balcony of stone far up on the left tower, two tiny shining figures surveying the scene. The three Triangles hanging motionless as clouds high in the heavens. The vast brooding figure of Holland staring unperturbed into his black stone book.


    "He's warned—he's ready!" Jan muttered. "We'll have to fire," Evanie cried.


    But before her command, the sharp rattle of rifles came from far to the right. Machine-guns sputtered, and all down the widespread line puffs of steam billowed like huge white chrysanthemums, and dissipated at once.


    From a thousand windows in the bank of buildings burst other momentary clouds, and the medley of shouts punctuated by staccato explosions was like a chorus of wild music.


    Connor stared thunderstruck. In the opposing line not a single man had fallen! Each stood motionless as the giant statue, left arm crooked across breast, right arm holding a glistening revolverlike weapon. Was marksmanship responsible for that—incredibly poor marksmanship? Impossible, with that hail of bullets! Puffs of dust spurted up before the line, splintered stone flew from the walls behind. Windows crashed. But not one Urban soldier moved.


    "What's wrong?" Connor yelled.


    "He knew." Jan Orm panted. "He's equipped his men with Paige deflectors. He's the devil himself!"


    The girl Maris leaped forward.
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    "Come on!" she shouted, and led the charge. Instantly the line of Urbans raised their weapons, laying them across their bent left arms. A faint misty radiance stabbed out, a hundred brief flashes of light. The beams swept the revolutionaries. Anguished cries broke out as men spun and writhed.


    Connor leaped back as a flash caught him. Sudden pain racked him as his muscles tore against each other in violent spasmodic contractions. A moment only; then he was trembling and aching as the beam flicked out. An electric shock! None should know that better than he! Everywhere the revolutionaries were writhing in agony.


    The front ranks were down, and of all those near him, only he and Evanie were standing. Her face was strained and white and agonized.


    Jan Orm was struggling to his feet, his face a mask of pain. Beyond him others were crawling away. Connor was astounded. The shock had been painful, but not that painful.


    Halfway up the slope before the immobile line of Urbans lay the black-haired Maris. Her nerves had been unequal to the task set them, and she had fainted from sheer pain. The whole mass of the Weed army was wavering. The revolution was failing!


    


    CHAPTER XI


    


    Flight


    


    CONNOR had an inspiration. The deflecting force must emanate from the glittering buttons on the Urbans' left arms. Moreover, the field must be projected only before the Urban soldiers, else they'd not be able to move their own weapons. Springing to a fallen machine-gun, he righted it, spun it far to the left so as to enfilade the Urbans, to strike them from the side.


    He pulled the trigger—let out a yell of fierce joy as a dozen foemen toppled. He tried to shout his discovery to the others, but none heeded, and anyhow the Urbans could counter it by a slight shift of formation. So grimly he cut as wide a gap as he could.


    The beams flashed. Steeling himself to the agony of the shock, he bore it unflinchingly. When it had passed, the Weed army was in flight. He muttered a vicious curse and jerked a groaning man on the ground beside him to his feet.


    "You're still alive, you sheep!" he snarled. "Get up and carry that girl!" He gestured at the prostrate Maris.


    The slope was clearing. Only half a hundred Weeds lay twisting on the grass, or were staggering painfully erect. Connor glared at the slowly advancing Urbans, faced them for a moment disdainfully, then turned to follow the flying Weeds. Halfway across the grounds he paused, seized an abandoned rifle, and dropped to his knee.


    In a gesture of utter defiance, he took careful aim at the two figures on the tower balcony five hundred feet above. He pressed the trigger. Ten shots spat out in quick succession. Windows splintered above the figures, below, to right and left. Tom Connor swore again as he realized that these, too, were protected. Then he gritted his teeth as the ionic beam swept him once more.


    When it ceased, he fled, to mingle with the last of the retreating Weed forces. They were trickling through, over, and around that traffic jam that would take heroic efforts to untangle.


    The Revolution was over. No man could now reorganize that flying mob. Connor thrust his way through the mass of panic-stricken humanity until he reached the car in which Jan and Evanie were already waiting.


    Without a word Jan swung the car hastily about, for the traffic snarl was reaching even as far away as he had parked. Evanie dropped her head on Connor's shoulder, weeping quietly.


    "That's a hell of a revolution!" he grunted. "Twenty minutes and it's over!"


    The car swept through the semi-dusk of the ground level of Palace Avenue to the point where the ramp curved about the base of the Atlas Building. There Jan guided it into the sunlight of the upper tier. In the afternoon glare his face was worn and haggard. Evanie, her spell of weeping over, was pallid and expressionless, like a statue in ivory.


    "Won't we be stopped?" Connor asked, as Jan put on speed.


    "They'll try," said Jan. "They'll block all of the Hundred Bridges. I hope we get across first. We can only hope, because they can see every move we make, of course. There are scanners on every street. We may be watched from the Palace now."


    The bridge over which they had come into the city loomed before them. In a moment they were over the canal and into Urbs Minor, where ten million people still moved about their occupations in utter ignorance of the revolution and its outcome.


    


    THE colossal buildings of Greater Urbs receded and took on the blue hue of distance, and Lesser Urbs slipped rapidly by them. It was not until they had surmounted the ridge and dropped into Kaatskill that Jan gave any evidence of relaxing. There he drew a deep breath.


    "Respite!" he murmured gloomily. "There are no scanners here, at least."


    "What's to be done now?" asked Connor.


    "Heaven knows! We'll be hunted, of course—everybody who was in it. But in Montmerci's rebellion the Master punished only one—Montmerci himself; the leader."


    "Evanie's grandfather."


    "Yes. That may weigh against her."


    "This damned revolution was doomed from the start!" declared Connor irritably. "We hadn't enough organization, nor good enough weapons, nor an effective plan— nothing! And having lost the advantage of surprise, we had no chance at all."


    "Don't!" Evanie murmured wearily. "We know that now."


    "I knew it the whole time," he retorted. "By the way, Jan—those Paige deflectors of theirs. Do you know how they work?"


    "Of course." Jan's voice was as weary as Evanie's. "It's just an inductive field. And metal passing through it had eddy currents induced in it."


    Simple enough, mused Connor. He'd seen the old experiment of the aluminum ring tossed by eddy currents from the pole of an alternating current magnet. But he asked in surprise:


    "Against such velocities?"


    "Yes. The greater the velocity, the stronger the eddy currents. The bullet's speed helps to deflect it."


    "Did you know of these deflectors before?" snapped Connor.


    "Of course. But projectile weapons haven't been used for so long—how could I dream he'd know of our rifles and resurrect the deflectors?"


    "You should have anticipated the possibility. Why, we could have used—" He broke off. Recriminations were useless now. "Never mind. Tell me about the ionic beam, Jan."


    "It's just two parallel beams of highly actinic light, like gamma rays. They ionize the air they pass through. The ionized air is a conductor. There's an atomic generator in the handles of the beam-pistols, and it shoots an electric charge along the beams. And when your body closes the circuit between them—Lord! They didn't use a killing potential, or we'd have been burned to a crisp. I still ache from that agony!"


    "Evanie stood up to it," Connor remarked.


    "Just once," murmured the girl. "A second time—Oh, I'd have died!"


    It struck Connor that this delicate, small-boned, nervous race must be more sensitive, less inured to pain, than himself. He had stood the shock with little difficulty.


    "You're lucky you weren't touched," said Jan.


    Connor snorted. "I was touched three times—the third time by ten beams! If you'd listened to me we could have won the dog-fight anyway. I blew a dozen Urbans down by firing from the side."


    "You what?"


    "I saw that," said Evanie. "Just before the second beam. But I—I couldn't stand any more."


    "It makes our position worse, I suppose," muttered Jan. "The Master will be angry at injury to his men."


    


    CONNOR gave it up. Jan's regret that the enemy had suffered damage simply capped a long overdue climax. He was loathe to blame Jan, or the whole Weed army, for flying from the searing touch of the ionic beams. He felt himself an unfair judge, since he couldn't feel with their nerves. More than likely what was merely painful to his more rugged body was unbearable agony to them.


    


    


    What did trouble him was the realization that he failed to understand these people, failed to comprehend their viewpoint. This whole mess of a revolution seemed ill-planned, futile, unnecessary, even stupid.


    This set him to wondering about Evanie. Was it fair to try to bring love into her life, to rouse her from the reserve she had cast about herself? Might that not threaten unhappiness to both of them—these two strangers from different ages?


    Humanity had changed during his long sleep; the only personality in this world with whom he felt the slightest sympathy was—the Master!


    A man he had never even seen, unless one of the two shining figures on the tower had been he. Like himself, the Master was a survival of an earlier time. Therein, perhaps, lay the bond.


    His musings were interrupted by a flash of iridescence in the air ahead. There was a long, desolate silence as the car sped onward.


    "Well," Jan Orm at last said gloomily, "it's come." But Connor already knew, instinctively, that what he had seen was the rainbow glint of one of the Master's Messengers.


    "For which of us, do you suppose?" he asked soberly. "For Evanie, I guess. But don't watch it—don't think of it. It might be for you."


    Evanie was lying back in the seat, eyes shut, features blank. She had closed her mind to the unholy thing. But Connor was unable to keep either mind or eyes from the circling mystery as it swept silently about the speeding car.


    "It's closing in," he whispered to Jan.


    Jan reached a sudden decision. A rutted road branched ahead of them, and he swung the car into it, boring toward the hills.


    "Weed village in here," he muttered. "Perhaps we can lose it there."


    "How? It can pass through brick walls."


    "I know, but the pneumatic freight tube goes through here. The tube's fast as a scared meteor. We can try it, and—" He paused grimly.


    The sun was low in the west when they came to the village, a tiny place nestled among green hills. The ominous circling thing was glowing faintly in the dusk, now no more than twenty yards away. Evanie had kept to her resolute silence, never glancing at the threatening mystery.


    


    IN the village, Jan talked to an ancient, bearded individual, and returned to the car with a frown.


    "He has only two cylinders," he announced. "You and Evanie are going."


    Connor clambered out of the car.


    "See here!" he whispered. "You're in more danger than I. Leave me with the car. I can find my way to Ormon."


    Jan shook his head. "Listen a moment," he said firmly. "Understand what I'm saying. I love Evanie. I've always loved her, but it's you that's been given to waken her. You must go with her. And for God's sake—quickly!"


    Reluctantly Connor and Evanie followed Jan into a stone building where the nervous old man stood above two seven-foot cylinders lying on a little track. Without a word the girl clambered into the first, lying flat on her face with her tiny sandals pressed against the rear.


    The ancient snapped down the cover like a coffin lid. Connor's heart sank as the man shoved the metal cylinder into a round opening, closed down a door behind it, and twirled a hissing handle. Jan motioned Tom Connor to the other tube, and at that moment the flashing iridescence of the Messenger swept through the room and away. He climbed hastily in, lying as Evanie had done.


    "To Ormon?" he asked.


    "No. To the next Weed village, back in the mountains. Hurry!"


    


    CHAPTER XII


    


    The Messenger


    


    THE old man slammed the cover. Connor lay in utter darkness, but as he felt the cylinder slide along the track, he thought he glimpsed for a bare instant the luminous Messenger in a flash through the metal sides. He heard the faint clang of the door, and there was a brief moment of quiet.


    Then, with a force that bent his knees, he felt the thrust of terrific acceleration. Only a faint rumble came to his ears, but he realized that his speed must be enormous. Then the pressure shifted. He felt his hands driven against the front, and in a few more seconds, no pressure at all.


    The cover was raised. He thrust himself out, to face Evanie, just clambering from her own cylinder, and a frightened nondescript man who muttered frantically:


    "Don't tell on me! Don't tell!"


    He turned to listen to a low-voiced inquiry from Evanie, and answered in an inaudible whisper and a gesture to the north.


    Connor followed Evanie as she hurried out of the building into darkness. He caught a faint glimpse of the stone cottages of a village smaller than Ormon, then they were trudging over a dim trail toward the hills black against the stars.


    "To the metamorphs of the hills," Evanie said mechanically. "They'll hide us until it's safe." She added wearily, "I'm so tired!"


    That was not surprising, after such a day. She started to speak. "You've been—Oh!"


    He saw it too. The luminous needlebeaked shape that was the Messenger, circling them twenty yards away.


    "Lord!" he whispered. "How fast can that thing travel?"


    "Disembodied electric force?" she asked wearily. "As fast as light, I suppose. Well—it doesn't matter. I can fight it off if I must. But hurry!"


    "God!" Connor groaned. "That persistent demon!"


    His voice rose in a yell of surprise and fear. The misty thing had stopped in mid-air, poised a moment, then launched itself at his head!


    There was no pain, just a brief buzzing. Connor realized that the needlebeak had thrust itself into his skull, and the horror rested above his shoulder. He beat at it. His hands passed through it like mist. And then, in a squeaky little voice that clicked maddeningly within his very brain, came the words of the Messenger.


    "Go back to Urbs!" it clicked. "Go back to Urbs." Over and over. "Go back to Urbs!" Just that.


    He turned frantic eyes on Evanie's startled face.


    "Get it off!" he cried. "Get it off!"


    "It was for you!" she whispered, stricken. "Oh, if it had been for me! I can fight it. Close your mind to it, Tom. Try! Please try!"


    He did try; over and over. But that maddening, clicking voice burned through his efforts; "Go back to Urbs! Go back to Urbs!"


    "I can't stand it!" Connor cried frantically. "It tickles —inside my brain!" He paced back and forth in anguish. "I want to run! To walk until I'm exhausted. I can't— stand—it!"


    "Yes!" Evanie said. "Walk until you're exhausted. It will give us time that way. But walk north—away from Urbs. Come."


    


    SHE turned wearily to join him.


    "Stay here," he said. "I'll walk alone. Not far. I'll soon return."


    He rushed off into the darkness. His thoughts were turmoil as he dashed down the dim trail. I'll fight it off— Go back to Urbs!—I won't listen—Go back to Urbs!—


    If Evanie can, so can I. I'm a man, stronger than she— Go back to Urbs! Go back to Urbs!


    Clicking—tickling—maddening! He rushed blindly on, tripping over branches, crashing into trees. He scrambled up the slope of a steep hill, driving himself, trying to exhaust himself until he could attain the forgetfulness of sleep.


    Panting, scratched, weary, he paused from sheer necessity on the crest of the hill. The horror on his shoulder, clicking its message in his brain, gave him no surcease. He was going mad! Better death at the Master's hands than this. Better anything than this. He turned about and plunged toward the hill from which he had come. With his first step south, the maddening voice ceased.


    He walked on in a relieved daze. Not even the dim mist of the Messenger on his shoulder detracted from the sheer ecstasy of stillness. He murmured meaningless words of gratitude, felt an impulse to shout a song.


    Evanie, resting on a fallen log, glanced up at him as he approached.


    "I'm going back to Urbs!" he cried wildly. "I can't stand this!"


    "You can't! I won't let you! Please—I can rid you of it, given time. Give me a little time, Tom. Fight it!"


    "I won't fight it! I'm going back!"


    He turned frantically to rush on south, in any direction that would silence that clicking, tickling voice of torment.


    "Go back to Urbs!" it ticked. "Go back to Urbs!" Evanie seized his arm. "Please—please, Tom!"


    He tugged away and spun around. What he immediately saw in the darkness halted him. In a luminous arc, not three yards distant, spun a second Messenger—and in a mad moment of perversity, he was almost glad!


    "Here's one for you!" he said grimly. "Now fight it!"


    The girl's face turned pale and terror stricken. "Oh, no! No!" she murmured. "I'm so tired—so tired!" She turned frightened brown eyes on him. "Then stay, Tom. Don't distract me now. I need—all my strength."


    It was too late. The second horror had poised itself and struck, glowing mistily against Evanie's soft bronze hair.


    Connor felt a surge of sympathy that not even the insanity-breeding Messenger could overcome.


    "Evanie!" he cried huskily. "Oh my God! What is it saying?"


    Her eyes were wide and terrified.


    "It says, 'Sleep—Sleep!' It says, 'The world grows dark —your eyes are closing.' It isn't fair! I could fight it off— I could fight both of them off, given time! The Master— the Master wants me—unable—to help you."


    Her eyes grew misty.


    Suddenly she collapsed at his feet.


    


    FOR a long minute Connor stared down at her. Then he bent over, gathered her in his arms, and moved out into the darkness toward Urbs.


    Evanie was a light burden, but that first mile down the mountain was a torment that was burned into Connor's memory forever. The Messenger was still as he began the return, and he managed well enough by the starlight to follow the trail. But a thousand feet of mountain unevenness and inequalities of footing just about exhausted him.


    His breath shortened to painful gasps, and his whole body, worn out after two nights of sleeplessness, protested with aches and twinges. At last, still cradling Evanie in his arms, he sank exhausted on the moss-covered bole of a fallen tree that glowed with misty fox-fire.


    Instantly the Messenger took up its distractingly irritating admonition.


    "Go back to Urbs!" it clicked deep in his brain. "Go back to Urbs! Go back to Urbs!"


    He bore the torment for five minutes before he rose in wild obedience and staggered south with his burden.


    But another quarter mile found him reeling and dizzy with exhaustion, lurching into trees and bushes, scratched, torn, and ragged. Once Evanie's hair caught in the thorns of some shadowy shrub and when he paused to disentangle it, the Messenger took up its maddening refrain. He tore the girl loose with a desperately convulsive gesture and blundered on along the trail.


    He was on the verge of collapse after a single mile, and Urbs lay—God only knew how far south! He shifted Evanie from his arms to his shoulder, but the thought of abandoning her never entered his mind.


    The time came when his wearied body could go no further. Letting Evanie's limp body slide to the ground he closed his eyes in agony. As the torturing voice of the Messenger resumed, he dropped beside her.


    "I can't!" he croaked as though the Messenger or its distant controller could hear him. "Do you want to kill me?"


    The sublimity of relief! The voice was still, and he relaxed in an ecstasy of rest. He realized to the full the sweetness of simple silence, the absolute perfection of merely being quiet.


    He slumped full length to the ground, then, and in a moment was sleeping as profoundly as Evanie herself.


    When Tom Connor awoke to broad day a heap of fruit and a shallow wooden bowl of water were beside him. Connor guessed that they had been placed there by the metamorphs that roamed the hills.


    They were still loyal to Evanie, watching out for her.


    He ate hungrily, then lifted Evanie's bronze head, tilting the water against her lips. She choked, swallowed a mouthful or two, but moved no more than that.


    The damage to his clothing from his plunge through the darkness was slight.


    His shirt was torn at sleeves and shoulder, and his trousers were ripped in several places. Evanie's soft hair was tangled with twigs and burrs, and a thorn had scratched her cheek. The elastic that bound her trouser leg to her left ankle was broken, and the garment flapped loosely. The bared ankle was crossed by a reddened gash.


    He poured what remained of the water over the wound to wash away any dirt or foreign substance that might be in it. That was all his surgery encompassed.


    


    CHAPTER XIII


    


    The Trail Back


    


    BY daylight the messenger was only a blur, visible out of the corner of his eye like a tear in the eye itself. The demon on Evanie's shoulder was a shifting iridescence no more solid than the heatwaves about a summer road. He stared compassionately down on the still, white face of the girl, and it was at that moment that the Messenger took up its inexorable, clicking chant: "Go back to Urbs! Go back to Urbs!"


    He sighed, lifted the girl in arms still aching, and took up his laborious journey. Yard by yard he trudged along the uneven trail. When the blood began to pound in his ears he rested again, and the silent Messenger on his shoulder remained silent. Only when his strength had returned did its voice take up the admonition.


    Connor hated the Master now, hated him for these past hours of torture, and for the pallor of Evanie's cheeks, and her body limp in his arms.


    The sun rose higher, struck down burning rays on his body. The perspiration that dampened his clothes was warm and sticky while he toiled along, and clammily cold while he rested. Shiny beads of it were on the brow of the unconscious girl, while his own face was covered with trickling rivulets that stung his eyes and bore salty drops to his lips. And the air was hot—hot!


    


    


    Staggering south, resting, plowing on again, it was near sunset when he approached the Weed village where they had emerged from the pneumatic tube. A man digging before a cottage stared at him and fled through the door.


    On the steps of the building that housed the tube, half a dozen idlers moved hastily within, and he glimpsed the panic-stricken nondescript who had released him from the freight cylinder.


    Connor strode wearily to the steps and deposited Eva-nie. He glared at the pale faces beyond the door.


    "I want food," he snapped. "And wine. Do you hear? Wine!"


    Someone slipped timidly past him. In a moment he was back with coarse brown bread and cold meat, and a bottle of tart wild grape wine of the region. Connor ate silently, realizing that eyes peered at him from every window. When he had finished, he poured wine between Evanie's lips. It was the only nourishment he could give her.


    "You in there!" he called. "Can any of you release us from these things?"


    Evidently, that was a mistake. There was a terrified rustling within and a hurried exodus from some other door. The Messenger took up its refrain with maddening promptness. Abandoning hope of aid, once again he picked up Evanie and tramped into the darkness.


    The demon on his shoulder finally let him sleep. It was just dawn when he awoke, and scarcely had he opened his eyes on this second morning of his torturous trek when the clicking voice resumed its chant. He made no attempt to resist it, but rose and struggled on with his burden. Now he followed a clay road on which he could avoid tearing thorns and branches.


    No more than a mile from the village he topped a rise to view a wide black highway, perhaps the same over which he and Jan Orm and Evanie had sped to Urbs—just two days ago! He found the rubbery surface somewhat less tiring and managed a little more distance between rests. But the journey was painfully slow. Yet the Messenger never hurried him. He was permitted ample rest.


    


    NOW and again vehicles hummed past, mostly giant trucks. Occasionally a speeding machine slowed as if to stop, but one glimpse of the mistiness on his shoulder sent the driver whizzing on. No one, apparently, dared association with the bearer of that dread badge of the Master's enmity. It was with amazement, therefore, that Connor saw a truck actually stopping, and heard a cheerful invitation to "Come on in!"


    He clambered laboriously into the cab, placing Evanie on the seat beside him, holding her against him. He thanked the driver, a pleasant-featured youth, and relaxed, silent.


    "Weed trouble, eh?" the driver asked. He stared at Connor's shoulder.


    "Say, you must be a pretty important Weed to rate a Messenger." He glanced sideward at Connor and suddenly grinned. "I know you now! You're the fellow that carried the beam when hell popped Sunday. Lord! Stood right up to the beam!" In his tone was deep admiration.


    Connor said nothing.


    "Well, you're in for it, all right," the youth resumed cheerfully. "You blew down some of the Master's men, and that's bad!"


    "What did he do with the others?" Connor asked gloomily. "They couldn't all get away."


    "He only picked up the leaders. Nine of 'em. Vision didn't say what he did. Papers say he released some of 'em. Girl who thinks she looks like the Princess."


    Maris, thought Connor. And Evanie was the tenth of the decemvirate. He himself was tossed in for good measure. Well, perhaps he might bargain for Evanie's release. After all, he had something to trade.


    It was mid-afternoon before they looked down on Kaat-skill, and Connor realized in astonishment the distance over which they must have flashed in the freight tube. Then he forgot all else as Urbs Minor appeared with its thousands of towers and, far across the valley, the misty peaks that were the colossus, Greater Urbs.


    The truck kept to the ground level. The mighty buildings, shielded by the upper streets from sight, were less spectacular here, but their vast bases seemed to press upon the ground like a range of mountains, until Connor wondered why the solid earth did not sink beneath their weight. Millions upon millions of tons of metal and masonry—and all of it as if it rested on his own brain, so despondent did he feel.


    Presently they were on Palace Avenue. Even the ground level of that mighty street was crowded. Connor already knew its almost legendary reputation. What the Via Appia was to Rome, or Broadway to America of yore, Palace Avenue now was to the world. Main street of the planet; highway of six—no, the seven—continents. For Antarctica was an inhabited continent now.


    When the unbelievably magnificent Twin Towers came into clean view the truck came to a halt. Connor climbed out and turned to pick up Evanie.


    "Thanks," he said. "You made the road to hell a lot easier."


    The youth grinned.


    " 'S nothing. Good chances, Weed. You'll need 'em!"


    Connor turned for the long ascent to the Palace. He trudged up the interminable flight of steps, passing crowds of Urbans who stared and gave him wide passageway. He moved close under the great, brooding, diorite statue of Holland, into the north doorway of the Palace, where a guard stepped hastily aside to admit him.


    


    THROUGH a door to his right came the clatter and rustle of voices and machines, engaged in the business of administering a world government. To his left was a closed door, and ahead the hall debouched into a room so colossal that at first it seemed an illusion.


    He strode in. Along the far wall, a thousand feet away, was a row of seats—thrones, rather—each on a dais or platform perhaps ten feet above the floor, and each apparently occupied. Perhaps fifty of them. Before the central one stood a group of people, and a few guards flanked it. Then, as he approached, he realized that all but the central throne were occupied only by images, by cleverly worked statues of bronze. No—two central thrones held living forms.


    He pushed his way roughly through the knot of people, carefully deposited Evanie on the steps ascending to the seat, and glared defiantly at the Master.


    For a moment, so intent was his gaze at the man he had come bitterly to hate, through all the torture of his forced trip, that he did not shift his eyes to the figure who sat beside the Master. The Princess of whom he had heard, he supposed—the beautiful cruel Margaret of Urbs who, with her brother, ruled with an iron hand.


    But he was not interested in her now. Her immortal brother claimed all his attention, all his defiance. Just for a breath, though, Connor's eyes did flicker in her direction—and instantly he stood stockstill, frozen, wondering if at last he had lost his mind. For here, before his staring eyes, was the most incredible thing he had come upon in all this incredible new world! And what held him spell-bound was not so much the utter, unbelievable, fantastic beauty of the woman—or girl—who sat upon the throne of Urbs, as was the fact that he knew her! Gazing at her, frozen in utter surprise and fascination, Tom Connor knew in that moment that the cruel Margaret of Urbs and the inky-haired, white-robed girl with whom he had spent those unforgettable moments in the wildwood outside the village of Ormon were one and the same!


    There could be no possible doubt of that, though in her emerald green eyes now was no friendly light as she looked down at him haughtily. In that same manner she might show her distaste for some crawling thing that had annoyed her. But not even her changed expression, not even her rich garb that had replaced her white robe of sylvan simplicity, could alter the fact that here before Tom Connor was his woman of the woods, his girl of mystery, the girl who had unfolded to him the history of this more and more astonishing age into which Fate had drawn him.


    Not by the slightest flicker of a long, black, curling eyelash did she show that she had even seen Connor before. But even in his own quick resentment that swiftly followed his frozen moment of surprise, the man from another age uncomfortably realized that her fascination for him, the sway of her bewildering beauty, was as great as it had been the first moment he had gazed upon her.


    His own predicament—Evanie—everything—was forgotten, as if he were hypnotized.


    Instead of a gauzy, white robe that was in itself revealing, but with a touch of poetry and mysticism, she now wore the typical revealing costume of Urbs—rose bodice, and short kirtle of golden scales. And that hair of hers—never would Connor forget it—so black that it glinted blue in the light. Nor would he ever forget her skin, so transparently clear, with its tint like the patina over ancient silverbronze.


    Looking at her now, Connor could see how Maris might claim a resemblance, but it was no more than the resemblance of a candle to the sun. Evanie was beautiful, too, but her loveliness was that of a human being, while the beauty of this girl who sat upon a throne was unearthly, unbelievable, immortal.


    


    SHE sat with her slim legs thrust carelessly before her, her elbow on the arm of her chair, her chin in her cupped hand, and gazed indifferently from strange sea-green eyes into the vastness of the giant chamber. Never once did she glance at Connor after her first swift distasteful survey.


    Her exquisite features were expressionless, or expressive only of complete boredom. Though there did seem to Connor that there was the faintest trace of that unforgettable mockery in the set of her perfect lips. Before he could tear his gaze away from her she moved slightly. With the movement something flamed on her breast—a great flower of seven petals that flashed and glistened in a dozen colors, as if made of jewels.


    It took all of Connor's will power to keep his eyes from her, even though in that moment of long silence that had fallen in the throne room with his entry, he was resenting her, loathing her for what she was—instead of what he had thought her to be.


    Deliberately he faced the Master, head up, defiant. Let the Master—let his Princess sister—do what they pleased. He was ready for them!


    


    CHAPTER XIV


    


    The Master


    


    THE man at whom Connor stared, the man whose features he had seen before on Evanie's coin, seemed no older than the middle twenties. He was dark-eyed, and his black hair fell in a smooth helmet below his ears.


    The eyes were strange, piercing, shrewd, as if they alone had aged, as if they were the receptacles of these centuries of experience. The mouth was set in a thin, cold line and yet, strangely enough, there was a faintly humorous quirk to its corners. Or not so strangely, either, decided Connor. A man must have a sense of humor to survive seven centuries.


    And then a deep, resonant voice sounded as the Master spoke.


    "I see, Thomas Connor," he said ironically, "that you received my Messenger hospitably. And this is little Evanie!" His voice changed. "Good blood," he mused. "The mingling of the blood of Martin Sair with that of Mont-merci."


    Connor glared belligerently. "Release us from these vicious Messengers of yours, will you?" he demanded angrily. "We're here."


    The Master nodded mildly, and spoke briefly into a mouthpiece on a black table beside him. There was a moment's pause, then a tingling shock as the unbound energies of the Messenger grounded through Connor's body. Evanie quivered and moaned as the thing on her shoulder vanished, but she lay as quiet as ever.


    Connor shook himself. Free! He flashed an angry frown at the impassive Master, but his eyes kept straying back to the Princess, who still had not even glanced at him after that one first instant.


    "Well," said the Master quietly, "your revolution was a trifle abortive, wasn't it?"


    "Up to now!" snapped Connor.


    His hatred suddenly overwhelmed him. The impulse for revenge shook him bodily. Swiftly stooping, he snatched Evanie's revolver from her belt, and held the trigger while twelve shots spat full at the Master's face in a continuous steaming roar.


    The steam moved lazily away. The Master sat without change of expression, uninjured, while from far above a few splinters of glass from a shattered skylight tinkled about him. Of course, Connor reflected bitterly, the man would be protected by an inductive field. Glass had been able to pass through that inductive field, where Connor's bullets could not, but their glass was a dielectric.


    He cast the empty gun aside and stared sullenly at the man on the throne. Then, despite his efforts, his gaze was again drawn to the Princess.


    She was no longer looking abstractedly into vacancy. At the crash of the shots she had shifted slightly, without raising her chin from her hand, and was watching him. Their glances crossed. It was like the tingle of the Messenger's discharge to him as he met the cool green eyes, inscrutable and expressionless and utterly disinterested. And in them was no slightest hint of recognition! For reasons of her own she did not mean to recognize him. Well, two could play at that game.


    "Your impulses take violent form," said the Master coldly. "Why do you, who claim to be a newcomer to this age, hate me so?"


    "Hate you?" Connor echoed fiercely. "Why shouldn't I? Didn't you put me through two days and nights of hell with your damned Messenger?"


    "But there would have been no torment had you obeyed immediately."


    "But Evanie!" Connor snapped. "See what you've done to her!"


    "She was interfering. I didn't want her here, particularly, but she might have released you from the Messenger. If you'd left her to herself, I would have freed her within a few hours."


    "Kind, aren't you?" sneered Connor. "You're so confident in your own powers that you don't even punish revolt. Well, you're a tyrant, nevertheless, and some day you'll get more than you bargain for. I could have done it myself!"


    He glanced again at the Princess. Was there the faintest flicker of interest in her imperious eyes?


    


    "AND what would you have done," queried the Master amiably, "if you had been running the revolution?"


    "Plenty!" retorted Connor. "In the first place, I'd never have shipped weapons into Urbs through the public tubes. You were bound to discover that, and surprise was our greatest ally. I'd have had 'em made right here, or near here. There must be Weed factories around, and if not, I'd have bought one."


    "Go on," said the Master interestedly. "What else?"


    "I'd have had a real organization—not this cumbersome leader upon leader pyramid. I'd have laid real plans, planted spies in the Palace. And finally, your deflectors. I didn't know of them, or we could have won even as things were. My—associates—forgot, rather carelessly, to mention them."


    The Master smiled. "That was an error. If you had known of them, what would you have done?"


    "I'd have used wooden bullets instead of metal ones," said Connor boldly. "Your induction field won't stop wood. And your ionic beams—why the devil couldn't we have used metal screen armor? We could have closed the circuit with that instead of with our bodies!"


    He was aware, though he steadfastly refused to look at her, that the Princess was watching him now with undisguised mockery, her lovely lips parted in the ghost of a smile.


    "True," said the Master with a curious expression. "You could have." He frowned. "I did not believe the stories I first heard of you—that you were a Sleeper who had awakened after a sleep of a thousand years. They were too fantastic for belief. I thought you were meaning to capitalize on the Sleep in some way known only to yourself—since I understand you had no bank deposit to draw interest for you and make you a wealthy man. Now I am inclined to believe you have come from another age— an age of wisdom—and you're a dangerous man, Thomas Connor. You're a brave man to bait me as you do, and a strong one, but dangerous; too dangerous. Yet I'm rather sorry your courage and strength has been bred out of the race."


    "What are you going to do?"


    "I'm going to kill you," said the Master softly. "I'm sorry. Were it not for Evanie, I might be tempted to ask for your oath of allegiance and release you, but I can't trust a man who loves a Weed woman. It's a chance I dare not take, though I bitterly regret losing your blood and your ancient knowledge. If it consoles you, know that I intend to free Evanie. She's harmless to me. Any trouble she might cause can be easily handled. But you —you're different."


    "Thanks," retorted Connor.


    Like a compass needle his eyes did return to the face of the Princess, then. Even now, condemned to die for the second time in his strange life, he gazed fascinated at her, smiling at her with an echo of her own mockery.


    "I don't suppose," said the Master hopefully, "that you'd consent to—say, marry Evanie and perpetuate your blood before you die. I need that ancient strain of yours. Our race has grown weak."


    "I would not!" Connor said.


    "Tell me!" said the other in sudden eagerness. "Is it true, as an Ormon prisoner told us, and which I scorned to believe, having then no faith in this thousand-year Sleep, that you understand the ancient mathematics? Calculus, logarithms, and such lost branches?"


    "It's quite true," snapped Connor. "Who told you?"


    "Your Ormon chemist. Would you consent to impart that knowledge? The world needs it."


    "For my life, perhaps." The Master hesitated, frowning.


    "I'm sorry," he said at last. "Invaluable as the knowledge is, the danger you, personally, present, outweighs it. I could trick you out of your secrets. I could promise you life, get your information, then quietly kill you. I do not stoop to that. If you desire, your knowledge goes to the grave with you."


    "Thanks again," retorted Connor. "You might remember that I could have concealed my dangerous character, too. I needn't have pointed out the weakness in your defenses."


    "I already knew them. I also know the weaknesses of Weed mentality." He paused. "I'm truly sorry, but—this seems to be the end of our interview." He turned as if to gesture to the guards along the wall.


    


    MARGARET of Urbs flashed a strange, inscrutable glance at Connor, and leaned toward the Master. She spoke in low, inaudible tones, but emphatically, insistently. The Master looked up at Connor.


    "I reconsider," he said coolly. "I grant you your life for the present on one condition—that you make no move against me while you are in the Palace. I do not ask your word not to escape. I only warn you that a Messenger will follow. Do you agree?"


    Connor thought only a moment.


    "I do."


    "Then you will remain within the Palace." The Master snapped an order to a guard. "I will send doctors to attend little Evanie. That's all."


    The guard, as tall a man as Connor himself, stepped forward and gathered Evanie in his arms. Connor followed him, but could not resist a backward glance at the Princess, who sat once more staring idly into space. But in his mind was the thought now, exultant in spite of his resentment, that at least she had not forgotten him, or those hours together in the woods.


    They moved into the hall, and into an elevator that flashed upward with sudden and sickening acceleration. He had glimpses of floor after floor through the glass doors as they mounted high into the North Tower.


    The motion ceased. Connor followed the guard into a room lit by the red glow of sunset, and watched as he deposited Evanie on a white-covered bed, then turned, and threw open a door. "That is yours," the guard said briefly, and departed.


    Luxury breathed through the perfumed air of the rooms, but Connor had no time for such observations. He bent anxiously over the pallid-faced Evanie, wondering miserably why the release of the Messenger had not awakened her. He was still gazing when a knock sounded, and two doctors entered.


    One, the younger, set instantly to work examining the scratch on the girl's ankle, while the other pried open her eyes, parted her still lips, bent close to listen to her breathing.


    "Brain-burnt," he announced. "Brain-burnt by a vitergon—the Messenger. Severe electrolepsis."


    "Lord!" Connor muttered anxiously. "Is it—is it very serious?"


    "Serious? Bah!" The older man spun on him. "It's exactly what happens to Sleepers—paralysis of the pre-Rolandic areas, the will, the consciousness. Like—if I'm properly informed—what happened to you! It might be serious if we let her sleep for a half a century, not otherwise." He stepped to an ebony table beside the bed, decanting a ruby liquid into a tumbler. "Here," he said. "We'll try a good stiff stimulant."


    He poured the ruddy fluid between Evanie's lips, and when the last drop had vanished, stood over her watching. She moved convulsively and moaned in agony.


    "Hah!" said the doctor. "That'll burn some life into her!" The girl shuddered and opened dazed and pain-racked eyes. "So! You can handle her now," he called to the younger man, and moved out through the doorway.


    "Evanie!" croaked Connor tensely. "Are you all right? How do you feel?"


    The dazed eyes rested on him.


    "I burn! Water—oh, please—water!"


    


    CHAPTER XV


    


    Two Women


    


    TOM CONNOR glanced a silent question at the doctor. At his nod, Connor seized the empty tumbler and looked frantically for water. He found it beyond a door, where a silent stream gushed from the mouth of a grotesque face into a broad basin.


    Evanie drank eagerly, thirstily, when he brought it to her. She stared bewilderedly about the luxurious room, and turned questioning eyes on Connor.


    "Where——" she began.


    


    "In Urbs. In the Palace."


    Comprehension dawned.


    "The Messengers! Oh, my God!" She shivered in fright. "How long—have I—"


    "Just two days, Evanie. I carried you here."


    "What is to—to be done with us?"


    "I don't know, dear. But you're safe."


    She frowned a moment in the effort to compose her still dazed and bewildered mind.


    "Well," she murmured finally, "nothing can be done about it. I'm ashamed to have been so weak. Was he— very angry?"


    "He didn't seem so." The memory of the Master's impassive face rose in his mind, and with it the vision of the exquisite features of the Princess.


    "I suppose the girl who sits on his right is the Princess, isn't she?" he asked. "Who is she?"


    Evanie nodded. "Every one knows that. On his left sits Martin Sair, the Giver of Life, and on his right—— Why do you ask that?" She glanced up troubled, suspicious.


    "Because she saved my life. She intervened for me."


    "Tom!" Evanie's voice was horror-filled. "Tom, that was Margaret of Urbs, the Black Flame!" Her eyes were terrified. "Tom, she's dangerous—poisonous—deadly! You mustn't even look at her. She's driven men—I don't know how many—to suicide. She's killed men—she's tortured them. Don't ever go near her, Tom! If she saved you, it wasn't out of mercy, because she's merciless—ruthless— utterly pitiless!"


    Scarcely conscious as yet, the girl was on the verge of hysteria. Her voice grew shrill, and Connor glanced apprehensively at the young doctor's face.


    Evanie turned ashen pale.


    "I—feel—dizzy," she choked. "I'm going—to—"


    The doctor sprang forward. "You mustn't!" he snapped. "We can't let her sleep again. We must walk her! Quickly!"


    Between them they dragged the collapsing girl from the bed, walking her up and down the chamber. A measure of strength returned, and she walked weakly between them, back and forth. Then, abruptly, they paused at the sound of a sharp rap on the chamber door.


    The doctor called out a summons. Two Urban guards in glittering metal strode through the entrance, and stood like images on either side of it. One of them intoned slowly, deep as an anthem:


    "Margarita, Urbis Regina, Sororque Domini!"


    The Princess! Connor and the doctor stood frozen, and even Evanie raised weary eyes as the Princess entered, striding imperiously into the room with the scaly gold of her kirtle glittering crimson in the last rays of the sun. She swept her cold eyes over the startled group, and suddenly her exquisite features flashed into a flame of anger. The glorious lips parted.


    "You fool!" she spat. "You utter fool!"


    


    CONNER flushed in sudden anger, then realized that the Princess addressed, not him, but the doctor at Evanie's left, who was fear-stricken and pallid.


    "You fool!" repeated Margaret of Urbs. "Walking an electroleptic! Put her to bed—instantly. Let her sleep. Do you want to risk brain fever?"


    The frightened physician moved to obey, but Connor interposed.


    "Wait a moment." He shot an accusing glance at the Princess. "Do you know anything about this? Are you a doctor?"


    He received a cool glance from her narrowed green I eyes.


    "Do you think," she drawled, "that I've learned nothing in seven hundred years?" And he alone caught the full implication of her words. She was subtly reminding him of how once before she had given him evidence of how vast was her knowledge. She turned imperiously. "Obey!" she snapped.


    Connor stood aside as the doctor complied in panic.


    "Where's Kringar?" the Princess demanded.


    "Your Highness," babbled the medico, "he gave the girl a stimulant and left. He said—"


    "All right. Get out." She nodded at the impassive guards. "You, too."


    The door closed behind them. Margaret of Urbs bent over Evanie, now fully conscious, but pale as death. She placed a dainty hand on the girl's forehead.


    "Sleep," she said softly.


    "Leave me here alone, please," Evanie begged, trembling. "I'm afraid of you. I don't trust you, and I won't sleep. I'm afraid to sleep again."


    Connor stood miserably irresolute. While he hesitated, the Princess fixed her eyes on Evanie's; they glowed emerald in the evening dusk as she repeated, "Sleep!"


    He saw the fear vanish from Evanie's face, leaving her features as blank as those of an image. Then she was sleeping.


    The Princess faced Tom Connor across the bed. She took a black cigarette from a box on the ebony table. It glowed magically as she removed it, and she blew a plume of perfumed smoke at him.


    "Worried, aren't you?" she asked mockingly. "You know I am."


    "Well, rest your mind. I mean no harm to Evanie." "But do you know what you're doing?" She laughed, low laughter soft as rain in a pool. "See here," she said, still with a taunt in her eyes, "I conceived the vitergons. Martin Sair created them, but I conceived them. I know what harm they can do, and I know the cure for that harm. Do you trust me?" "Not entirely."


    "Well, you have small choice." She exhaled another cloud of scented smoke. "Your little Weed is safe." She moved toward the adjoining room. "There's a bath in here," she said. "Use it, and then put on some Urban clothes. I'm inclined to dine with you this evening."


    He was startled. He stared back at the mocking perfection of her face, but the green eyes carried no readable expression, as she came closer so that only Connor could hear what she said. "Why?" he asked.


    "Perhaps to recall a more pleasant meeting," she said gently. "Oh, I have not forgotten you—if that is what you are thinking. I recall every word of that day in the woods, but it may be better if you forget it, publicly. Margaret of Urbs does not care to have her private business broadcast to the city. Nor is it the affair of anyone here—or any business of yours—that I choose to get away from them all occasionally, with only the birds and the trees to bear me company. You will do well to bear that in mind, Thomas Connor!"


    


    SUDDENLY her voice took on a taunting note, and the mockery in the emerald eyes was plain. "Perhaps," she said, "I have another reason for commanding you to dine with me. I may want to steal your knowledge—then kill you. I might have more than one reason for wanting to do that, but you fired a dozen shots at me on Sunday, Thomas Connor, as I stood on the balcony of the Tower. I do not fail to repay such debts."


    "It will take more than you to steal what I will not give," he growled, and turned into his room, closing the door.


    He stepped instantly to the hall door, opened it and gazed squarely into the impassive eyes of an Urban guard standing quietly opposite. So he was watched!


    He turned back into the chamber, stripped, and entered the water of the pool, reveling in the refreshing coolness. As he bathed he could look out a window; he saw that the colossal Palace was built as a hollow square. Opposite him rose the mountainous spire of the South Tower, and far below were the wide pool and green-bordered walks of the Inner Gardens.


    Drying his glowing body, he glanced distastefully at the sweat-stained pile of Weed clothing on the floor. In a closet he found Urban dress. It gave him a queer, masqueradelike feeling to don the barbaric metal corselet and kirtle, but the garments were cool, and befitted his great frame.


    Ready at last, he flung open the door to Evanie's room.


    Margaret of Urbs sat cross-legged on the bed, beside Evanie, smoking her black cigarette. Her green eyes passed appraisingly over Connor, and the glint of mockery was again in their depths.


    "I always thought the ancient sculptors exaggerated their contemporaries' physiques," she said, smiling. "I was wrong . . . But you're to kneel when you enter my presence, Thomas Connor. You didn't before."


    "And I don't now. As an enemy, I owe you no such respect."


    "As a gentleman you do, however. But never mind— I'm hungry. Come."


    "Why can't we eat here? I won't leave Evanie."


    "Evanie will be dull company for a dozen hours more. I'll send a maid to undress and bathe her."


    "You're very considerate, aren't you?"


    She laughed maliciously.


    "I have no quarrel with her. But I have with you. Come!"


    The glorious green eyes swept him. Both eyes and voice—a voice that now seemed to glory in malice—were so different from those of the girl of the woods that it was hard for Tom Connor to believe they were the same. But he knew they were. And now that he and she were alone every gesture seemed to admit that.


    She rose without a glance at Evanie's still, white face and Connor followed her reluctantly past the guard, whose challenge she silenced with a peremptory word, and over to the bank of elevators.


    "Where to?" he asked as the cage dropped, plummetlike.


    "To a room of mine in the South Tower, I think. We'll have to go all the way down and walk across."


    


    THE cage came to a sickening halt. He followed her through the vast emptiness of the room of thrones, noting curiously that both her own throne and that of the Master were now occupied by cleverly executed bronze figures. He paused to examine the effigy of the Princess, wondering how long ago it had been cast.


    "Third century," she said as if in answer to his thought. "Five hundred years ago. I was a child of two hundred and twenty then—and happier." Sardonic amusement was in her face and manner. "There was no Black Flame in those days. I was the madcap Princess Peggy then, reckless and daring, but sweet and noble. Or so they thought."


    "I'm sure you deserved the reputation," Connor observed acidly. He meant to follow her lead in whatever she said or did. She would have no complaint that he was the first to mention their previous meeting. If she said no more about it, then it would not be mentioned at all.


    She flashed her green eyes on him, eyes as icy as the green cap over Antarctica.


    "I'm sure I deserve it no longer," she said in tones so cold that they startled. "Come on."


    There was something fascinating, almost hypnotic, about this weirdly beautiful being.


    "I'd rather dine with your image there," he remarked drily.


    


    CHAPTER XVI


    


    Immortality


    


    MARGARET of Urbs laughed and led Connor through a door behind the line of thrones.


    "Martin Sair's laboratory," she explained, gesturing at the chaotic confusion of glassware and microscopes. "And this"—passing into a chamber beyond—"is mine."


    The place seemed more like a luxurious, sumptuously furnished library than a laboratory. There were shelves upon shelves of books, hundreds of them obviously ancient, a great vision screen, a delicately inlaid desk, and here and there bits of statuary.


    "Laboratory!" he echoed. "What do you do here?" "I think. When I want to work I use Martin's." She picked up a white carving from the desk. "See here— some of your ancient work." She added a trifle sadly, "We have no artists able to create such beauty today. It's a tragedy that the arms were broken. During the Dark Centuries, I suppose."


    Connor looked at the exquisite little ivory replica of the Venus de Milo and laughed.


    "Arms broken!" he scoffed. "That's a copy of an ancient Greek statue of Praxiteles. The arms were broken two thousand years before my time!"


    "A copy! Where's the original? I want it!"


    


    "It was in the Louvre, in Paris."


    "Paris is in ruins. Do you know where the Louvre stood?"


    "Yes."


    "Then tell me! I'll have it searched for. Tell me!"


    He gazed into eyes sincerely eager; the eyes now of the white-clad girl of the woods who had lolled with him on a mossy woodland bank and told him stories of the ages. That girl had loved beauty, too; had been seeking it, watching her own reflection in the black pool. It amazed him that now in her role as the frigid princess she could still be so avid for beauty.


    "That's a bit of information I withhold," he said slowly, "until I can trade it for something else I may want. Evanie's safety, or my own."


    The mocking light returned to her eyes. "You amuse me, Weed!" she said curtly. "But very well." She led the way to the South Tower elevators.


    She was silent during the long ride to the very pinnacle of the tower. They emerged into a small chamber walled on every side in glass, and Connor stood awestruck as the city spread out before them. The palace over-topped even the colossal structures around the Park. He gazed speechless at the mighty stretch of peaks outlined in light.


    The Princess turned to a black screened box.


    "Send dinner to the tower," she ordered. "I want— Oh, anything. And send Sora to the room of Evanie Sair."


    She flung herself carelessly on a purple couch along a glassed wall, and Connor seated himself.


    "Now," she said, "what will you take for your knowledge?"


    "I won't bargain with you. I don't trust you."


    She laughed.


    "You see me through Evanie's eyes, Tom Connor, and once—well, once I thought you were attracted to me. But no matter. We will not again speak of that time— though it does seem odd that Fate should have had me set my Triangle down where you were. When I was just wandering restlessly, aimlessly, seeking peace in loveliness. . . It's too bad you fancy yourself in love with Evanie. For I assure you she doesn't love you."


    "That's not true!" he flared.


    


    SHE laughed, and instantly her touch of wistfulness was gone, to be replaced by wickedness.


    "Be careful," she mocked, "or I'll exact payment for that insult as well. But it was no lie."


    He controlled his anger.


    "Why do you say that?"


    "Because when I forced her to sleep, frightened as she was, she didn't turn to you. She fought me herself. If she had loved you, she'd have instinctively called you for help."


    "I don't believe you."


    "Then you're a fool," she observed indifferently, and turned from him disinterestedly at the entry of two servants bearing food.


    They slipped a table between the two and served a sumptuous repast, with dishes Connor failed to recognize. He ate hungrily, but the Princess, despite her professed hunger, picked and chose and ate scarcely anything. It was a silent meal, but afterward, smoking one of the black, magically lighted cigarettes, he prepared to ask certain questions.


    She forestalled him. With green eyes glowing sardonically, she looked straight at him.


    "Why do you love Evanie instead of me?" she asked.


    "You? Because you are not what I thought you were. Instead of being pure and sweet, you revel in evil. That is not hearsay; it is the historical record of your seven hundred years. For that I hate you, thoroughly and completely."


    She narrowed her glorious eyes.


    "Then you hate without reason," she said. "Am I not more powerful than Evanie, more intelligent, stronger, and even, I think, more beautiful?"


    "You're outrageously, incredibly, fantastically beautiful!" he cried, as if the acknowledgement were wrenched from him against his will. "You're perhaps the most beautiful woman since Helen of Troy, and the most dangerous. And yet I hate you."


    "Why?"


    "Because of your lack of a little factor called character. I concede your beauty and your brilliance, but Evanie is sweet, kind, honest, and lovable. One loves character, not characteristics."


    "Character!" she echoed. "You know nothing of my character. I have a hundred characters! No one can be so gentle as I—nor so cruel."


    The faintest ripple of a mocking smile crossed her exquisite features, and then they were suddenly pure as an angel's. Without rising she kicked the switch of a vision screen with a dainty, sandaled toe.


    "Control," she said as it glowed. A face appeared.


    "A vitergon set tell to this room," she said cryptically, and then to Connor as the face vanished: "There is no scanner here. This chamber and Joaquin's in the North Tower are the only two in Urbs lacking them."


    "What of it?"


    "It means, Thomas Connor, that we are in utter privacy."


    He frowned, puzzled. Abruptly he started back in his chair as a flash of iridescence flickered. A Messenger! And almost with his start the thing was upon him.


    "Tell!" it creaked in his brain. "Tell! Tell! Tell! Tell!"


    


    HE sprang erect.


    "Take it off!" he roared.


    "When I have your knowledge of Venus," his tormentor said carelessly.


    "Take it off, or—"


    "Or what?" Her smile was guileless, sweet, innocent.


    "This!" he blazed, and covered the space between them in a bound, his right hand clutching the delicate curve of her throat, his left pressing her shoulders fiercely down against the cushions.


    "Take it off," he bellowed.


    Suddenly there was a sound behind him, the grating of doors, and he was torn away, held by four grim-faced guards. Of course! The operator of the Messenger could hear his words. He should have remembered that.


    The Black Flame pushed herself to a sitting position, and her face was no angel's but the face of a lovely demon. Green hell glittered in her eyes, but she only reached shakily for the vision switch.


    "Tell Control to release," she choked huskily, and faced Tom Connor.


    The Messenger tingled and vanished. The Princess rose unsteadily, but her glorious eyes burned cold as she snatched a weapon from the nearest guard.


    "Get out, all of you!" she snapped.


    The men backed away. Connor faced her.


    "I should have killed you!" he muttered. "For humanity's sake."


    "Yes, you should have, Thomas Connor." Her tones were bitterly cold. "For, then you would have died quickly and mercifully for murder, but now—now you die in the way I choose, and it will be neither quick nor merciful. I cannot"—her voice shook—"bear the touch of violence!" Her free hand rubbed her throat. "For this—you suffer!"


    He shrugged. "It was worth it. I know your character now! I no longer have to guess." Mockery gleamed.


    "Do you?" Her face changed suddenly, and again it was soft and pure and wistful. "Do you?" she repeated, in tones that were sad, but held that bell-like quality he so well remembered. "You don't. Do you think the Black Flame is the true Margaret of Urbs? Do you realize what immortality means?" Her exquisite face was unutterably mournful as she thrust the weapon into her belt. "You think it's a blessing, don't you? You wonder, don't you, why Joaquin has withheld it from everybody?" "Yes, I do. I think it's tyranny. It's selfish." "Selfish! Oh, God!" Her voice shook. "Why, he withheld it from his own mother! Blessing? It's a curse! I bear it out of my duty to Joaquin, else I'd have killed myself centuries ago. I still may, do you hear. I still may!" Her voice rose.


    


    Appalled, he stared at her. "Why?" he cried.


    "You ask why! Seven hundred years. Seven—hundred— years! Denied love! How do I dare love a man who ages day by day, until his teeth yellow and his hair falls out, and he's decrepit, senile, old? Denied children! Immortals can't have children. Don't you think I'd trade immortality for motherhood? Don't you?"


    Connor was speechless. Her voice rose to a tense pitch. "Do you know what seven hundred years mean? I do! It means seven centuries of friendlessness. Do you wonder that I run away to the woods sometimes, seeking the companionship, the friendship, the love, that everywhere else is denied me? How can I make friends among people who vanish like ghosts? Who among the dry scientists of the Immortals is alone—and I'm bored—bored— bored!" Her green eyes were tear bright, but when he opened his lips to speak, she stopped him with an imperious gesture. "I'm sick to death of immortality! I want someone who loves me. Someone I'd love to grow old with, and children to grow up beside me. I want—I want—a friend!"


    She was sobbing. Impulsively he moved toward her, taking her hand.


    "My God!" he choked. "I'm sorry. I didn't understand."


    "And you—will help me?" Her exquisite features were pleading, tearstreaked.


    "The best I can," he promised.


    Her perfect lips were two rosy temptations as she drew him toward her. He bent to kiss her gently—and sprang back as if his own lips had in truth touched a flame.


    Laughter! He looked into mocking eyes whose only tears were those of sardonic mirth!


    "So!" she said, her red lips taunting. "There is the first taste, Thomas Connor, but there will be more before I kill you. You may go."


    


    CHAPTER VXII


    


    The Destiny of Man


    


    "YOU—devil!" Connor choked, and then whirled at a soft click behind him. A white envelope lay in a wire basket by the elevator.


    "Hand it to me," said the Flame coolly.


    He snatched it and thrust it at her, in a turmoil of emotion as he watched her read it.


    "Indeed!" she murmured. "My esteemed brother orders me to keep well away from you—which I shall not do—and commands you to his quarters at once." She yawned. "Take the elevator to any floor below the Tower and ask a guard. That's all."


    Yet, as the cage dropped, Connor could not forget that there had been something wistful about the Princess, at his last glimpse of her. Somehow, try as he would, he couldn't hate her quite whole-heartedly, and he frowned as he found his way to the West Chambers. A guard admitted him to an inner room, and then retired quietly, leaving him facing the Master, who sat behind a paper-littered desk.


    "Well, what do you think of me?" the Master greeted him abruptly.


    Connor was taken aback, unprepared for the question.


    "Why," he stammered, "what would I naturally think of you? You dragged me back here by torture. You nearly killed Evanie. Do you think I can easily forget or forgive such things?"


    "After all, Thomas Connor, you participated in a revolt against me," the Master said suavely. "You wounded eleven of my men. Did the governments of your day deal so leniently with treason?"


    "I've wondered why you are so easy on the rebels," he admitted. "Frankly, in my time, there'd have been a good many of us lined up against a wall and shot."


    The Master shook his head. "Why should I do that? The Weeds are the finest of my people. I made the only mistake—that of giving leisure to a race not ready for it. Leisure is what has bred all these minor revolutions. But does a father kill his favorite children?"


    "Does a son kill his mother?" retorted Connor.


    The Master smiled bleakly.


    "I see my sister has been talking to you. Yes, I refused immortality to my mother. She was an old woman —ill, infirm. Should I have condemned her to added centuries of misery? Immortality does not restore youth."


    The point was incontrovertible.


    "Yet you withhold it from those who have youth," Connor protested. "You keep it selfishly as a reward, to bind to yourself all men of ability. You've emasculated the rest of humanity."


    "You feel that immortality is a highly desirable reward, don't you?"


    "I do! In spite of what your sister says."


    "You don't understand," said the Master patiently. "We'll pass the question of its desirability; it doesn't matter. But suppose I were to open it to the race, to instruct all the doctors in its secrets. Wouldn't it immediately halt all development? How can evolution function if no one dies and no children are born?" That was a puzzler.


    "You could permit it after the birth of children," Connor said.


    "I could. But at the present birthrate, the land areas would provide bare standing room in just a century and a half. I could then kill off nine-tenths of the population, presumably, but what of the famines and food shortages intervening?"


    


    CONNOR was silent for a long moment.


    "The fault's with immortality itself!" he burst out vehemently. "Men should never have learned that secret!"


    "But they have learned it. Would you have me destroy the knowledge because fools envy it—and envy it mistakenly?"


    "Did you summon me here merely to justify your acts?" Tom Connor snapped in reply.


    "Exactly. You possess knowledge invaluable to me. I'd like to convince you of my sincerity." "You never will."


    "See here," said the Master, still in tones of calm gravity. "Don't ever doubt that I could steal your knowledge. I know ways to encompass it, and if I failed, others would not fail."


    "The Princess tried that," said Connor grimly. "She will not try it again." He fingered a small bronze bust on the desk before him. "And incidentally, what's to prevent me from flinging this bronze through your skull right now—killing you, instead of waiting for you to kill me?" "Your word to make no move against me in the Palace," reminded the Master gently.


    Connor's lips tightened. In that moment he realized suddenly what it was that had perturbed him so violently. He was beginning to believe the Master and he didn't want to! The memory of the Messenger's torture was too recent; the picture of Evanie's helplessness was too burning. He was being won over against his will, but—


    "You win," he growled, releasing the bust. "Go ahead. Tell me what all this is leading up to. You must have some objective other than the indefinite perpetuation of your own power."


    The Master smiled. "I have. I plan the ultimate destiny of Mankind." He held up a hand to still Connor's quick, unbelieving protest. "Listen to me. I have bred out criminals by sterilizing, for many centuries, those with criminal tendencies. I have raised the general level of intelligence by sterilizing the feeble-minded, the incompetent. If we have fewer supreme geniuses than your people, we have at least no stupid nor insane—and genius will come.


    "I try, to the best of my knowledge, to improve the race. I think I'm succeeding. At least we're far advanced over the barbarians of the Dark Centuries, and even, I believe, over the average of your mighty, ancient people. I think we're happier." He paused. "Do you?"


    "In a way," Connor conceded. "But even happiness isn't always a fair exchange for—liberty!"


    "Liberty? Suppose I granted liberty? Suppose I abdicated? How long do you think it would be before every sort of Weed village was at war with every other sort? Do you want the world to break up into another welter of quarreling little nations? That's what I found; out of it I've created an empire."


    He drummed a finger on the desk, thoughtfully eyeing Connor.


    "Moreover, I've preserved what differences I could. The yellow race was a remnant; I've bred it strong again. The red race has gone, but the black is growing. And the tag-ends of nations—I've nourished them."


    


    "WHY?” Connor demanded. "Differences are only grounds for future trouble, aren't they?"


    "Civilization grows out of differences. No race can produce a high culture by itself. There must be an exchange of ideas, and that means that there must be differences."


    "You're very sure, aren't you?" Connor taunted.


    "I've spent centuries thinking of it. I'm confident I've found the truth. And I do the best I can."


    "I wish—" Connor paused. "I wish I could believe you!"


    "You can. I never lie."


    "I almost feel I can. You're not the mocking devil your sister is. I rather like you."


    A queer smile nickered on the Master's lips.


    "I have instructed her to cease tormenting you. I assume she has been, but she'll keep away from you hereafter. . . Won't you, my dear?"


    Connor spun around. Lounging carelessly in the far doorway, a half-smoked cigarette in her hand, was the exquisite form of Margaret of Urbs.


    "Perhaps," she drawled slowly and advanced leisurely into the room, seating herself casually on the desk regardless of its litter of papers.


    "Joaquin," she remarked, "this man neglects to kneel in my presence. In yours as well, I perceive. Shall I command him?"


    "Try commanding the statue of Olin," snapped Connor.


    "We could persuade him," insinuated the Princess. "After all, Evanie Sair is our hostage."


    "Be still!" the Master said sharply. "You know I never impose a custom on those who reject it."


    The Princess turned taunting eyes on Tom Connor and was silent. "With your permission I should like to retire," he said. "We seem to have covered the ground."


    "Not entirely," said the Master.


    "What more do you want of me?"


    "Two things. First, your knowledge. Your understanding of the ancient mathematics, and whatever else we need."


    "Granted—on condition." At the Master's inquiring look he said boldly: "On condition that any knowledge I impart be made public. You have enough secrets—though some of them are apt not to remain so!"


    "I'll agree," the Master said promptly. "That was always my intention. But what secret of mine is in danger of exposure?"


    Connor laughed. "What else was it you wanted of me?"


    "Your blood. Your strain in the race, like an infusion of bulldog blood to give greyhounds courage. I want you to marry and have children."


    "And that," said Connor bluntly, "is my personal business. I refuse to promise that."


    "Well," the Master genially remarked, "we'll let Nature take its course. I'll trade you that indulgence for the revelation of what secret you suspect."


    "Done! It's the Triangle rocket-blasts."


    "The rocket-blasts!"


    "Yes. I've heard your craft in flight. I've listened to the blasts." He turned sardonic eyes from the Master to the Princess. "The blast isn't steady. It throbs. Do you understand? It throbs!"


    


    THE Master's face was stern. "Well?"


    "I know you can't control the rate of power. You've had the whole world looking for a means of controlling the rate. That's impossible. Hydrogen has its natural period like radium. You can release the energy at that single rate or all at once, as in our rifles—but you can't control it otherwise!" There was silence.


    "I know what you do in the blast. You detonate your water—a little at a time in an enormously strong firing chamber, and release the blast gradually. It's no more continuous than the power of a gasoline engine!"


    "You're endangering your life!" whispered the Master. "You can't live now!"


    "With her Satanic Majesty, the Goddess of Mockery, to intercede for me?" Connor jeered, staring steadily into the gray-green eyes of the Princess. In her features now was no slightest trace of a taunt, but something more like admiration. "If I'm to die, it had better be here and now, else I'll find a way to tell what I know!" I


    "Here and now!" said Margaret of Urbs.


    "Not yet," said the Master. "Thomas Connor, long ago in my youth I knew men like you. They're dead, and it's a great loss to the world. But you're living. I don't want to kill you. I'd rather trust the fate of my empire to your word. Having heard my side, then, will you swear allegiance to me?"


    "No. I'm not sure of your sincerity."


    "If you were, would you?"


    "Gladly. I see more with you than with the Weeds."


    "Then will you swear not to oppose me until such time as you are sure? And will you swear to keep that knowledge you have to yourself?"


    "Fair enough!" Connor said, and grinned. He took the bronzed hand the Master extended. "I swear it." He glanced coolly at the Princess. "And by the three kinds of metamorphs, I'm glad to swear it!"


    "Two kinds," corrected the Master mildly. "Panate and amphimorph."


    But Margaret of Urbs caught his meaning. A faint trace of anger glinted in her eyes.


    "The Immortals," she said coldly, "do not consider themselves metamorphs."


    "Then I don't consider myself Irish," said Thomas Connor. "Any freak that comes out of Martin Sair's ray is a metamorph to me."


    "Enough," said the Master. "That's all, Connor."


    But at the door the Princess halted Connor, and he gazed down into her upturned face.


    "Do you believe," she said coldly, "that Joaquin's promise will protect you—or Evanie Sair—from me? I have my own debt to collect from you."


    He glanced back at the impassive figure at the desk.


    "I traded my knowledge for your word," he called to the Master. "Is it good?"


    "I am the Master," said that individual calmly.


    Connor gazed again at the perfect features of the Flame. Slowly he raised his hand, holding her eyes with his. And then, with a sharp gesture, he snapped his finger stingingly against her dainty nose, grinned and strode away.


    At the outer door he turned. The Black Flame, her lovely face a pale mask of fury, held a beam-pistol in her hand, but she made no move as he grinned back at her. Behind her the Master smiled cryptically.


    But back in his room, an amazing realization came to Connor. Under the guise of his mildness, the Master had won every single point! He had extracted from Connor the promise of his knowledge, the promise of secrecy concerning the Triangle blasts, his alienation from the Weed cause, and more than half an oath of allegiance to himself!


    And all for—what? The right of Thomas Connor to bear his own children, and the same promise of safety given at their earlier meeting!


    He swore softly and lay thinking of the mocking loveliness of the Black Flame.


    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    


    The Sky-Rat


    


    CONNER awoke fully rested, with the ache from muscles strained by Evanie's weight almost vanished. He arose, bathed, donned his glittering Urban costume, and looked into Evanie's room.


    The girl was awake at last, and apparently well on toward recovery. He breathed a deep sigh of relief. At least in one matter, then, the unpredictable Princess had been sincere.


    "Evanie!" he murmured. "Are you really all right? Are you better?"


    She smiled and nodded. "I feel almost myself."


    "Well, we misjudged the Princess in one respect, then. I'll have to thank her for pulling you through."


    Evanie's eyes widened in horror.


    "Thank her! What do you mean? Tom—have you— did you see her while I———"


    He was taken aback.


    "Why, I had dinner with her."


    "After I warned you!" she wailed. "I tell you she's like a madness that gets into your blood. A man can't even look at her without suffering—and she's cruel and utterly inhuman." She compressed her lips firmly and whispered:


    "There's a scanner here—right under the light. I mustn't talk like this."


    "Who cares? She won't get into my blood, Evanie. I've met only two Immortals. The Master I like. The Princess —I hate!"


    "See!" she whispered. "You like the Master! Tom, he's as bad as the Princess. He's subtle, scheming, insidious! His charm is poisonous. Don't let him talk you over—please!"


    He was startled at her vehemence. But the Master had his word now. Could he break it? He was more than half convinced of the great ruler's sincerity. After all, Evanie was only a sweet, impulsive country girl whose grandfather had been killed. Something of his thoughts must have shown in his expression, for her face grew suddenly hard.


    "If I believed you were turning away from us to them," she said tensely, "I'd despise you, Tom. But I believe in you! Believe you're strong enough to resist the trickery of the Immortals. Don't fail me."


    He could not answer her then, for the maid, Sora, came in with a tray of food. She placed it on a cleverly constructed swinging arm that held it above the bed. It was a silent meal. Sora's presence put a restraint on them, and Evanie was cold, eyeing Connor suspiciously.


    He was relieved when they finished and the woman departed with the tray. He found a box of the magically self-lighting cigarettes, and puffed moodily, while Evanie watched him in silence.


    A rap sounded. A Palace guard entered, bowed, and handed Connor a tiny package and an envelope sealed with the imprint of the Midgard Serpent, and departed.


    Connor broke the seal and slipped a card from within, read it, and whistled. There was a queer expression on his face when he handed it to Evanie. Written on it in script as fine and precise as engraving were the two sentences:


    We desire your presence at once in our laboratory in the East Chambers. Show our medallion to the guard at your door.


    Margarita, Urbis Regina, Soroque Domini.


    


    THE royal "we." It was no invitation, but a command. Connor stared at Evanie, who stared back with narrowed eyes.


    "Well?" he said at last.


    "Well?"


    "What can I do? Ignore it and expose both of us to her anger—if she's such a devil as you say?"


    "Oh, go!" snapped Evanie. "You and your ancient strength and courage! You're like any other man before the Black Flame of Urbs—just a fool! Go!"


    "And leave you?"


    "I'll have Sora for company," she retorted. "Go ahead. Burn yourself at the Flame, and see if I care."


    "I don't see what else I can do than go," he muttered unhappily.


    He turned moodily to the door, stripping the wrapper from the tiny package. A beautifully cast golden disc lay in his hand, with the pure features of the Princess in high relief.


    The guard outside challenged him at once. It gave him a grim pleasure to flash the medallion in the fellow's face, to see him salute amazedly and step aside. Connor took the elevator to the ground floor, and passed moodily into the vast cavity of the Throne Room.


    He passed through Martin Sair's disorderly chamber and finally to his destination. Margaret of Urbs sat with a glass of purple wine in one hand and the inevitable cigarette in the other, her dainty sandaled feet on a soft footstool. She wore Urban dress of glistening silver, above which her black hair gleamed like metal. She gave him a sardonic smile.


    "You may kiss my sandal," she said.


    "Or the hem of your skirt," he retorted. "Why did you send me that note?"


    She gestured at the vision screen beside her.


    "Mostly to watch you and Evanie quarrel over it."


    "Then you know my opinion of you."


    "Yes. I was rather amused."


    "Well, if you've ceased to be amused, may I go back?"


    "Not immediately," said the Princess. "Don't you think I owe you a little amusement in return?"


    "I'll forgive the obligation."


    "But I'm very circumspect about my debts," she insisted, with that maddening twinkle of mockery in the eyes that dared him. "Isn't there anything about the Palace—or in the world—that interests you? I'll take you sightseeing."


    


    IT was an opportunity, at that. There certainly was much he would like to see in this world that had grown up a thousand years after he was born. He hesitated. The inky-haired girl gestured at a chair and he sat down. Without permission he poured himself a goblet of the wine beside her. It was quite different from the still wines of Ormon; sweet, sparkling, rich—and potent.


    "I'd like to see Eartheye," he said, musingly.


    "Oh, Asia's too far!" she quickly protested. "I'm only giving you an hour or so."


    "Let's have something on the vision screen from Eartheye, then," he suggested. "How about Mars?"


    "Well, it's night over Asia." She snapped the screen on with a negligent hand and said, "Eartheye." In a moment a bearded face appeared with a respectful salute. "Put on Mars," she drawled. "The central region of Solis Lacus."


    In a moment a rosy glow suffused the screen, resolving into focus as a ruddy plain with a greenish center. Connor gazed spellbound. The planet of mystery at a distance of two miles!


    Enigmatical dark spots of strangely suggestive regularity were distinguishable, a lacy tracery of cabalistic lines, the flash of something bright that might be water. A pygmy civilization? He wondered dizzily.


    "I'd like to see that at first hand!" he murmured.


    "So would I," said Margaret of Urbs. "I've tried to talk my esteemed brother into permission to make the attempt, without success so far."


    "You?" He remembered his conversation with Evanie and Jan Orm. "But it's two and a half years there and back!"


    "What's two and a half years to me?" She snapped off the screen. "Come on," she said rising.


    "Where now?"


    "For a little flight. I'll show you a Triangle"—she glanced at him with a mocking smile—"since you know their secret—and yet live!"


    "No thanks to you!" Connor flashed at her.


    "No. Were you frightened?"


    "Did I seem so?"


    She shook her head.


    "Are you ever afraid?"


    "Often. I try not to show it."


    "I never am," she said, pulling a beam-pistol from a table drawer and snapping it to her waist. "Since we're leaving the Palace," she explained. "I intend to bring you back."


    He laughed and followed her through the Throne Room and up to a portion of the vast Palace roof below the South Tower. A Triangle stood there on a metal flooring. He noticed the pitting and excoriations where the blast had struck. The vehicle gleamed silver, far smaller than the ; giant ones he had seen in flight. Connor glanced curiously at the firing chamber at the apex, then at the name "Sky-Rat" engraved on the wall.


    "My Sky-Rat," said Margaret of Urbs. "The swiftest thing yet made by man. Your bullets are laggards beside it." She hesitated, and for a moment he could have sworn that there was a touch of shyness in her eyes. "I took one trip in this—not so long ago," she said softly, "that I will never forget. The woods of Ormon are—lovely—don't you think?"


    He made no answer to that, and followed her in. The tubular chamber was luxuriously fitted, with deep cushioned seats and room enough for comfortable sleeping quarters. When they were seated she depressed a lever and the throbbing roar of the blast began.


    Through the floor-port he watched the Palace drop away. Urbs Major unrolled beneath. There was a sensation of weight as the vehicle shot upward like an errant meteor.


    "Frightened?" laughed the Princess.


    Connor shrugged. "I've flown before," he said laconically.


    "Oh—airplanes! Wait!"


    


    CHAPTER XIX


    


    Death Flight?


    


    MINUTE by minute the Earth receded. It seemed not so much to drop as to diminish, as if the surface were condensing like a deflating balloon. Urbs Minor slipped smoothly into the square of vision and the whole panorama of the mighty city was below—Greater and Lesser Urbs with the gash of the canal between them, tiny as a toy village in the Swiss Alps.


    Kaatskill slid into the square, and a dozen other previously unseen suburbs of the vast metropolis. The aspiring towers of the Palace were small as pins in a carpet, and already a little east of them, as their radial flight permitted the Earth's rotation to gain on the craft.


    The Earth began to seem hazy, and off to the north a snow-white plain of clouds glistened. The vast bowl of the planet began slowly to hump in the center. It was inverting, beginning to seem spherical.


    Tom Connor jumped violently as a spark crackled off his thumb. A second stung the tip of his nose. The black silken hair of the Princess rose queerly in a cloud about the perfection of her face, and sparks raced along the metal of the hull.


    "The Heaviside ionization layer," she murmured. "Scared?"


    "No."


    Margaret of Urbs glanced at a dial.


    "Thirty thousand now."


    "Feet?"


    She laughed. "Meters."


    About twenty miles. And they were still accelerating. The surface below flowed continually inward. The sky darkened; a star appeared—another. Fifty stars; a thousand—all glistening in a black sky where the sun blazed blue-white. The Earth was decidedly globular now. The vast, inconceivable slope of the planet could be seen in all directions.


    Unconsciously Connor jumped as suddenly there came a sharp patter like hail.


    "Meteoric particles," said the girl, turning a knob. "Paige deflector," she explained.


    "For meteors as well as bullets, eh?" he suggested.


    "For the iron ones. A stone might get through."


    Uncomfortable thought. Minutes passed—half an hour. Suddenly the Princess moved something. Connor was nearly lifted from his seat by the sudden lightness.


    "Deceleration," she said, glancing down at the colossal convexity below. "Three hundred miles. Are you frightened?"


    "Do you think so?"


    She smiled a taunt. "I'll turn off the deflectors," she murmured.


    There was a pattering roar. Something crashed glancingly above him and the floor tipped and spun like a juggler's platter. Margaret of Urbs laughed.


    "Might I ask the object?" he queried.


    "Yes," she said gently. "I'm going to commit suicide!"


    As he caught his breath sharply, unbelievingly, she moved the lever before her, and the throbbing roar of the blast died suddenly. The sensation of dizziness that followed was a thousand times worse than that Connor had experienced in the swift Palace elevators.


    He was utterly weightless. They were in a free fall!


    The Princess was laughing at him. Deep in those lustrous, inhumanly lovely sea-green eyes of hers was the glint of mockery.


    "Scared?" she whispered, as she had done repeatedly, and gave a low rippling chuckle at his silence. "Three hundred miles!" she jeered. A timeless interval. "Two hundred!"


    


    HE couldn't shift his gaze from the Satanic beauty of her face, but he grimly fought his quivering lips to firmness. There was a low whine outside that rose abruptly to a screaming shriek that went gibbering across the world. The air! They had struck the atmosphere.


    The floor grew warm, almost hot—it burned. At last Connor tore his eyes from the face of the Princess and gazed down at the up-rushing planet.


    They were over ocean. What matter? At that speed it might as well be concrete. How high? Two miles—a mile? Less each succeeding second. The scream was a great roaring now.


    "We're going to crash," he said evenly, knowing she couldn't hear him.


    Margaret of Urbs kicked a lever with a daintily casual foot. The blast roared out—too late! Or was it? Irresistible weight oppressed Connor as the sea rushed upward. So close it was now that he saw the very waters hollowed by the blast. That near!


    But far enough. They were receding until the girl cut the blast again and set the rocket gently on the heaving swells of the Pacific.


    Connor gulped.


    "Nice flying," he said steadily. "How often can you do it?"


    "I don't know," she laughed. "I've never tried before. Scared?" The reiteration of that word was getting on his nerves as greatly as had the speed of the rocket.


    "Did I show it?" he asked.


    "I'm afraid not." Her voice changed suddenly. She rose, whipped the beam-pistol from her side. "If I can't frighten you," she said, her eyes glittering, "I can at least kill you!" The beam flashed over him.


    He took the shock without flinching. She slid her finger along the barrel until it stabbed harder, racking him. He bit his lips and gazed back into eyes, now deeply emerald. At last she laughed and returned the weapon to its place.


    "Were all ancients like you, Tom?" she murmured.


    Somehow he managed a calm reply.


    "Some stronger, some weaker," he said carelessly.


    "I think I could—love you," she whispered.


    She thrust a hand suddenly toward him and involuntarily he started.


    "Afraid of one thing, at least, aren't you?" she jeered. "Afraid of—me!"


    Without warning he caught her arm, swept her suddenly to him. He pressed a fierce kiss on the perfection of her lips. She yielded instantly, returning the caress. For a moment her lips burned against his like strong wine, and lights coruscated in his spinning brain. With the Black Flame of Urbs in his arms, the world seemed to fall away as it had from the rising Triangle.


    He felt her lips move against his, heard her murmur: "Tom! Tom! I do love you. Say you love me!"


    "Love you? Love you?" he said. But just in time he caught that familiar gleam of mockery in her eyes. "Yes," he said. "Just as I love a drink of strong liquor!"


    He pushed her roughly away, grinning sardonically. Margaret of Urbs laughed, but he fancied there was a quaver in her laughter. It was the first time he had seen the diamond hardness of her poise so much as ruffled. That is, since he had seen her in her role of cruel Princess, the role she had played for seven hundred years. When he had seen her as a child of the woods she had been different.


    


    BUT she quickly regained her hard control over herself. She slapped a trifle viciously at the controls, and the Sky-Rat soared away from a boiling circle of ocean toward Urbs.


    Arrived there, the Princess said not a word, but left Tom Connor at once. He wandered irresolutely to his room and opened Evanie's door. She sat propped against some cushions while a man in the garb of a Palace servant leaned above her. Both turned startled faces toward him. In amazement he recognized the man as Jan Orm of Ormon!


    Tom Connor opened his mouth to cry an involuntary greeting to Jan Orm, but checked it at the sight of Jan's warning look and a gesture from Evanie. Of course! Jan was here in disguise, and there was the scanner with unwinking eye and attentive ear. Connor advanced to the side of Evanie's bed and bent over her.


    "Don't look at Jan when you talk," she said softly.


    "I won't. Lord, I'm glad to see you, Jan! I didn't know what might have happened to you."


    "I'm working in the kitchen," whispered Jan, nodding at a tray on the wall-arm. He added eagerly: "Tom, you can help us! We need you."


    "Help you to do what?"


    'To finish—" Jan began, but Evanie interrupted. "Help me to escape," she whispered, then shot a glance at Jan Orm. "Be careful of him, Jan," she warned. "He's been around the Black Flame."


    Connor reddened. "Look here!" he muttered. "Here's exactly how I stand. For safety sake, I've sworn to the Master to make no move against him for the present, and to tell him what I know of mathematics. That can't hurt you, can it? Evanie's safety is worth more to me than that."


    "What's the value of an oath to the Master?" he growled. "That needn't bind you!"


    "I keep my word," Connor said, as grimly.


    "But your oath doesn't keep you from helping me to escape, does it?" whispered Evanie.


    "I guess not—but what's the use of it? To suffer another Messenger?"


    "This time," declared Evanie, "I'll fight off any Messenger. I was worn out before, exhausted, almost helpless."


    "What can I do?" asked Connor, a little reluctantly.


    "Are you free to move as you will about the Palace?"


    "Not entirely."


    "Well, I want to see the Master. I must see him."


    "Why don't you call him and ask for an interview?" Connor asked. That seemed simple enough.


    "I have. All I can get is a statement from the vision room that he's busy in his quarters and can't come. I'm not supposed to leave my bed, you know." She paused.


    "It's probably true. Jan has heard that there's a Conclave of the Immortals of the South day after tomorrow."


    She glanced at Connor imploringly. "Can't you get me to him, Tom? Please—I must see him."


    Connor smiled, amused, as a swift thought crossed his mind. Margaret of Urbs must indeed have been perturbed this morning. She had forgotten to reclaim her medallion. If he were to use it before she remembered—


    "Perhaps I can help you reach him, Evanie," he whispered. "If you'll come at once."


    


    CHAPTER XX


    


    The Conspirators


    


    THE guards passed them without question, with only a glance at the medallion.


    When they reached the anteroom beyond the arch they at once saw the Master at his littered desk. Evanie dropped gracefully to one knee as they neared the ruler. But Connor stood erect and stared at Margaret of Urbs, who sat in a chair by the window, a book on her lap, a black cigarette in her fingers spiraling smoke as she stared back at him.


    The Master's eyes flickered over them.


    "May I ask how you two managed to arrive here?" he inquired mildly.


    Connor tossed the medallion on the desk, and his lips twisted in wry amusement when he saw the quivering start that twitched the dainty lips of the Princess. She arose quickly and moved to the Master's side. She and Evanie gazed at each other across the desk. The eyes of Margaret of Urbs were faintly disdainful, but Evanie's were hostile.


    It was Tom Connor's first opportunity to make a firsthand comparison of the two. He hated himself for making it, but here it was thrust upon him.


    The Princess was a trifle taller, a bit more slender than Evanie, and infinitely more beautiful, lovely as Evanie was. It wasn't fair, Connor told himself bitterly—terribly unfair, in fact, to compare Evanie's beauty with the unearthly beauty of the Black Flame of Urbs. It was like contrasting the simple loveliness of a wild rose to the splendor of an orchid, or a blown milkweed butterfly to a starflying Luna moth.


    The Master spoke.


    "I presume you have a reason for coming."


    "Yes," said Evanie. "I can't stand it—being imprisoned in a single room. I had to see you." Her lips quivered. She was a consummate actress, Connor suddenly realized. "You know I—I have—metamorphic blood in me. You know what that means. I have to move about in the open to breathe air that comes from the sky, not from Palace ventilators. So I've come to ask you for a little freedom. Just permission to walk now and then in the Inner Gardens."


    Connor wondered how walking in the square of the Inner Gardens could encompass her escape, since the Palace surrounded it.


    "It is my intention to release you, but not yet," the Master said. "Not until I have had what I wish from Thomas Connor."


    "But I can't stand it!" the girl pleaded tremulously.


    The Master turned to Connor.


    "Remembering your oath," he said, "do you second this request? This is no move against me?"


    "I do not break my word," Connor said.


    "Well, I see no harm in it." The Master called a few syllables into the box beside him, then spoke to Evanie. "You have the liberty of the halls and the Inner Gardens—no more. As for you"—his eyes flickered over Connor—"apparently you manage without my permission. That's all."


    Evanie dropped again to her knee, rose and moved toward the archway. As Connor followed, the Master called:


    "Not you, Thomas Connor."


    Connor turned again toward the faintly amused face of the ruler.


    "I perceive," the Master said, "that my sister has disobeyed me."


    The Princess laughed in that mocking way of hers.


    "Do I ever obey you, Joaquin?"


    "Nominally, at times." He paused, studying his sister coolly for a moment, then again turned his attention to the man before him. "As you may know," he remarked, "I have summoned a Conclave for day after tomorrow. I am completely occupied. But I do not forget your promise, Thomas Connor, nor have I lost interest in the stores of ancient knowledge. Therefore, you will accompany the Princess to the chambers behind the Throne Room and fulfill your promise by explaining to her as much as time permits of mathematics, particularly of the meaning of logarithms and of the device I have heard termed the slide-rule. She will understand you. That's all."


    


    HE met the eyes of the Princess. "I may obey you this time, Joaquin," she said, and moved out of the door. Connor followed her. The halls betrayed the activity of the coming Conclave, and were more crowded than he had observed before. Twice grave-faced, long-haired Immortals passed them, raising respectful hands in salute to Margaret of Urbs.


    She turned into the South Corridor. "This isn't the way," he objected.


    "We're going to the Tower." She glanced sideward at him. "You'll see soon why the Palace needs all of its size. There'll be twenty thousand Immortals here, and we have room for all of them—half the Immortals in the world."


    "Half! Evanie said there were three million."


    She gave him an inscrutable smile.


    "It does no harm to let the Weeds overestimate our strength."


    "Then why tell me?"


    Her smile was the unfathomable one of the Mona Lisa.


    "I never do anything without reason," was her only reply.


    He laughed. When once again they reached the aspiring pinnacle of the Tower, without a glance at the mighty city below, the Princess pulled pen and paper from a table, seated herself, and faced Connor.


    "Well?" she queried. "Begin."


    He did. It was a new Margaret of Urbs he saw now, unknown before save possibly in that brief moment when he had mentioned the Venus of Milo, or when earlier in the woods she had shown him how vast was her knowledge of and interest in history and world events.


    She was eager, curious, questioning, avid for knowledge and uncannily quick to comprehend. There were queer gaps in her learning. Often he had to stop to explain terms utterly elementary, while at other times she followed him through the most complex maze of reasoning without a question.


    The afternoon waned, dusk crept over the great vista, and at length she threw down her pen.


    "Enough," she said. "We must have ten-place logarithm tables worked out. They'll be priceless at Earth-eye." Not until then did a trace of mockery creep into her voice. "I suppose you realize," she taunted, "that once we have your knowledge all reasons to keep you alive are gone, but the reasons to kill you remain."


    He laughed.


    "You'd like to frighten me, wouldn't you? Haven't you tried that often enough? The Master trusts my word. I trust his—but not yours." His lips twisted. "Had I not trusted him, I could have escaped this morning. What was to prevent me from taking your weapon away, dropping you on a deserted shore—or even kidnapping you—and escaping in the Sky-rat? I never promised not to escape. What kept me here was my trust in his word, and a desire to see this game played out!"


    "There is no safety anywhere in the world for you, Thomas Connor," said the Flame softly, "except in my favor. And why you still live is a mystery, so much so that I wonder at it. I have never before been so indulgent to one I hate." She flashed her glorious emerald eyes to his face. "Do I hate you?"


    "You should know hatred better than I."


    "Yes—and yet I wonder." She smiled slowly. "If ever I love the way I hate, not death itself could thwart me. But there is no man strong enough to conquer me."


    "Or perhaps," he retorted, "that one isn't interested."


    


    SHE smiled again with almost a trace of wistfulness.


    "You're very strong," she admitted. "I should have loved to have lived in your ancient days. To have lived among your great fighters and great makers of beauty. At least those were men—your ancients. I could have loved one of those."


    "And haven't you," he asked ironically, "ever loved a man?"


    He could detect no mocking note in her voice.


    "Loved? I have thought myself in love a hundred times. At least a dozen times I have gone to Joaquin to beg immortality for some man I have loved. But Joaquin swore to Martin Sair long ago to grant it only to those worthy of it, and he has kept that oath."


    She smiled wryly. "It takes all a man's youth to prove himself worthy, and so the Immortals are all dry scientists—not to my taste! Joaquin refused me each time I asked for the favor, wanting to know if I were sure I'd never tire of him for whom I begged—to swear I was sure. And of course I couldn't swear." She paused thoughtfully. "He was always right, too; every time. I did tire even before old age blighted them."


    "And what did you do to prove yourself worthy?" Connor mocked.


    "I'm serious today," the Princess said. "I'm not teasing now. I think I could love you, Thomas Connor."


    "Thank you." He grinned, suspecting the glitter in the green eyes though he did not see it. "In my time it was the custom for the man to make such declarations."


    "Your time!" flared Margaret of Urbs. "What do I care for your primitive customs and prehistoric prejudices? Would you have the Black Flame as shrinking and modest as little Evanie pretends to be?"


    "I'd dislike you less if you were."


    "You don't dislike me. You're merely afraid of me because I represent everything you hate in a woman— and yet you can't hate me. Indeed, I rather think you love me."


    He laughed, mocking now, himself. "I'm Margaret of Urbs!" she flashed. "What do I want of you? Nothing! I don't really want you at all, Tom Connor. You'd be like all the others; you'd age. Those mighty limbs of yours will turn skinny, or else fat and bloated. Those clear eyes will be pale and watery. Your teeth will yellow and your hair fall out, and then you'll be gone!"


    She pulled a cigarette from the box and blew a plume of smoke in his impassive face.


    "Go brag of this when we release you—if we do! Go tell it up and down the world that you alone of all men were strong enough to reject the love of Margaret of Urbs. Go say that the Black Flame failed to scorch you —failed even to warm you." Her voice quivered. "And go say too that no other man save you ever learned— how unhappy—she is!"


    The deep eyes were tear-bright. He stared into them perplexed. Was this merely more acting? Was there nothing left of Margaret of Urbs save a lovely mask and a thousand poses—no real being within? He forced a sardonic grin to his lips, forced it, for the impossible beauty of the girl tore at him despite his will.


    


    AT his smile her face darkened.


    "And then say," she said, from between tight lips, "that the Black Flame doesn't care what talk you make of her, because she burns on while you—and those you talk to—in so very few years will be dust! Dust!"


    Again he laughed at her and the Flame turned suddenly away.


    "I suppose you may go now," she said dully.


    But Connor hardly heard her. He was caught in speculations concerning the strange black and golden soul of the Princess, baffling, hateful, fascinating to the point of deadliness, and yet—somehow wistful, almost pitiful. It was almost, he thought, as if in the glimpse he had caught of her in the freedom of the woods he had seen the true soul of the woman, and all the rest was masquerading.


    He stared across at the glory of her face, now subdued to sadness as she gazed out at a million lighted windows. Then a flicker of motion caught his eye, far, far beneath him in the well of shadows in the Inner Gardens.


    "Someone's in the Gardens," he observed absently.


    "Oh," said the Princess listlessly, "it must be an Antarctic Immortal, enjoying a garden under the sky." She clicked the vision screen. "Garden," she ordered dully. "North bank of the pool."


    A burst of choked laughter startled him. He swung about. There, shown on the screen before his eyes, was Evanie, seated on a garden bench, her head on the shoulder of Jan Orm, his arm about her waist!


    "A waiter!" the Black Flame said scornfully. "A Palace waiter!"


    But despite her laughter and his own confusion, Connor did not fail to notice that there were still tears in her eyes.


    


    CHAPTER XXI


    


    The Dinner at the Sleeper’s


    


    CONNER awoke late next morning, and to an instant memory of the shock he had experienced at the sight of Evanie and Jan Orm. Most of the night he had spent in improvising possible excuses for the girl. Perhaps it was an innocent scene he had witnessed.


    After all, she and Jan were lifelong friends, born and raised in Ormon and it might be that Evanie had turned to him in loneliness, even in pique at his, Tom Connor's own involuntary attendance on Margaret of Urbs. But the mocking suggestions of the Princess, and the memory of Evanie's contented face in the vision screen—those troubled him. And he remembered, too, Jan's confession that he loved Evanie.


    Dressing, he glimpsed her far below in the Inner Gardens, with her bronze hair glinting. She was lying at full length on the grass. He forgot breakfast and hurried into the corridor, where the guard, remembering the medallion of the Princess, merely saluted respectfully, unaware that Connor no longer possessed the disc of gold.


    He descended at once to the ground level, followed an interminable passage toward the Palace's center, and flung open a door at its end. Instead of daylight, a dim-lit chamber with glowing walls lay beyond, wherein, after a moment of blinking, he descried a row of perhaps twenty men. Some stared at him, surprised, but most kept their eyes fixed steadily on the shining wall.


    "I'm sorry," he said to the nearest man. "I was looking for the Gardens."


    Unexpectedly, a voice spoke beside him.


    "The Gardens are two stories above us, Thomas. And I see you still wander."


    It was the tall, ebony-haired Master. Beside him was another Immortal, grave-eyed and sandy-haired.


    "This is Thomas Connor," said the Master, "our storehouse of ancient knowledge. Thomas, this is Martin Sair, here from Austropolis." He added, "Thomas is one of those who affect not to kneel in our presence. I indulge him."


    "Indulgence is a habit of yours, Urbanus," rumbled the sandy-haired man. "Does the Princess also—indulge?"


    "Not willingly. Margaret is having one of her restless years, I'm afraid." He frowned. "But they pass—they pass. Look there, Thomas." He gestured toward the wall. "This is our seeing room. Here is focused every scanner in Urbs—in any of my cities, if I wish. If the Palace is the world's brain, this room is the visual center."


    Connor took his eyes from a fascinated scrutiny of the legendary Martin Sair, the Giver of Life, and glanced at the walls. Millions of tiny pictures covered them, each small as a thumbnail, glowing some in colors, and some, when the distant origin was in darkness, in the dull blue-gray of the short waves. He saw flickers of movement as the pictured men and women went about their daily business.


    "We can enlarge any scene there," said the Master, pointing at a row of wider screens, some even now illumined. "In this room I can follow a man's life from birth to death, so long as he remains in one of my cities." He paused musingly, then shrugged. "The Gardens are two floors above us, Thomas."


    


    IT was dismissal. Connor cast a last glance at Martin Sair, feeling as if he were gazing on a demigod. Martin Sair, the Giver of Life, greatest except the Master among all the heroic figures in the dazzling age of the Enlightenment. Then he backed away from the great Immortal and betook himself to the Gardens.


    Evanie was there, lovely as a bit of the ancient statuary that dotted the square, as she lay in the barbaric costume of Urbs watching a twenty-inch column of water slip smoothly from the mouth of a giant stone lion. She gave Connor a cool glance as he approached.


    "Evanie!" he said unhappily. "I've looked everywhere for you."


    "Why?" she asked indifferently.


    "To be with you, of course. You know that."


    "I don't know it. Or has the Flame burned you at last?


    Her coolness baffled him.


    "Evanie," he pleaded, "why are you so offended?"


    Her mouth hardened. "You've deserted the Weeds, Tom. Do you think I could ever forgive that?"


    "See here, Evanie," he said hastily. "There's one thing you seem to have forgotten. I was thrust in among the Weeds of Ormon without choice. Does that mean I have to accept your social theories blindly? Perhaps I'm too primitive for anarchy—but I think you are too!" He went on defiantly. "I don't think your theories will work, and I do think the Master's government is what this world needs. It isn't perfect, but it's better than the Weeds offer—and even for you, Evanie, I won't give up freedom of thought."


    "You mean you won't think!" she blazed. "You're not fooling me, Tom! I know the way the Black Flame poisons men, and you've been with her too often! You've been burned and—" Her anger mounted. "Oh, go away!"


    "Evanie," he began earnestly, and paused. Was he untouched by the devastating charm of the Princess? The dizzying warmth of her lips, his reeling brain in the hour on the Pacific— "She's the daughter of Hell!" he muttered.


    "Go away!" flared Evanie. "Quitter!"


    Hot words rose to his lips. But he suppressed his anger, even as the picture he had seen of Jan and Evanie flashed on his mental screen, and turned away into the Palace.


    For an hour he stamped through the endless halls now crowded with arriving Immortals from Africa, Antarctica, Australia, and South America. Now and again one turned cool eyes on his forbidding countenance or smiled gravely after him. None stopped or addressed him.


    He must have completed the somewhat less than a mile of circuit several times when a guard approached him. He turned a furious scowl on the fellow, but he had only a tiny black envelope inscribed in white in the precise script of the Princess. Connor ripped the missive open. A short note was inside. It read:


    


    Come to my chambers at half after the seventh hour to escort me to dinner. Wear the black costume in your quarters, and the black cape.


    Margaret of Urbs.


    


    Merely an invitation—but a royal invitation is a command. He laughed bitterly. Why not? The Black Flame could burn no more painfully than she had already, and at least he could vent his anger on her.


    


    ALTHOUGH hours remained before the appointed dinner hour, he went back to his quarters, glancing indifferently at the Urban formal dress laid carefully on his bed. It was exactly like his present garb save that it shimmered black with metallic scales, and was edged with silver. Crossing to the window he sat staring down at Evanie in the Gardens, bathing her rounded limbs in sunlight, until a man in Urban dress who could only be Jan Orm joined her. He turned angrily away then, fuming.


    With no breakfast or lunch, he was both short-tempered and ravenous. So when the hours had dragged by, and he finally located the Chambers on the hundred and seventh level of the South Tower, he was in no pleasant mood. Two armed guards stepped aside, and the serving woman, Sora, admitted him with a clumsy curtsy.


    He passed into the anteroom, furnished, as was the Black Flame's laboratory behind the Throne Room and her place at the summit of the Tower, lavishly and ornately. But surprise leaped to his eyes as he saw the gigantic black Persian cat that gazed steadily at him, with green eyes that seemed almost a replica of those of the Princess.


    "A cat!" he exclaimed. "I thought they were extinct."


    "Satan is immortal," said the soft voice of Margaret of Urbs.


    He whirled and faced her as she emerged from the inner chamber, and hunger and anger alike drained out of him as he stared.


    She was magnificent! Garbed in a jet-black cape that dropped to her green-crystalled sandals, she seemed taller as she advanced into the room. A circlet of green gems—emeralds, he thought—bound her ebony hair, and beneath it her eyes were smoldering sea-green fire.


    But he felt the thrill of surprised shock as she threw open the cape. Her brief kirtle and corselet glittered in a solid surface of green gems, and at her waist sparkled that mystic crystalline flower of many colors, glistening from red to violet, blue, and purest emerald. Then she moved toward the lamp, and in its yellow radiance her whole costume was green no longer, but the deep lavender of wine.


    "Alexandrites," she laughed, answering his unspoken question. "Green by day, lavender by artificial light. Synthetic, of course. There aren't this many natural stones in the world." She turned. "Like it?"


    "Exquisite!" he whispered. "You daughter of Lucifer!"


    He followed her in rebellious fascination as they progressed unattended to the ground floor and into a long Palace car with stiff-backed driver and footman.


    "Merimee's," she said, and the car spun silently away, mounting to the upper tier of Palace Avenue.


    It was dusk, but now and then, when traffic slowed their motion, cheers sounded, and many a glance was cast at them. Margaret of Urbs ignored the glances, but smiled at the cheers.


    "Who's Merimee?" Connor asked.


    "A rich Sleeper in Kaatskill. Society here is largely Sleepers."


    "No nobility?"


    "The Immortals seldom entertain. We're a serious lot."


    Kaatskill appeared, and they glided into the grounds of an imposing Grecian mansion. Lights were glowing, gay voices sounded as they entered.


    There was a sudden silence as the whole assemblage knelt. Margaret of Urbs gestured and the guests arose. Merimee himself, paunchy, bald, came babbling his appreciation, his gratitude for the honor to his house.


    "But the entertainment, Your Highness! On such short notice, you see—best the bureau could furnish—I know you'll forgive—"


    


    CHAPTER XXII


    


    Declaration


    


    THE dinner was lavish. Connor sat at the left of the Princess. Lines of servitors passed in a steady stream, bearing soups, then fish—Bombay ducks, pompano, a dozen unknown viands—and fowl—ortolan, ptarmigan, pheasant, and nameless others.


    Connor was ravenous. He sampled everything, and it was the middle of the meal before he noticed the aghast looks of the crowd, and that he was almost the only one who was eating.


    "Have I violated the proprieties?" he asked the Princess.


    "You're supposed to eat only of the dishes I taste," she informed coolly.


    "But I'm hungry. And you've eaten practically nothing."


    It was true. Margaret of Urbs had taken only a little salad, though she had sipped glass after glass of wine.


    "I like to tantalize these hogs," she replied in low but audible tones. "This bores me."


    "Then why come?"


    "A whim."


    He chuckled, turning his attention to the entertainment. This, he thought, was excellent. An incredibly skillful juggler succeeded a talented magician; a low-voiced woman sang sweet and ancient tunes; a trio played tinkling melodies. A graceful pair of adagio dancers performed breathtakingly in the square surrounded by the tables, and a contortionist managed unbelievable bodily tangles. The performers came and went in silence. Not one burst of applause rewarded them.


    "Unappreciative audience!" Connor growled.


    "Is it?" the Princess drawled. "Watch."


    The following number, he thought, was the worst of the lot. A frightened, dingy man with a half-trained dancing monkey that chattered and grimaced, but made a sad failure of the dancing. Yet at the conclusion Margaret of Urbs raised her dainty hands, and applauded.


    Instantly bedlam broke loose. Applause crashed through the hall; encores were shouted, and the astonished player stumbled once more through the ludicrous performance.


    "Well, his fortune's made," observed the Princess. "N'York will want him and Ch'cago, and Singapore as well."


    The master of ceremonies was presenting "Homero, the Poet of Personalities," a thin-faced Urban crowned with laurel leaves and bearing a classical harp.


    He bowed and smiled.


    "And who, Ladies and Lords, shall it be? Of whom do I sing?"


    "Her Highness!" roared the crowd. "The Princess of Urbs!"


    Homero strummed his harp, and began chanting minstrel-like:


    


    "The Princess? Adjective and verb


    Turn feeble! Glorious? Superb?


    Exquisite? None of these can name


    The splendor of the Urban Flame.


    


    "Our Princess! Stars are loath to rise


    Lest they be faded by her eyes,


    Yet once they've risen, they will not set,


    But gaze entranced on Margaret.


    


    "The continents and oceans seven


    Revolve beneath the laws of Heaven;


    What limit, law, or cannon curbs


    The tongue that speaks the Flame of Urbs?"


    


    APPLAUSE, violent and enthusiastic, greeted the doggerel. Margaret of Urbs lowered her eyes and smiled.


    "Who now?" Homero called. "Of whom do I sing?" Unexpectedly, Merimee spoke. "Tom Connor!" he cried. "Tom Connor, the Ancient!" Homero strummed his harp and sang:


    


    "Ladies and Lords, you do me honor,


    Giving the name of Thomas Connor,


    That Ancient, phoenixlike arisen


    Out of his cold, sepulchral prison,


    Thrust into life—a comet hurled


    From the dead past into the world.


    


    "What poet great enough to sing


    The wonderful awakening?


    Let golden Science try explain


    That miracle—and try in vain;


    For only Art, by Heaven inflamed.


    Can dream how Death itself was tamed!"


    


    "He'll turn this into some insipid compliment to me," whispered Margaret of Urbs. The Poet of Personalities sang on:


    


    "Year after year the strong flesh mouldered,


    Dim was the spark of life that smouldered—


    Until the Princess glanced that way,


    And lo! The cold and lifeless clay,


    To Death and Time no longer slave,


    Burst out triumphant from the grave!"


    


    In the roar of applause Connor sat amazed at the reference to his own experience. How did Homero know? He turned to question the Princess.


    "I'm tired of this," she said, and rose to depart.


    The whole body of guests rose with her. She drew her cape around her and strode to the car.


    "Slowly," she ordered the driver, then leaned back gazing at Connor.


    "Well?" she murmured.


    "Interesting. That Homero—he's clever."


    "Bah! Stock verses composed beforehand."


    "But—about me?"


    "Don't you know you've been a newspaper and vision sensation?"


    "The devil!" Connor was shocked.


    "This Homero," she went on musingly. "Once, long ago, I knew Severn, the only great poet of the Enlightenment, he who half seriously, half contemptuously, named me the Black Flame, and the only man—save you, Tom Connor, who ever flaunted me to my face. And one evening he angered me, and I exiled him from Urbs, Urbs that he loved—and too late I found that his bitterness grew out of a love for me.


    "So I called him back in time to die, when not even Martin Sair could save him. And dying he said to me— I recall it—'I take my revenge in remembering that you are human, and to be human is to love and suffer. Do not forget it.' " She paused. "Nor have I."


    "And was it true?" asked Connor, struck suddenly by this revelation of the fiery, imperious, untameable character beside him.


    "I think, lately, that it is true," she murmured, and drew a long breath. "I have slain, I have tortured, for less violence than you have committed against me."


    She flung open her cape, baring the marks of his fingers still on the exquisite curve of her throat.


    "I cannot—suffer the touch of violence, and yet you have struck me twice and still live. There is a magic about you, Thomas Connor, some laughing ancient strength that has died out of the world. I have never begged anyone—but I fear you and I plead with you." She swayed against him. "Kiss me!" she whispered.


    


    HE stared down at the unearthly beauty of her face, but there was a green light in her eyes that puzzled him. Coolly he fought the fascination that was cast netlike about him. This was but another taste of the torment she had promised. He was sure of it.


    "I will not," he said. "Each time I have kissed you, you have laughed at me."


    "But I will not laugh now."


    "You'll not trap me again by the same trick," he said. "Find another way for the torment you threatened. And when you're ready to kill me for the violence I did you, I'll die laughing at you."


    "I have forgiven that," she said softly.


    "Then," he said mockingly, "here's more to forgive."


    He lifted her slender wrist in his mighty hand, circled it with his powerful fingers, and crushed it in a grasp like contracting steel. It gave him a grim pleasure to thus vent his turbulent emotions on her, and to see her face whiten under pain that must have been excruciating. But save for her pallor she gave no sign of agony.


    He dropped her hand, ashamed of his cruelty, though it was not as if he had used his strength against a mortal woman. Margaret of Urbs seemed to him rather a female demon.


    But she only said softly, "I thank you for this. It has taught me what I wanted to know, for any other than you would now be dead for it. I love you, Tom."


    "Flame!" he retorted, while her eyes widened the merest trifle at the familiarity. "I don't believe you."


    "But you must! After all these years upon years I am sure. I swear it, Tom! Say you love me."


    "I love—Evanie." But despite his words the doubts that had been constantly creeping in on him assailed him. Evanie was still alien, somehow.


    "You love me!" she murmured. "I am the Black Flame, yet I plead now. Say it, Tom!"


    "I love Evanie!"


    "Then will you kiss me?"


    He stared down at her. "Why not?" he said savagely. "Do you think I'm afraid of you?"


    He spun her against him and her lips burned against his.


    "Say you love me!" she repeated in a tense whisper. "Say it!"


    "I love—" he began, and the car slid to a stop before the Palace arch. The footman stood holding the car door open.


    Margaret of Urbs gazed as if distraught from Connor's face to the silent attendant and back again. Abruptly she thrust herself away, her mouth quivering.


    "I wish," she said tensely, "I—wish I had never seen you!"


    She struck him a sharp blow across his mouth, clambered unassisted to the ground, and disappeared into the Palace, trailing her black cape behind her.


    Back in his room again, Connor was in a turmoil, ashamed, perplexed, bitter.


    "Caught!" he swore fiercely. "Burned! God! What a fool—what a weakling!"


    For call it what he would—it was true. Fascination, infatuation, anything—the fact faced him that the Black Flame had burned Evanie from his heart. He swore viciously and battered at Evanie's door.


    


    THE blows echoed into silence. There was no response.


    With a long-drawn sigh, Connor turned away from Evanie's door. Whether absent or simply ignoring him, she had failed him, and he needed her desperately now. He wanted to quench the fires of the Black Flame in her cool simplicity, to reassure himself that what he now felt was an obsession, an infatuation—anything but love.


    He wanted to convince himself it was Evanie he loved by telling her so. Better never to have emerged from under the prison than to live again, loving a mask of beauty hiding a daughter of Satan.


    He strode to the casement overlooking the Gardens. Dim light from the Palace windows streaked in bars across it, but he saw no sign of Evanie. But could that be Evanie—there where the bushes shadowed the pool?


    


    CHAPTER XXIII


    


    The Amphimorphs in the Pool


    


    TOM CONNOR made his way hurriedly to the Gardens. He saw Evanie crouched in the shadow of shrubbery just above the brink of the water. He dashed forward as she glanced up at him.


    "Evanie!" he began. "Oh, my dear—"


    "Hush!" Her voice was tense. "But—"


    "Be still. Speak softly. Do you think I want a scanner on me?" She paused. "I'd rather you'd go away," she whispered.


    He seated himself stubbornly beside her, though it seemed certain she was waiting for someone. Jan Orm, probably.


    "I won't go," he said in a subdued voice. "You've got to listen to me, Evanie."


    "Please!" she murmured. "Be quiet, Tom. I've been waiting here six hours."


    "For what?"


    She made no reply. He subsided into gloomy silence, watching the great column of water that gushed from the jaws of the huge stone lion at the far end of the pool. The water, smooth as a steel pillar, fell with suprisingly little sound.


    But while he gazed, it changed. The smoothness was broken. Bubbles flashed, and then the flow ceased altogether while a huge bubble glistened, billowed and broke. Something white and shining and large as a man shot with a small splash into the pool. The column of water crashed instantly back.


    A webbed hand holding a silk wrapped package rose suddenly from the black water. An amphimorph!


    Evanie seized the bundle, crammed it beneath an Urban cape at her side.


    "Quick!" she said tensely. "Stand here beside me, Tom, so we'll block the scanner."


    He obeyed wonderingly. A queer low coo came from Evanie's lips. The black waters parted again and he glimpsed the tiny round mouth and horrible face of the creature in the pool. It flopped to the bank, scuttled desperately along into the bushes. He saw it raise the lid of a manhole of a storm-sewer, and it was gone.


    Pale and trembling Evanie sank down on the bank, her bronzed legs dangling toward the water. "If only we weren't seen!" she whispered. "How the devil did that thing get here?" Connor demanded.


    "It rode a bubble down the water tunnel from the mountains, fifty miles. An amphimorph doesn't need much air. A big bubble will last."


    "But—"


    "Don't ask me how it found the maze of mains in Urbs. I don't know. I only know they have queer instinctive ways of getting where they want to go. Now it's gone into the storm-sewer. It will find its way to the Canal and so up rivers to its mountains."


    "But what was that it brought, and from whom?"


    "From King Orm."


    "From whom?" he persisted.


    "Tom," she said quietly, "I'm not going to tell you."


    "What was in that package, Evanie?"


    "I won't tell you that, either." She threw the cape over her arm, concealing the package. "I can't trust you, Tom. You and I are enemies."


    


    SHE backed away at his anger.


    "Tom, please! You promised to help me escape, didn't you?"


    "All right," he yielded dully. "Evanie, I sought you out here because I wanted to end this misunderstanding. Please give me a chance to convince you I love you!"


    He held out his arms to her. She backed another step.


    "I won't come near you, Tom. I won't trust myself in your arms. I'm afraid of you, and I'm afraid of myself. You're strong—too strong for me physically, and perhaps too strong otherwise. You wakened my love once. I dare not chance it again."


    "Oh, Evanie! Now of all times, when I need you!"


    "Need me?" A queer expression flickered over her face. "So the Black Flame burns at last!" Her voice dropped to a murmur. "I'm sorry for you, Tom. I'm sorry for anyone who loves her, because she's utterly heartless. But I can't come near you. I don't dare!"


    She turned and darted suddenly into the Palace, leaving him to stare hopelessly after, and then to follow slowly.


    He slept little that night. Restless, tortured hours were filled with dreams of Margaret of Urbs and the sound of her laughter. He arose early and wandered dully from his room.


    The halls were crowded with arriving Immortals, among whom he stalked as silent and grave as themselves. At last, tired of aimless wandering, he went into the shaded Gardens, and sat glumly down beside the pool.


    Far overhead Triangles drifted with muffled, throbbing roars, and a bird sang in the bushes. Deep in his own perturbed thoughts, he was startled when he heard his name spoken softly, almost timidly.


    "Tom."


    He looked up. Margaret of Urbs stood beside him, garbed in the most magnificent gown he had ever seen, golden and black, and concealing her tiny feet. Instead of the circlet of the previous evening, she wore now a coronet of scintillant brilliance, and the strange flower flamed at her waist.


    "Official robes," she said and smiled. "I preside this morning."


    She looked a little worn, he thought. There was a pallor on her cheeks, and a subdued air about her. Her smile, almost wistful, tore at him.


    "You didn't give me a chance to thank you for last night," he said.


    "Did you want to thank me? For—everything?"


    "No," he said stonily. "Not for everything."


    She dropped listlessly to the bench beside him.


    "I'm tired," she said wearily. "I didn't sleep well, and my head aches. That Grecian wine. I must see Martin Sair."


    "My head aches for other reasons," he said grimly.


    "I'm sorry, Tom."


    "Were you laughing at me last night?" he blazed.


    "No," she said gently. "No."


    "I don't believe you!"


    "No matter. Tom, I came here to tell you something." She paused and gazed steadily at him. "The Master will grant you immortality."


    "What?"


    


    SHE nodded. "He considers you worthy."


    "Worthy! What of the children of mine he was so anxious about?"


    "You're to have them first."


    He laughed bitterly. "Then I'll be old and feeble by the time I'm ready for immortality. Evanie has refused me—and I refuse him! I'll live my life out in my own way."


    "Think well of it first," she said slowly, and something in her voice caught him.


    "Now I know I won't accept," he flashed. "You begged him for it! Do you think I'd take favors of you?"


    "I didn't—" She was silent. After a moment she said, "Would you believe one statement of mine, Tom?"


    "Not one."


    At last his bitterness touched her. She flushed faintly. The old gleam of mockery shone for an instant.


    "You're right, of course," she snapped. "There's nothing real remaining of Margaret of Urbs. She's the Black Flame that burns on illusion's altar. You must never believe a single word of hers."


    "Nor do I!"


    "But will you believe one sentence if I swear it by something sacred to me? One thing, Tom?"


    "What's sacred to you? God? Honor? Not even yourself!"


    "By the one thing I love," she said steadily, "I swear I'm speaking the truth now. Will you believe me?"


    It was on his very tongue to say no. He was thoroughly surprised to hear himself mutter "Yes"—and mean it.


    "Then do you remember that day in the Triangle when I said I was going to commit suicide? I swear that is the only lie I've ever told you. Do you understand? The only lie!"


    She arose as he stared at her uncomprehendingly.


    "I want to be alone," she whispered. "I'm going to"— a brief, wistful smile—"my thinking room."


    


    CONNOR’S brain was whirling. He did believe her. What of it? Evanie didn't love him. He knew that now. And he didn't love Evanie. And Margaret of Urbs—said she loved him! Could it be possible . . .


    A blinding light in his brain! The Black Flame—his! The unearthly beauty of her, the wild, untamed character, his to tame—if he could. The Satanic spirit, the fiery soul, all his for life. For life? For immortality, if he chose!


    An exultant shout burst from him and went echoing between the walls as he leaped to the Palace door, flung himself through.


    Memory of Evanie had vanished like mist. Where was the Princess? In her thinking room? Then he remembered. The laboratory behind the Throne Room.


    


    A SPEAKER blared down the hall as he ran: "Conclave in thirty minutes."


    The corridors were thronged; he jostled his way past crowds of guards, servants, officials, and austere Immortals. Curious eyes followed him, but no one moved to halt him.


    Not, at least, until he reached the great arch of the Throne Room itself. The crystal doors were shut and a line of four impassive guards blocked the way. He moved to step between them, and a sharp challenge sounded.


    He paused. "I want to see the Princess." he said firmly.


    "None to pass," snapped the guard. "Master's orders."


    "But is the Princess in there?"


    "Her Highness," responded the guard, "entered here five minutes ago. She said nothing of any one to follow."


    


    CHAPTER XXIV


    


    The Atomic Bomb


    


    RELUCTANTLY, Tom Connor fell back. This was the only way to her laboratory; of that he was certain. He leaned against the wall and clenched his fists in a frenzy of impatience.


    The glass doors opened and the Master emerged, accompanied by Martin Sair, and two other tall Immortals.


    "Sir," Connor begged eagerly, "tell this fellow to pass me. I want to see the Princess."


    A curious, quizzical expression flickered in the eyes of the great ruler. He shook his head.


    "I'm sorry, Thomas," he said mildly. "In fifteen minutes the Princess will be needed. You can wait."


    "But—I think she wants to see me!"


    'Then she can wait as well." His eyes flickered again. "She has waited, not too patiently, for more than seven centuries." He moved away down the corridor, leaving Connor nonplussed.


    He curbed his impatience. After all, the Master was right. Time stretched before him and Margaret of Urbs —years upon years of it. But it was hard to lose these precious moments.


    He thought of the vision screens. Just behind him was the vast office opposite the Throne Room. He turned in there, bursting in upon a scene of feverish activity as the records of half the world were made ready for the Immortals of the Southern Hemisphere. Glancing about, he descried a screen on a table at the far end of the room, and twisted his way down the line of desks, ignoring a thousand staring clerks.


    "The Princess," he said eagerly, snapping the switch. "In her laboratory behind the Throne Room."


    On the screen flashed a girl's face, but not that of Margaret of Urbs.


    "I'm sorry," she said. "No calls to any at the Conclave. Master's orders." The screen clicked blank again as he growled an angry epithet.


    In the hallway he saw Evanie, staring with strange intentness at the closed glass doors. He pushed his way to her side.


    "Hello," he said, and was puzzled by her sudden look of fear. But she recovered herself and glanced coolly at him.


    "Oh, it's you," she said briefly.


    He thought wonderingly how different was this Evanie from the timid, modest little Ormon girl of so few days ago. But he hardly cared. The Flame had burned him free of Evanie.


    "Waiting for the parade of the Immortals?" he asked with a quiet smile.


    "Perhaps."


    "I thought you hated them so that you'd prefer not even looking at them."


    Her voice changed to bitterness. "I do."


    "Well, what's the answer, then?"


    She glanced at a watch on her wrist.


    "You'll know in a moment or two." She gave him a curiously sardonic smile. "I'm not afraid to tell you now. I'll even tell you what was in the package I took from the amphimorph. Would you like to know?"


    "Of course."


    Her voice quivered excitedly. "In that package was an atomic bomb!"


    "An atomic bomb?"


    "Yes. And do you know where it is now?" The voice rose exultant, fanatically elated. "At the wall behind the Throne of Urbs! Behind the throne where the Master's sitting this moment!" She laughed at his horrified face. "My thanks for sponsoring my request for freedom, Tom. It helped."


    "The Master isn't in there," he said tightly. "I saw him leave."


    He saw her face whiten—and then an appalling thought struck him.


    "Oh, God! But the Princess is! The Princess is!"


    


    HE dashed toward the guarded door, disregarding Evanie's cry of warning: "Tom, it's due! It's due!"


    He rushed at the impassive guards, but before their challenge was uttered a thunderous roar reverberated in the vast hall like the rumbling thunder of a collapsing mountain.


    A continuous screaming bellow like the clamor in hell rose in an ear-blasting crescendo, and beyond the glass doors rolled billowing clouds of steam, shot through with jagged fires.


    Maddened to desperation, Tom Connor plunged against the doors. They swung inward and closed behind him, and he was in the room of the blast. Far down, behind the Master's throne, an erupting geyser of destruction appalled him—a mighty, roaring, billowing cloud of smoke-streaked steam that shrieked louder than the tortured souls of the seventh circle of hell.


    Crashing discharges of stray energy etched flames through the cloud, like lightning behind a thunder-head, and the reverberations echoed above the roar of the disrupting hydrogen. The Master's throne was hidden by the bellowing fires that grounded to it.


    But even that holocaust had not yet filled the vast concave of the Throne Room. The end where Connor stood, momentarily bewildered, was as yet clouded only by shreds and streamers. He lowered his head, and charged into the inferno. Margaret was caught somewhere behind that hellish blast!


    Scalding steam licked at him, swirling about his body. His bare legs and shoulders stung at the touch, his face burned, but he gained the line of thrones and paused a single moment on the shielded side. What an engine of destruction! A bomb that, instead of venting its force in a single blast, kept on exploding as successive billions of atoms shattered.


    No need to look for the door. The detonation, the first blast, had blown the wall open. Instantly he made a dash over the scorching debris, where the mighty girders were fantastically twisted and bent away from the roaring center, pointed up in the misty light. He launched himself at the edge of the opening, passing close to the very threshold of the trap-door of Tophet.


    Gamma radiations excoriated his body. The shriek of dying atoms thundered against his tortured eardrums, and he was burning—blistering. But an implacable thrust urged him on. He was responsible for this chaos, this holocaust, and Margaret of Urbs— He had violated his oath to the Master! Evanie had betrayed him into that! She had tricked him into sponsoring her plea for freedom, and because he had aided her this had happened! Jan Orm could have done no damage alone. Only Evanie, because of the inhuman blood in her, could have dealt with an amphimorph. Evanie, with whom he had thought himself in love!


    And the Princess, whom he did love, was somewhere beyond. He raged on, his mind turbulent as the blast itself, into Martin Sair's laboratory, a flaming outer region of hell clouded to invisibility. Suffocating, scorching, he crashed against its farther wall, slid along it, at last found the door.


    


    THE luxurious room of the Princess was in chaotic disorder, but only lazy wisps of steam drifted there, and the bellow of the blast was muffled. But even now the wall was cracking.


    "Margaret!" he cried. "Margaret of Urbs!"


    Her voice answered him. She was in a corner, crouching. Injured? No, she was searching earnestly through a pile of debris that had been swept across the room by the first concussion. He rushed toward her.


    "Come on!" he shouted. "We'll break a window and get out."


    She glanced coolly up.


    "A window? Try it. A bullet might, but nothing less."


    He snatched up a chair, spun it fiercely against the pane. The chair shattered; two tiny dents showed in the crystal, and that was all. And in the Palace, ventilated by washed air from the topmost pinnacles of the Twin Towers, no windows opened. He whirled on her.


    "Then it will have to be back through the blast!" he roared. "Come on!"


    She stood up, facing him. She had slipped off the gold-black robe in the steaming heat, wore now the typical revealing garb of Urbs save that the material was of black velvet instead of metallic scales.


    "You can't go through in clothes like that!" he shouted.


    "My Venus," she said. "It was blown somewhere here. I want it."


    "You'll come now!"


    "I want my ivory Venus."


    The pale flash of ivory caught his eye.


    "Here it is, then," he snapped, thrusting the statuette into his belt. "Now come."


    Faint mockery flashed in her eyes.


    "What if I don't?"


    He shook a rugged fist. "You will or I'll take you."


    "Why," she asked, "do you risk your life to reach me?"


    "Because," he snarled in exasperation, "I was unwittingly responsible for this. I was tricked into breaking my word. Do you think I can let the Master—or you —suffer for my stupidity?"


    "Oh," she said, her eyes dropping. "Well—I won't go."


    "By God, you will!" He sprang to seize her but she evaded him.


    But only for a moment, as again he saw the gleam of mockery in her eyes.


    "Very well," she said, suddenly submissive.


    He snatched the flowing robe from the floor as she turned and walked steadily toward the wall that now heaved and cracked and groaned. Before he could reach her she had flung open the door—and hell roared in upon them.


    Martin Sair's laboratory was a mass of smoke and steam like the crater of Erebus that flames in the eternal ice of Antarctica. Flinging the robe over the Princess like an enshrouding blanket, Connor propelled her, muffled and stumbling, toward the evil effulgence of the screaming blast.


    At the break in the wall he put his weight into a mighty thrust that sent her sliding, staggering, sprawling into the room where the fiery cloud closed, billowing, about her. Then he leaped through, his flesh writhing in the torment of the stinging rays, and blistering at the touch of scalding steam.


    


    MARGARET of Urbs was clambering to her feet, stumbling in the entangling robe, in the all but unbearable shelter of the thrones. She choked as the searing air reached her lungs. "You hurt!" she cried. "Come on!"


    Again the taunting gleam, even with blistering death staring them in the face. But she followed unresisting as he seized her arm and plunged through the blinding fog of steam and smoke that now filled the mighty room to the distant ceiling. Blind chance was their guide as they rushed ahead, staggering, coughing, teary-eyed. It seemed a long way. Were they circling in the gloom of the monstrous chamber?


    The Princess dragged against Connor's arm. "No," she gasped. "This way—this way." He let her lead. They struggled through billowing masses that began to take fantastic shapes—charging monsters; heaving mountains. She staggered, stumbled, but shook off the arm he raised to support her.


    "I've never needed help," she muttered proudly. "I never will."


    It seemed to him that the blast roared closer.


    "Are we—right?" he choked.


    Then, through a momentary rift he saw something that sickened him—the row of thrones, smoking and blackened in the blaze. They had circled!


    Through some vagary of draught or ventilation there was a little area of almost clear air beside the throne of the Princess. Coughing and choking, they faced each other in it. He was astounded to see a flickering, taunting smile play for a single instant on her lips. Her hair singed and plastered flat by the steamy condensation, her face soot-streaked and reddened, she was yet so incredibly lovely that he forgot even their peril as her smile turned suddenly earnest, wistful.


    "Dearest," she whispered, inaudibly, but he read her lips. "I'll confess now. We were safe in my room. We must have been watched in the vision screens, and men would have come to cut through the window."


    He was appalled.


    "Then why—"


    "Listen to me, Tom. Even here I misled you, for I knew which way the door lies by the pattern on the floor. But if you will not love me, I must kill you as I promised, then both of us die! For I cannot watch you age year by year—and then perish. I cannot!"


    "Flame!" he roared, his voice impassioned. "But I love you! Did you think—I love you, Flame!"


    Her streaming eyes widened.


    "Oh, God!" she choked. "Now it's too late!" She covered her face, then abruptly glanced up again, with a dawning hope in her eyes. "Perhaps not!" she cried. "Can they see us here? No—the steam. But men will come in moon-suits to carry away the blast—if—we can live— until then." She coughed. "But we can't." She was swaying. "You go—that way. Kiss me, Tom, and leave me. I want to die—on the throne—of Urbs. Only—a thing— like this, some accident—can kill an—Immortal!"


    "Leave you?" he cried. "Not even in death!" He choked as he drew her close.


    A wave of steam and fire engulfed them. "Help me to my—throne," she whispered, gasping.


    Her eyes, tear-bright and sea-green in the fierce lightnings, went blank. They closed, and she slipped half through his arms. Her knees gave way as she collapsed.


    


    CHAPTER XXV


    


    Inferno


    


    HE held her against him. Put her on the throne? Why not? Why not hold her there until the end, die with her in his arms? Or perhaps shield her with his body until men came, or until the blast burned out. Somehow she must be saved!


    Never—not even when a thousand years ago an electric current was shot through him to kill him, had his urge for life been so great as it was now. Now, when life promised so much—the love of himself and the Black Flame of Urbs, two beings who should have been dead centuries ago and in different ages—he must die!


    Had Destiny kept them alive to meet and love for this brief moment before death? Madness! Better to die struggling for life. Raising the girl in his arms, he staggered away toward the wall that still shielded the room where he found the Princess.


    Her weight was slight, but he had not taken ten steps when he went crashing to his knees. He struggled up dizzily. The line of diagonal black squares showed dim on the floor, yet he could not be sure that he had not changed his direction. He was suffocating; the roaring blast seemed to bellow in a gigantic throbbing, now in his very ears, now dim and faint and far away.


    He battled on. Suddenly he realized that he was moving burdenless. Without even being aware of it he had dropped the Princess. He turned grimly back until he stumbled over her lying huddled with her cheek against the steaming floor. Swinging her across his shoulder, gripping her knees so tightly that his fingers bit into the silk-soft skin, he staggered back over the lost ground.


    Each step was a gamble with death. If he fell now he would never rise again. He tottered on while his lungs labored in the vitiated air and the searing steam. Then behind him the blast roared fainter. Or was it simply that his senses were dulling?


    It was the sharp blow of his head against the wall that brought him back from a dreamy somnolence into which he was falling, surprised to feel the weight of the unconscious girl still on his shoulder.


    The wall! Which wall? In what direction was the door that meant life? He groaned and turned at random to the right, simply because his right arm clutched the limbs of Margaret of Urbs and his left hand was free to support him against the carved masonry. But an ejaculation of triumph escaped his burned, cracked lips as his hand slid over steam-clouded glass, and he saw white faces through the track it left.


    He could go no further; make not one more move. The limp body of the Princess slid from his arms, and vaguely then he knew that both of them were being dragged into the safety of the corridor. He gasped in great breaths of clear air that whistled in his seared throat, and then his heart chilled as his bloodshot eyes turned on the form of the Flame.


    


    HER face frightened him. Waxen pale, still as the image on her throne, she seemed scarcely to breathe. A grave Immortal who bent above her straightened up and said tensely:


    "Get Martin Sair—and quickly!" His eyes flashed to Connor. "You're not hurt," he said. "Just rest here for some time."


    There was a stir in the hallway. Two men in brown all-encompassing suits and crystal helmets were pulling something metal. It looked like a steam-shovel scoop with two fifty-foot handles. A grapple for the blast, to box it before it undermined the vast Palace.


    Then Martin Sair was at hand, and the Master, his sorrowful eyes on the Princess.


    "Clear the corridor," said the sandy-haired Immortal, and guards swept back the crowd.


    Through the North Arch, Connor glimpsed thousands upon thousands of Urbans on the Palace lawn, and then they were hidden as the gates closed.


    "He must go, too," said Martin Sair, nodding at Connor. "The fewer lungs here the better. The girl is asphyxiated."


    "No!" Connor croaked, flinging an arm across the Flame.


    "All right. Move aside, then."


    But a roaring like all the tortured souls since creation burst from the opening doors. Out rushed the gnome-like men pulling their grapple, and Connor thrust his body between them and the Princess, taking the fierce rays on his own flesh.


    The container glowed brilliant as the sun, and out beyond the North Arch a chain dropped from the sky— a Triangle to bear away the deadly thing, to drop it into the sea. And the Palace was silent now as the silence of death.


    Death? Tom Connor glanced fearfully at the marble features of Margaret of Urbs. They were like death, too, and he gazed so fascinated that he was utterly surprised to look up and see Evanie and Jan Orrn being herded down the corridor by half a dozen grim-faced guards. "Trying to escape out of the South Gate," said one. The Master turned cold, burning eyes on them, and then again looked sorrowfully down on the still perfection of the features of the Black Flame.


    An Immortal placed a box at Martin Sair's side. "Adrenalin!" snapped the Giver of Life, and took the tube the other handed him. "Amino-hyoscine! Datura-mine!"


    He pressed the pale flesh of the girl's arm, parted the closed lids to gaze into unseeing eyes. Finally, in the familiar manner of an ancient physician, he placed thumb and forefinger on her wrist, frowning as he felt for the faint throb of her pulse.


    "Suffocated," he repeated. "Asphyxia." In an agony of apprehension, his eyes blurred, Connor watched the slow rise and fall of her breast. Twice he fancied that the movement had ceased, and each time with an almost inaudible gasp, the labored breathing recommenced. Then it did cease; he was positive, and a great wave of despair engulfed him.


    "Her heart's stopping," Martin Sair said briefly.


    Dying! Tom Connor gazed wildly about the corridor. Uncomprehending, he saw the grim light of triumph in the face of Evanie Sair as she looked coldly down on the fading glory of the Black Flame.


    That such beauty should perish—be thrust into the earth—turn into a heap of crumbling bones! Unthinkable!


    "Dying!" Connor croaked. "Dying!"


    Martin Sair said only, "Now! Cardiacine! And get the oxygen mask ready."


    "Dying!" he croaked again.


    The Giver of Life glanced coldly at him.


    "Dying!" He echoed impassively. "No. Dead. What of it?"


    The Master turned grimly away and passed silently into the Throne Room with a word of brief command to the guards. They thrust Evanie Sair and Jan Orm before them, but Tom Connor did not miss the backward glance of triumph which the girl flung defiantly at him.


    Connor gazed desolately on the lovely clay that had been the Black Flame of Urbs, wondering dully why Martin Sair still bent so attentively above her, still kept the pale wrist in his hand.


    He started when the austere Immortal moved, placed his lips close to the cold ones of the girl, and rapped out:


    "Now! The mask!"


    The Giver of Life jammed a cone over the still face. There was a moment's silence; nothing happened. The scientist bent closer. Abruptly he placed his hands about the waist of the Princess, shook her violently, until her head rolled from side to side. He slapped her breast, her cheeks. And then, like the faint sighing of evening wind, she breathed.


    A thin, muffled gasp—no more. But life-bearing oxygen flowed into her lungs, and the suspended metabolism of her body resumed its interrupted chemistries. Her breathing strengthened to a labored, whistling, panting.


    "Chain-Stokes breathing," muttered Martin Sair, whose genius had recalled a spirit already treading the pathways of eternity. The Black Flame, rekindled, burned dimly and flickeringly—but burned!


    It was past Connor to comprehend. The transition from the depths of desolation to the peak of hope was too vast to span in a moment. He merely gazed blankly on the mask-covered face of the Princess. When realization began to dawn, the cry of amazement and ecstasy strangled in his scarred throat and became only an inchoate gurgle. He managed a choked question.


    "Will she—live?" He moved as if to clasp her in his arms.


    "Don't!" snapped Martin Sair. "On your life, don't touch her yet. Give her red corpuscles time to oxygenate. The girl's asphyxiated, suffocated, strangled! Do you want it all to do over again?" His eyes perceived the anguish in Connor's face, and he softened. "Of course she'll live. Did you think Death could so easily defeat Martin Sair? He has beaten me many a time, but never in so mild a contest as this!"


    The great Immortal again bent over the girl. Her breathing had eased. For a terrible instant Connor thought it was ceasing once more. Martin Sair lifted the mask from the pallid, perfect features, still quiet as marble save for the sighing of her breathing.


    "Now the elixir vitae," he said. "That will put fire into this chilly blood."


    He took a phial of ruby liquid from the hand of his silent assistant, the same potent stimulant, it appeared, that had roused Evanie from the deathlike sleep of the Messenger.


    The Princess was far too deep in unconsciousness to swallow. Martin Sair poured a tiny, trickling stream between her lips, no more than a few crimson drops. It was enough. As it made its fiery way down her throat she moaned and her exquisite face twisted as if in agony. The limp hands clenched convulsively into white fists. Martin Sair rose.


    "You see," he said to his grave assistant, "there was nothing organically wrong. Oxygen-starved, that was all. The organism was undamaged. The blood had not even begun to coagulate. It was simply necessary to start the body machine working, since it was in perfect running order."


    "Cardiacine is a gamble," his assistant said slowly. "I've had it rupture the hearts in some cases."


    Martin Sair snorted. "Not with proper precautions. Daturamine and amino-hyoscine first. Cardiacine is powerful, of course." He mused. "I've seen it produce pulsations in the heart of a man ten days dead."


    Connor ceased to listen. Cases! As if this were a medical case, this miracle! They droned on without even a glance at the pain-racked, exquisite face. Tom Connor touched her cold cheeks, kissed the soot-streaked forehead.


    "Careful!" warned Martin Sair.


    "But she breathes!" Connor whispered exultantly. "You're sure—certain she'll live?"


    "She'll be conscious in ten minutes. A little sick, but conscious." The scientist's tone softened again. "In two days she'll be as bright as ever. After all, her body is the body of a twenty-year-old girl. She has youth, resilience. You can stop worrying."


    Someone touched Connor's shoulder; a guard, who began droning, "Orbis Terrarum Imperator—"


    "I won't go!" Tom Connor blazed. "I'm staying here!"


    "She's out of danger, I tell you," insisted Martin Sair. "If she were ever in danger—with me at hand!"


    Hesitantly then, Connor followed the guard, glancing apprehensively back at Margaret of Urbs, prone on the stone floor of the corridor. Then he reluctantly went on into the Throne Room.


    


    CHAPTER XXVI


    


    The Master Sits in Judgment


    


    IN the throne room the ventilators, had drawn out the steam and smoke-poisoned air, but moisture dripped from the walls and gathered in pools on the floor. The terrific destruction of the blast was evident everywhere. No single hanging remained on walls or windows. Everything inflammable was in cinders, and the very floor was still almost blistering hot.


    The far end was a mass of indescribable ruin, debris from the shattered wall, even fragments of the diorite bases of the thrones. The air, despite the humming ventilators, was stifling in the radiations from floor and walls. The Master sat upon the half-melted wreckage of his throne, his stern eyes on Evanie and Jan Orm, who stood between guards before him.


    The frightened look oh Evanie's face moved Connor despite the injuries she had done him. After all, she had nursed him out of the very grave and given him, penniless and strange, a home and a place in this bizarre world. She was clinging frantically to the arm of Jan, who stood morose and impassive before the Master.


    


    "THOMAS," the ruler said, "I can get nothing from this sullen pair. Tell me what you know of this."


    Connor met Evanie's terrified gaze, and it wrung pity from him. He owed much to this girl. Was it any more than right that he help her now? At least he could confuse the issue, prolong it until he could obtain the aid of Margaret of Urbs.


    "I did it myself!" he said promptly. There was no change in the Master's face. "You?" he repeated mildly. "How?"


    "I made the bomb in Martin Sair's laboratory," Connor said, with a quick warning glance at Evanie. "I made it at night, and smuggled it in here during the darkness. That's all."


    "Indeed? After your oath, Thomas? And I had flattered myself that you were my friend—my esteemed friend."


    There was something inscrutable in the Master's face. The grave eyes surveyed Connor sorrowfully as he fingered a beam-pistol.


    "I think," said the Master, slipping out the weapon, "that I will destroy you once and for all, Connor." He leveled the gun.


    "Wait!" shrieked Jan Orm. "He didn't do it—I did!" He paused as the Master's cool eyes shifted to him. "I had it made in Ormon and smuggled here to me. I hid it in the Throne Room early this morning, before any one was about!"


    "Well," said the Master slowly, "I might believe that both of you had a hand in it."


    His eyes flickered over Evanie.


    She drew herself erect.


    "What's the use?" she said dully. "I won't have you two shielding me. I did it. I had the bomb smuggled to me by an amphimorph, who rode a bubble down the mains to the pool in the Gardens. That's the truth."


    "Suppose, then," said the Master, "I destroy all three of you, and thus assure myself that the guilty one is punished."


    "I don't care!" Evanie flung out defiantly. "I'm sorry I failed, but at least I've extinguished the Black Flame of Urbs—and I'm glad!"


    


    THE ruler's eyes held a curious light as he gazed over their heads. A step sounded behind them. Connor whirled to see Margaret of Urbs approaching, supported by the arm of Martin Sair. Soot-stained, the whole slim length of her right leg red and blistered by the blast, her right cheek inflamed by the contact with the steaming floor, she was yet so incredibly lovely that she was breath-taking. Tom Connor sprang to her side, slipped a steadying arm about her as she swayed willingly against him. Evanie, so pale she seemed about to faint, was leaning weakly against Jan Orm.


    "What's all this, Joaquin?" asked the Princess.


    "Merely an attempt to fix responsibility for the bombing, my dear."


    "And have you fixed it?"


    "All three claim the honor."


    "I see." She paused. "Well, I can throw some light on the mystery. I am responsible for the bomb explosion. It was an accident. I was watching some detonol crystallize, in Martin Sair's room, and forgot to take it off the burner. I was stunned by the concussion, and Thomas Connor rushed in and guided me out. Somewhere in the Throne Room I suppose I must have been overcome."


    She paused again, staring back at the Master.


    "Don't you see? Each of these three suspects the others and each is trying to shield his friends. But I did it; it was an accident."


    She slipped from Connor's arm and sank wearily to the steps that led to her ruined Throne.


    "I burn!" she muttered, and sipped the goblet of water that a guard held to her lips.


    Quizzically, the Master gazed down at her.


    "You know," he said, suddenly stern, "that to me the one unforgivable sin is the thwarting of my plans. Not even you, my sister, may stand in the way of them. While I live, I am the Master. I shall yield only when a power arises strong enough to overthrow me, for that will tell me that my work is done. When that occurs, I shall have guided humanity as far as I am able along the path of Destiny, but until then—I am the Master."


    His face, austere as an image in basalt, loomed over them. For the first time Connor glimpsed dimly the colossus behind the mild mask, the diamond hardness below the silk that sheathed it. Then the ruler smiled.


    "I suppose I cannot doubt my sister's word. I release all of you."


    He arose and descended from the throne.


    Connor followed a step or two. "I'm interested to learn," he whispered, "which of us you believe."


    The Master smiled again. "Haven't I just said?" He turned away. "Of course, if I were curious, I could ask you and Jan Orm how you knew what time to set the blast. I hadn't decided on a time for the Conclave until I had it announced in the corridors, and the bomb must have been placed between that moment and the arrival of the guards."


    "Or the Princess is telling the truth," suggested Tom Connor.


    "Some day Margaret shall explain why detonol causes a cloud of steam," observed the Master. He continued absently, "Evanie has good blood in her. So has Jan Orm." Then he was gone, followed by Martin Sair and the guards.


    


    CONNOR returned to Margaret of Urbs. Evanie's incredulous eyes were fixed on the Princess as she whispered:


    "Why did you do that?"


    "Because I thought it would please Tom Connor," Margaret of Urbs said frankly.


    Evanie stared at her with dawning comprehension.


    "The Black Flame herself burned!" she murmured wonderingly. "I see now why we can still learn from the ancients. They're miracle workers." But the next instant her brown eyes glittered vindictively. "I'm glad at least that the conquest of the Flame was during my lifetime." She bowed half in wonderment, half in mockery, before Connor. "I salute the Prince consort of Urbs!"


    The Princess flushed faintly, and Connor laughed and glanced away. Something that sparkled in a pile of ashes caught his eye. He stooped to retrieve the marvelous crystalline flower, glowing brilliant and indestructible, untouched—even brightened—by the blast.


    "What is this?" he asked.


    "My moon-orchid," said Margaret of Urbs. "The only perfect one ever found."


    He grinned and turned to Evanie.


    "I promised you one. Here—our wedding present to you and Jan."


    "Engagement present, rather," said the Princess. "I owe you two somewhat more than you realize." She ignored both Evanie's silence and Jan Orm's protestations of mingled embarrassment, thanks, and refusal as he held the priceless thing. "Tom," she murmured, "would you mind if we were—alone?"


    It was dismissal. Jan and Evanie backed away with half-awe-struck glances at Connor. He dropped beside the weary Princess of Urbs, slipping his arm tenderly about her scorched shoulders. Even in the sultriness of that blasted chamber she shivered, her teeth chattered, so recently had the icy face of death withdrawn.


    He drew her close, then halted as he heard a distant, thin clamor beyond the windows.


    "What's that?" he asked sharply. "Another revolution?"


    "Just the newspapers, I guess. You've been in them frequently of late." She smiled wanly. "As often as I, this past week. The Weed who sustained the ionic beams— revealed as a living ancient—proclaimed for immortality —the rescuer of Margaret of Urbs—and now—" She quoted ironically, "Margaret to Wed? Romance Rumored with Rescuer!" She nestled closer to him. "Oh, the downfall of the Black Flame will be well publicized, never fear! Let them add this to their pictures and vision broadcasts. I don't care!"


    "Pictures? What pictures?" He glanced about the vast deserted chamber.


    "From the seeing room, of course! Don't you suppose we were watched all during the blast, even in here, as much as the steam permitted? Don't you know we're being watched now, photographed for papers, and broadcasts? You're world news, Tom." She frowned. "They must have thought me mad to rush into that inferno with you, out of safety. Well—I was mad!"


    "You can't even die in privacy here!" Connor said bluntly. "Do you suppose"-—his voice dropped to a whisper —"they heard what you—what we said?"


    "Above the roar of the blast? No. I thought of that when I—said it."


    


    HE smiled at that. It was so typical of the utterly strange and fascinating character of the girl. He drew her against him, and felt the pressure of something hard in his belt—the ivory Venus, still safe, still immaculate in its perfection, since it had been on the left side, shielded by his own flesh when he passed the blast.


    "I know what I shall give you as a wedding present," he said slowly. "The original Venus de Milo. The most beautiful statue of the ancient world."


    She smiled and a trace of the old mockery showed. "And I know what I shall give you," she said. "Life!" "Immortality?"


    "Not Immortality. Life." She turned her emerald eyes on him. "Tom, is it very hard to give up the idea of children? Men want children, don't they?"


    "Most of us do—but it's a happiness well lost for you." He glanced down at her. "Listen, can't this immortality thing be undone? Wouldn't it be possible for Martin Sair to render you mortal for—a few years?"


    "Of course. Further exposure to the hard rays will do it."


    "And then," eagerly, "could we—" The smile she flashed at him had in it a touch of heaven. "Yes," she said exultantly, but instantly a cloud chased away the smile. "But don't you remember what sort of children women bear who've been too long hi the ray? Would you like to be father to a little amphimorph?"


    He shuddered. "Thank you. We'll do as we are then."


    She burst suddenly into laughter almost as mocking as her old self. Then she was as suddenly serious, tender.


    "Tom," she murmured, "I won't tease you. That will be my gift to you. Martin Sair can do what you wish. There is some leeway to the process—enough, perhaps, for a single time. My permanent age is twenty now; it will be twenty-five then. But who in all the world could have anticipated that the Black Flame would assume motherhood—and like it? Tom, that's my gift to you— life! Kiss me!"


    For a moment of ecstasy he felt her lips quiver against his.


    "Two boys and a girl!" she murmured. "Won't we, Tom?"


    "And can Martin Sair," he asked ironically, "fix that for us, too?"


    "Of course. Two boys like you, Tom." She was suddenly dreamy-eyed.


    "But not a girl like you."


    "Why not?"


    "Because," Tom Connor laughed, "I don't think society could stand a second Black Flame!"


    


    

  


  
    


    THE BRINK OF INFINITY


    


    ONE WOULD HARDLY CHOOSE the life of an assistant professor of mathematics at an Eastern University as an adventurous one. Professors in general are reputed to drone out in a quiet, scholarly existence, and an instructor of mathematics might seem the driest and least lively of men, since his subject is perhaps the most desiccated. And yet—even the lifeless science of figures has had its dreamers—Clerk, Maxwell, Lobachewski, Einstein and the rest. The latter, the great Albert Einstein himself who is forging the only chain that ever tied a philosophers' dream to experimental science, is pounding his links of tenuous mathematical symbols, shadowy as thought, but unbreakable.


    And don't forget that “Alice in Wonderland” was written by a dreamer who happened also to be a mathematician. Not that I class myself with them; I'm practical enough to leave fantasies alone. Teaching is my business.


    At least, teaching is my main business. I do a little statistical work for industrial corporations when the occasion presents itself—in fact, you'll find my name in the classified section: Abner Aarons, Statistician and Consulting Mathematician. I eke out my professional salary, and I do at times strike something interesting. Of course, in the main such work consists of graphing trends of consumption for manufacturers, or population increases for public utilities.


    And occasionally some up-and-coming advertising agency will consult me on how many sardine cans would be needed to fill the Panama Canal, or some such material to use as catchy advertising copy. Not exactly exciting work, but it helps financially.


    Thus I was not particularly surprised that July morning to receive a call. The university had been closed for some weeks; the summer session 'was about to open, without however, the benefit of my presence. I was taking a vacation, leaving in two or three days for a Vermont village I knew, where the brook trout cared not a bit whether a prizefighter, president, or professor was on the hither end of the line. And I was going alone; three-quarters of the year before a classroom full of the tadpoles called college students had thoroughly wearied me of any further desire for human companionship; my social instincts were temporarily in abeyance.


    Nevertheless, I'm not unthrifty enough to disregard an opportunity to turn an honest penny, and the call was far from unwelcome. Even the modest holiday I planned can bite deeply enough into the financial foundation of an assistant professor's pittance. And the work sounded like one of these fairly lucrative and rather simple propositions.


    “This is Court Strawn,” the telephone announced. “I'm an experimental chemist, and I've completed a rather long series of experiments. I want them tabulated and the results analyzed; do you do that sort of work?”


    I did, and acknowledged as much.


    “It will be necessary for you to call here for your data,” the voice continued. Strangely unctuous, that voice. “It is impossible for me to leave.” There followed an address on West Seventieth Street.


    Well, I had called for data before. Generally the stuff was delivered or mailed to me, but his request wasn't extraordinary, I agreed, and added that I'd be over shortly. No use delaying my vacation if I could help it.


    I took the subway. Taxis are a needless luxury to a professor, and a car of my own was an unrealized ambition. It wasn't long before I entered one of the nondescript brown houses that still survive west of the Avenue. Strawn let me in, and I perceived the reason for his request. The man was horribly crippled; his whole left side was warped like a gnarled oak, and he was hard put to hobble about the house. For the rest—stringy dark hair, and little tense eyes.


    He greeted me pleasantly enough, and I entered a small library, while my host bobbled over to a littered desk, seating himself facing me. The deep-set eyes looked me over, and he chuckled.


    “Are you a good mathematician, Dr. Aarons?” he asked. There was more than a hint of a sneer in his voice.


    “My work has been satisfactory,” I answered, somewhat nettled. “I've been doing statistical work for several years.”


    He waved a shriveled left band.


    “Of course—of course! I don't doubt your practical ability. Are you, however, well versed in the more abstract branches—the theory of numbers, for instance, or the hyper-spatial mathematics?”


    I was feeling rather irritated. There was something about the man—“I don't see that any of this is necessary in statistical analysis of experimental results,” I said. “If you'll give me your data, I'll be going.”


    He chuckled again, seemingly hugely amused.


    “As a matter of fact, Dr. Aarons,” he said smirking, “the experiment isn't completed yet. Indeed, to tell the truth, it is just beginning.”


    “What!” I was really angry. “If this is your idea of a joke—” I started to rise, thoroughly aroused.


    “Just a moment,” said Strawn coolly. He leveled a very effective-looking blue-barreled automatic at me. I sat down again open-mouthed; I confess to a feeling of panic at the sight of the cripple's beady little eyes peering along the ugly weapon.


    “Common politeness dictates that you at least hear me out, Dr. Aarons.” I didn't like the oily smoothness of his voice, but what was I to do?


    “As I was saying, the experiment is just beginning. As a matter of fact, you are the experiment!”


    “Eh?” I said, wondering again if the whole thing might not be a joke of some sort.


    “You're a mathematician, aren't you?” Strawn continued. “Well, that makes you fair game for me. A mathematician, my good friend, is no more to me than something to be hunted down. And I'm doing it!”


    The man was crazy! The realization dawned on me as I strove to bold myself calm. Best to reason with him, I thought.


    “But why?” I asked. “We are a harmless lot.”


    His eyes blazed up with a fierce light.


    “Harmless, eh, harmless! Well, it was one of your colleagues that did—this!” He indicated his withered leg with his withered arm. “He did this with his lying calculations!” He leaned forward confidentially. “Listen to me, Dr. Aarons. I am a chemist, or was once. I used to work with explosives, and was pretty good, too. And then one of you damned calculators figured out a formula for me! A misplaced decimal point—bah! You're all fair game to me!” He paused, and the sneer came back to his lips. “That's simple justice, now, isn't it?”


    Well, you can imagine how thoroughly horrified I was, sitting there facing a homicidal maniac with a loaded gun in his hand. Humor him! I'd heard that was the best treatment. Use persuasion, reason!


    “Now, Mr. Strawn,” I said, “you're certainly entitled to justice. Yes, you certainly are! But surely, Mr. Strawn, you are not serving the ends of justice by venting your anger on me! Surely that isn't justice.”


    He laughed wildly and continued. “A very specious argument, Dr. Aarons. You are simply unfortunate in that your name is the first in the classified section of the directory. Had your colleague given me a chance—any slightest chance to save my body from this that you see, I might be forgiving. But I trusted that fool's calculations!” He twisted his face again into that bitter leer. “As it is, I am giving you far more of a chance than I had. If, as you claim, you are a good mathematician, you shall have your opportunity to escape. I have no quarrel with the real students of figures, but only”—his leer became a very sinister scowl—“only with the dullards, the fakes and the blunderers. Yes, you'll have your chance!” The grin returned to his lips, but his eyes behind the blue automatic never wavered.


    I saw no other alternative but to continue the ghastly farce. Certainly opera opposition to any of his suggestions might only inflame the maniac to violence, so I merely questioned. “And what is the proposition, Mr. Strawn?”


    The scowl became a sneer again.


    “A very fair one, sir. A very fair proposition, indeed.” He chuckled.


    “I should like to bear it,” I said, hoping for an interruption of some sort.


    “You shall. It is just this: You are a mathematician, and you say, a good one. Very well. We shall put your claim to the test. I am thinking of a mathematical quantity, a numerical expression, if you prefer. You have ten questions to discover it. If you do so you are free as far as I am concerned. But if you fail”—his scowl reappeared—“well, if you fail I shall recognize you as one of the tribe of blunderers against whom I war, and the outcome will not be pleasant!”


    Well! It was several moments before I found my voice, and began to babble protests. “But, Mr. Strawn! That's an utter impossibility! The range of numbers is infinite; bow can I identify one with ten questions? Give me a fair test, man! This one offers not a chance in a million! In a billion!”


    He silenced me with a wave of the blue barrel of his weapon.


    “Remember, Dr. Aarons, I did not say it was a number. I said a numerical expression, which is a vastly wider field. I am giving you this hint without deducting a question; you must appreciate my magnanimity!” He laughed. “The rules of our little game are as follows: You may ask me any questions except the direct question, 'What is the expression?' I am bound to answer you in full and to the best of my knowledge any question except the direct inquiry. You may ask me as many questions at a time as you wish up to your limit of ten, but in any event I will answer not less than two per day. That should give you sufficient time for reflection”—again that horrible chuckle—“and my time too is limited.”


    “But, Mr. Strawn,” I argued, “that may keep me here five days. Don't you know that by tomorrow my wife will have the police searching for me?”


    A glint of anger flashed in the mad eyes. “You are not being fair, Dr. Aarons! I know you are not married! I checked up on you before you came here. I know you will not be missed. Do not attempt to lie to me; rather help me serve the ends of justice! You should be more than willing to prove your worth to survive as one of the true mathematicians.” He rose suddenly. “And now, sir, you will please precede me through the door and up those stairs!”


    Nothing to do but obey! The stubby gun in his hand was enough authority, at least to an unadventurous soul like myself. I rose and stalked out of the room at his direction, up the stairs and through a door he indicated. Beyond was a windowless little cell ventilated by a skylight, and the first glance revealed that this was barred. A piece of furniture of the type known as a day-bed, a straight chair, a deep overstuffed chair, and a desk made up the furnishings.


    “Here,” said the self-appointed host, “is your student's cell. On the desk is a carafe of water, and, as you see, an unabridged dictionary. That is the only reference allowed in our little game.” He glanced at his watch. “It is ten minutes to four. By four tomorrow you must have asked me two questions, and have them well thought out! The ten minutes over are a gift from me, lest you doubt my generosity!” He moved toward the door. “I will see that your meals are on time,” he added. “My best wishes, Dr. Aarons.”


    The door clicked shut and I at once commenced a survey of the room. The skylight was hopeless, and the door even more so; I was securely and ingloriously imprisoned. I spent perhaps half an hour in painstaking and fruitless inspection, but the room had been well designed or adapted to its purpose; the massive door was barred on the outside, the skylight was guarded by a heavy iron grating, and the walls offered no slightest hope. Abner Aarons was most certainly a prisoner!


    My mind turned to Strawn's insane game. Perhaps I could solve his mad mystery; at least, I could keep him from violence for five days, and something might occur in the interim, I found cigars on the desk, and, forcing myself to a degree of calm, I lit one and sat down to think.


    Certainly there was no use in getting at his lunatic concept from a quantitative angle, I could waste all ten questions too easily by asking, “Is it greater or less than a million? Is it greater or less than a thousand? Is it greater of less than a hundred?” Impossible to pin the thing by that sort of elimination when it might be a negative number, a fraction or a decimal, or even an imaginary number like the square root of minus one—or, for that matter, any possible combination of these. And that reflection gave me my impulse for the first question; by the time my cigar had been consumed to a tattered stub I had formulated my initial inquiry. Nor had I very long to wait; it was just past six when the door opened.


    “Stand away from the door, Dr. Aarons,” came the voice of my host. I complied perforce; the madman entered, pushing before him a tea caddy bearing a really respectable meal, complete from bouillon to a bottle of wine. He propelled the cart with his withered left band; the right brandished the evil automatic.


    “I trust you have used your time well,” he sneered.


    “At least I have my first question,” I responded.


    “Good, Dr. Aarons! Very good! Let us hear it.”


    “Well,” I continued, “among numbers, expressions of quantity, mathematicians recognize two broad distinctions—two fields in which every possible numerical expression may be classified. These two classifications are known as real numbers on the one band, including every number both positive and negative, all fractions, decimals, and multiples of these numbers, and on the other hand the class of imaginary numbers, which include all products of operations on the quantity called 'c,' otherwise expressed as the square root of minus one.”


    “Of course, Dr. Aarons. That is elementary!”


    “Now then—is this quantity of yours real or imaginary?”


    He beamed with a sinister satisfaction.


    “A very fair question, sir! Very fair! And the answer—may it assist you—is that it is either!”


    A light seemed to burst in my brain! Any student of numbers knows that only one figure is both real and imaginary, the one that marks the point of intersection between the real and imaginary numbergraphs. “I've got it!” The phrase kept running through my mind like a crazy drumbeat! With an effort I kept an appearance of calm.


    “Mr. Strawn,” I said, “is the quantity you have in mind zero?”


    He laughed—a nasty, superior laugh that rasped in my cars.


    “It is not, Dr. Aarons! I know as well as you that zero is both a real and imaginary number! Let me call your attention to my answer: I did not say that my concept was both real and imaginary; I said it was either!” He was backing toward the door. “Let me further remind you that you have eight guesses remaining, since I am forced to consider this premature shot in the dark as one chance! Good evening!”


    He was gone; I heard the bar outside the door settle into its socket with a thump. I stood in the throes of despair, and cast scarcely a glance at the rather sumptuous repast he had served me, but slumped back into my chair.


    It seemed hours before my thoughts were coherent again; actually I never knew the interval, since I did not glance at my watch. However, sooner or later I recovered enough to pour a tumbler of wine and eat a bit of the roast beef; the bouillon was hopelessly cold. And then I settled down to the consideration of my third question.


    From Strawn's several hints in the wording of his terms and the answers to my first and second queries, I tabulated what information I could glean. He had specifically designated a numerical expression; that eliminated the x's and y's of algebraic usage. The quantity was either real or imaginary and was not zero; well, the square of any imaginary is a real number. If the quantity contained more than one figure, or if an exponent was used, then I felt sure his expression was merely the square of an imaginary; one could consider such a quantity either real or imaginary. A means of determining this by a single question occurred to me. I scribbled a few symbols on a sheet of paper, and then, feeling a sudden and thorough exhaustion, I threw myself on the daybed and slept. I dreamed Strawn was pushing me into a nightmarish sea of grinning mathematical monsters.


    The creaking of the door aroused me. Sunbeams illumined the skylight; I had slept out the night. Strawn entered balancing a tray on his left arm, holding the ever-present weapon in his free band. He placed a half dozen covered dishes on the tea-cart, removing the remains of the evening meal to his tray.


    “A poor appetite, Dr. Aarons,” he commented. “You should not permit your anxiety to serve the ends of justice to upset you!” He chuckled with enjoyment of his sarcasm. “No questions yet? No matter; you have until four tomorrow for your next two.”


    “I have a question,” I said, more thoroughly awakened. I rose and spread the sheet of paper on the desk.


    “A numerical quantity, Mr. Strawn, can be expressed as an operation on numbers. Thus, instead of writing the numeral '4' one may prefer to express it as a product, such as '2 x 2,' or as a sum, as '3 + 1,' or as a quotient, as '8/2' or as a remainder, as '5—1.' Or even in other ways—as a square, such as 2(2)... All different methods of expressing the single quantity '4.' Now here I have written out the various mathematical symbols of operations; my question is this: Which if any of these symbols is used in the expression you have in mind?”


    “Very neatly put, Dr. Aarons! You have succeeded in combining several questions in one.” He took the paper from me, spreading it on the desk before him. “This symbol, sir, is the one used.” He indicated the first one in my list—the subtraction sign, a simple dash!


    And my hopes, to use the triviality of a pun, were dashed as well! For that sign eliminated my carefully thought-out theory of a product or square of imaginaries to form a real number. You can't change imaginary to real by addition or subtraction; it takes multiplication, squaring or division to perform that mathematical magic! Once more I was thoroughly at sea, and for a long time I was unable to marshal my thoughts.


    And so the hours dragged into days with the tantalizing slow swiftness that tortures the condemned in a prison death house. I seemed checkmated at every turn; curious paradoxical answers defeated my questions.


    My fourth query, “Are there any imaginaries in your quantity?” elicited a cool, definite “No.” My fifth, “How many digits are used in this expression?” brought forth an equally definite “Two.”


    Now there you are! What two digits connected by a minus sign can you name whose remainder is either real and imaginary? “An impossibility,” I thought. “This maniac's merely torturing me!” And yet—somehow Strawn's madness seemed too ingenious, too clever, for such an answer. He was sincere in his perverted search for justice. I'd have sworn to that.


    On my sixth question, I had an inspiration! By the terms of our game, Strawn was to answer any question save the direct one, “What is this expression?” I saw a way out! On his next appearance I met him with feverish excitement, barely waiting for his entrance to begin my query.


    “Mr. Strawn! Here is a question you are bound by your own rules to answer. Suppose we place an equal sign after your quantity, what number or numbers will complete the equation: What is the quantity equal to?”


    Why was the fiend laughing? Could he squirm out of that poser?


    “Very clever, Dr. Aarons. A very clever question. And the answer is—anything!”


    I suppose I shouted. “Anything! Anything! Then you're a fraud, and your game's a damnable trickery. There's no such expression!”


    “But there is, Doctor! A good mathematician could find it!” And he departed, still laughing.


    I spent a sleepless night. Hour after hour I sat at that hateful desk, checking my scraps of information, thinking, trying to remember fragments of all-but-forgotten theories. And I found solutions! Not one, but several. Lord, how I sweated over them! With four questions—two days—left to me, the solution of the problem began to loom very close. The things dinned in my brain; my judgment counseled me to proceed slowly, to check my progress with another question, but my nature was rebelling against the incessant strain. “Stake it all on your last four questions! Ask them all at once, and end this agony one way or the other!”


    I thought I saw the answer. Oh, the fiendish, insane cleverness of the man! He had pointed to the minus sign on my list, deliberately misled me, for all the time the symbol had meant the bar of a fraction. Do you see? The two symbols are identical—just a simple dash—but one use means subtraction and the other division! “1—1” means zero, but “1/1” means one! And by division his problem could be solved. For there is a quantity that means literally anything, real number or imaginary, and that quantity is “0/0”! Yes, zero divided by zero. You'd think offhand that the answer'd be zero, or perhaps one, but it isn't, not necessarily. Look at it like this: take the equation “2 x 3 = 6.” See? That's another way of saying that two goes into six three times. Now take “0 x 6 = 0.” Perfectly correct, isn't it? Well, in that equation zero goes into zero six times! Or “0/0 = 6”! And so on for any number, real or imaginary—zero divided by zero equals anything!


    And that's what I figured the fiend had done. Pointed to the minus sign when he meant the bar of a fraction, or division!


    He came in grinning at dawn.


    “Are your questions ready, Dr. Aarons? I believe you have four remaining.”


    I looked at him. “Mr. Strawn, is your concept zero divided by zero?”


    He grinned. “No, sir, it is not!”


    I wasn't disheartened. There was just one other symbol I had been thinking of that would meet the requirement—one other possibility. My eighth question followed. “Then is it infinity divided by infinity?”


    The grin widened. “It is not, Dr. Aarons.”


    I was a little panicky then! The end loomed awfully near! There was one way to find out if the thing was fraudulent or not; I used my ninth question:


    “Mr. Strawn, when you designated the dash as the mathematical symbol used in your expression, did you mean it as the bar of a fraction or as the sign of subtraction?”


    “As the subtraction sign, Dr. Aarons. You have one more question. Will you wait until tomorrow to ask it?”


    The fiend was grinning in huge enjoyment. Thoroughly confident, he was, in the intricacies of his insane game. I hesitated in a torture of frenzied indecision. The appalling prospect of another agonized night of doubts decided me.


    “I'll ask it now, Mr. Strawn!”


    It had to be right! There weren't any other possibilities; I'd exhausted all of them in hour after hour of miserable conjecture!


    “Is the expression—the one you're thinking of—infinity minus infinity?”


    It was! I knew it by the madman's glare of amazed disappointment.


    “The devil must have told you!” he shrieked. I think there were flecks of froth on his lips. He lowered the gun in his hand as I edged toward the door; he made no move to stop me, but stood in a sort of desolate silence, until I gained the top of the stairway. Then—


    “Wait a minute!” he screamed. “You'll tell them! Wait just a minute, Dr. Aarons!”


    I was down the stairs in two leaps, and tugging at the door. Strawn came after me, his gun leveled. I heard it crash as the door opened and I slipped out into a welcome daylight.


    Yes, I reported him. The police got him as he was slipping away and dragged him before an alienist. Crazy, but his story was true; he had been mangled in an experimental laboratory explosion.


    * * *


    Oh, the problem? Don't you see? Infinity is the greatest expression of number possible—a number greater than any conceivable. Figure it out like this:


    The mathematician's symbol for infinity is a tipsy eight—so: oo.


    Well, take the question, oo + 6 = oo. That's true, because you can't add anything to infinity that will make it any greater than it is. See? It's the greatest possible number already. Well then, just by transposition, oo—oo = 6. And so on; the same system applies to any conceivable number, real or imaginary.


    There you are! Infinity minus itself may equal any quantity, absolutely any number, real or imaginary, from zero to infinity. No, there was nothing wrong with Court Strawn's mathematics.


    The End


    

  


  
    THE CIRCLE OF ZERO


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    The Law of Chance


    


    'IF THERE were a mountain a thousand miles high, and every thousand years a bird flew over it, just brushing the peak with the tip of its wing, in the course of inconceivable eons the mountain would be worn away. Yet all those ages would not be one second to the length of eternity...'


     I don't know what philosophical mind penned the foregoing, but the words keep recurring to me since last I saw old Aurore de Neant, erstwhile professor of psychology at Tulane. When, back in '24, I took that course in Morbid Psychology from him, I think the only reason for taking it at all was that I needed an eleven o'clock on Tuesdays and Thursdays to round out a lazy program.


     I was gay Jack Anders, twenty-two years old, and the reason seemed sufficient. At least, I'm sure that dark and lovely Yvonne de Neant had nothing to do with it; she was but a child of sixteen.


     Old de Neant liked me, Lord knows why, for I was a poor enough student. Perhaps it was because I never, to his knowledge, punned on his name. Aurore de Neant translates to Dawn of Nothingness, you see; you can imagine what students did to such a name. 'Rising Zero'–'Empty Morning' — those were two of the milder sobriquets.


     That was in '24. Five years later I was a bond salesman in New York, and Professor Aurore de Neant was fired. I learned about it when he called me up; I had drifted quite out of touch with University days.


     He was a thrifty sort. He had saved a comfortable sum, and had moved to New York, and that's when I started seeing Yvonne again, now darkly beautiful as a Tanager figurine. I was doing pretty well, and was piling up a surplus against the day when Yvonne and I...


     At least, that was the situation in August, 1929. In October of the same year, I was as clean as a gnawed bone and old de Neant had but little more meat. I was young, and could afford to laugh; be was old, and he turned bitter. And indeed, Yvonne and I did little enough laughing when we thought of our own future; but we didn't brood like the professor.


     I remember the evening he broached the subject of the Circle of Zero. It was a rainy, blustering fall night, and his beard waggled in the dim lamplight like a wisp of gray mist. Yvonne and I had been staying in evenings of late; shows cost money, and I felt that she appreciated my talking to her father, and — after all — he retired early.


     She was sitting on the davenport at his side when he suddenly stabbed a gnarled finger at me and snapped, 'Happiness depends on money!'


     I was startled. 'Well, it helps,' I agreed.


     His pale blue eyes glittered. 'We must recover ours!' he rasped.


     'How?'


     'I know how. Yes, I know how!' He grinned thinly. 'They think I'm mad. You think I'm mad; even Yvonne thinks so.'


     The girl said softly, reproachfully, 'Father!'


     'But I'm not,' he continued. 'You and Yvonne, and all the fools holding chairs at universities — yes! But not me.


     'I will be, all right, if conditions don't get better soon,' I murmured.


     I was used to the old man's outbursts.


     'They will be better for us,' he said, calming. 'Money! We will do anything for money, won't we, Anders?'


     'Anything honest.'


     'Yes, anything honest. Time is honest, isn't it? An honest cheat, because it takes everything human and turns it into dust.' He peered at my puzzled face. 'I will explain,' he said, 'how we can cheat time.'


     'Cheat?'


     'Yes. Listen, Jack. Have you ever stood in a strange place and felt a sense of having been there before? Have you ever taken a trip and sensed that sometime, somehow, you had done exactly the same thing — when you know you hadn't?'


     'Of course. Everyone has. A memory of the present, Bergson calls–'


     'Bergson is a fool! Philosophy without science. Listen to me.' He leaned forward. 'Did you ever hear of the Law of Chance?'


     I laughed. 'My business is stocks and bonds. I ought to know of it.'


     'Ah,' he said, 'but not enough of it. Suppose I have a barrel with a million trillion white grains of sand in it, and one black grain. You stand and draw a single grain, one after the other, look at it, and throw it back into the barrel. What are the odds against drawing the black grain?'


     'A million trillion to one, on each draw.'


     'And if you draw half of the million trillion grains?'


     'Then the odds are even.'


     'So!' he said. 'In other words, if you draw long enough, even though you return each grain to the barrel and draw again, some day you will draw the black one — if you try long enough!'


     'Yes,' I said.


     'Suppose now you tried for eternity?'


     'Eh?'


     'Don't you see Jack? In eternity the Law of Chance functions perfectly. In eternity, sooner or later, every possible combination of things and events must happen. Must happen, if it's a possible combination. I say, therefore, that in eternity, whatever can happen will happen!' His blue eyes blazed in pale fire.


     I was a trifle dazed. 'I guess you're right,' I muttered.


     'Right! Of course I'm right. Mathematics is infallible, Now do you see the conclusion?'


     'Why — that sooner or later everything will happen.'


     'Bah! It is true that there is eternity in the future; we cannot imagine ending. But Flammarion, before he died, pointed out that there is also an eternity in the past. Since in eternity everything possible must happen, it follows that everything must already have happened!'


     I gasped. 'Wait a minute! I don't see–'


     'Stupidity!' he hissed. 'It is but to say with Einstein that not only space is curved, but time, to say that after untold eons of millenniums, the same things repeat themselves because they must! The Law of Chance says they must, given time enough. The past and the future are the same thing, because everything that will happen must already have happened. Can't you follow so simple a chain of logic?'


     'Why — yes. But where does it lead?'


     'To our money! To our money!'


     'What?'


     'Listen. Do not interrupt. In the past, all possible combinations of atoms and circumstances must have occurred.' He paused, then stabbed that bony finger of his at me. 'Jack Anders, you are a possible combination of atoms and circumstances! Possible because you exist at this moment!'


     'You mean — that I have happened before?'


     He sneered. 'How apt you are! Yes, you have happened before, and will again.'


     'Transmigration!' I gulped. 'That's unscientific!'


     'Indeed?' He frowned as if in effort to gather his thoughts. 'The poet Robert Burns was buried under an apple tree. When, years after his death, he was to be removed to rest among the great men of Westminster Abbey, do you know what they found? Do you know?' — shouting.


     'I'm sorry, but I don't.'


     'They found a root! A root with a bulge for a head, branch roots for arms and legs, and little rootlets for fingers and toes. The apple tree had eaten Bobby Burns — but who had eaten the apples?'


     'Who — what?'


     'Exactly. Who and what? The substance that had been Burns was in the bodies of Scotch countrymen and children, in the bodies of caterpillars who had eaten the leaves and become butterflies and been eaten by birds, in the wood of the tree. Where is Bobby Burns? Transmigration, I tell you! Isn't that transmigration?'


     'Yes — but not what you meant about me. His body may be living, but in a thousand different forms.'


     'Ah! And when some day, eons and eternities in the future, the Laws of Chance form another nebula that will cool to another sun and another earth, is there not the same chance that those scattered atoms may reassemble another Bobby Burns?'


     'But what a chance! Trillions and trillions to one!'


     'But eternity, Jack! In eternity that one chance out of all those trillions must happen — must happen!'


     I was floored. I stared at Yvonne's pale and lovely features, then at the glistening old eyes of Aurore de Neant.


     'You win,' I said with a long sigh. 'But what of it? This is still nineteen twenty-nine, and our money's still sunk in a very sick securities market.'


     'Money!' he groaned. 'Don't you see? That memory we started from — that sense of having done a thing before — that's a memory out of the infinitely dead past — or, which is the same, the infinitely remote future. If only — if only one could remember clearly! But I have a way.' His voice rose suddenly to a shrill scream. 'Yes, I have a way.'


     Wild eyes glared at me. I said, 'A way to remember our former incarnations?' One had to humor the old professor. 'To remember — the future?'


     'Yes — like incarnation!' His voice crackled wildly. 'Re-in-carnationei which is Latin for 'by the thing in the carnation', but it wasn't a carnation — it was an apple tree. The carnation is dianthus carophyllus, which proves that the Hottentots plant carnations on the graves of their ancestors, whence the expression 'nipped in the bud.' If carnations grow on apple trees–'


     'Father!' cut in Yvonne sharply. 'You're tired!' Her voice softened. 'Come. You're going to bed.'


     'Yes,' he cackled. 'To a bed of carnations.'


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    Experiments in Hypnotism


    


    SOME evenings later, Aurore de Neant reverted to the same topic. He was clear enough as to where he had left off.


     'So in this millennially dead post,' he began suddenly, 'there was a year nineteen twenty-nine, and two fools named Anders and de Neant, who invested their money in what are sarcastically called securities. There was a clown's panic, and their money vanished.' He leered fantastically at me. 'Wouldn't it be nice if they could remember what happened in, say, the months from December, nineteen twenty-nine, to June, nineteen thirty — next year?' His voice was suddenly whining. 'They could get their money back then!'


     I humored him. 'If they could remember.'


     'They can!' he blazed. 'They can!'


     'How?'


     His voice dropped to a confidential softness. 'Hypnotism! You studied Morbid Psychology under me, didn't you, Jack? Yes — I remember.'


     'But, hypnotism' I objected. 'Every psychiatrist uses that in his treatments, and no one has remembered a previous incarnation, or anything like it.'


     'No. They're fools, these doctors and psychiatrists. Listen — do you remember the three stages of the hypnotic state, as you learned them?'


     'Yes. Somnambulism, lethargy, catalepsy.'


     'Right. In the first, the subject speaks, answers questions. In the second, he sleeps deeply. In the third, catalepsy, he is rigid, stiff, so that he can be laid across two chairs, sat on — all that nonsense.'


     'I remember. What of it?'


     He grinned bleakly. 'In the first stage the subject remembers everything that ever happened during his life. His subconscious mind is dominant, and that never forgets. Correct?'


     'So we were taught.'


     He leaned tensely forward. 'In the second stage, lethargy, my theory is that he remembers everything that happened in his other lives! He remembers the future!'


     'Huh? Why doesn't someone do it, then?'


     'He remembers while he sleeps; he forgets when he wakes. That's why. But I believe that with proper training he can learn to remember.'


     'And you're going to try?'


     'Not I. I know too little of finance. I wouldn't know how to interpret my memories.'


     'Who, then?'


     'You!' He jabbed that long finger against me.


     I was thoroughly startled. 'Me? Oh, no! Not a chance of it!'


     'Jack,' he said querulously, 'didn't you study hypnotism in my course? Didn't you learn how harmless it is? You know what tommyrot the idea is of one mind dominating another. You know the subject really hypnotizes himself, and that no one can hypnotize an unwilling person. Then what are you afraid of?'


     I — well, I didn't know what to answer. 'I'm not afraid,' I said grimly. 'I just don't like it.'


     'You're afraid!'


     'I'm not!'


     'You are!' He was growing excited.


     It was at that moment that Yvonne's footsteps sounded in the hall. His eyes glittered; he looked at me with a sinister hint of cunning. 'I dislike cowards,' he whispered. His voice rose. 'So does Yvonne!'


     She entered, perceiving his excitement. 'Oh!' she frowned. 'Why do you have to take these theories so to heart, father?'


     'Theories?' he screeched. 'Yes! I have a theory that when you walk you stand still and the sidewalk moves back. No — then the sidewalk would split if two people walked toward each other — or maybe it's elastic. Of course it's elastic! That's why the last mile is the longest; it's been stretched!'


     Yvonne got him to bed.


     He talked me into it. I don't know how much was due to my own credulity and how much to Yvonne's solemn dark eyes. I half-believed the professor by the time he'd spent another evening in argument, but I think the clincher was his veiled, threat to forbid Yvonne my company. She'd have obeyed him if it killed her; she was from New Orleans too, you see, and of Creole blood.


     I won't describe that troublesome course of training. One has to develop the hypnotic habit; it's like any other habit, and must be formed slowly. Contrary to the popular opinion, morons and people of low intelligence can't ever do it. It takes real concentration; the whole knack of it is in the ability to concentrate one's attention — and I don't mean the hypnotist, either.


     I mean the subject. The hypnotist hasn't a thing to do with it except to furnish the necessary suggestion by murmuring, 'Sleep — sleep — sleep — sleep–' And even that isn't necessary, once you learn the trick of it.


     I spent half an hour or more, nearly every evening, learning that trick. It was tedious, and a dozen times I became thoroughly disgusted and swore to have no more to do with the farce. But always, after the half-hour's humoring of de Neant, there was Yvonne, and the boredom vanished. As a sort of reward. I suppose, the old man took to leaving us alone; and we used our time, I'll wager, to better purpose than he used his.


     But I began to learn, little by little. Came a time, after three weeks of tedium, when I was able to cast myself into a light somnambulistic state. I remember how the glitter of the cheap stone in Professor de Neant's ring grew until it filled the world, and how his voice, mechanically dull, murmured like the waves of sleep in my ears. I remember everything that transpired during those minutes, even his query, 'Are you sleeping?' and my automatic reply, 'Yes.


     By the end of November we had mastered the second state of lethargy, and then — I don't know why, but a sort of enthusiasm for the madness took hold of me. Business was at a standstill; I grew tired of facing customers to whom I had sold bonds at par that were now worth fifty or less — and trying to explain why. After a while I began to drop in on the professor during the afternoon, and we went through the insane routine again and again.


     Yvonne comprehended only a part of the bizarre scheme. She was never in the room during our half-hour trials, and knew only vaguely that we were involved in some sort of experiment that was to restore our lost money. I don't suppose she had much faith in it, but she always indulged her father.


     It was early in December that I began to remember things. Dim and formless things at first — sensations that utterly eluded the rigidities of words. I tried to express them to de Neant, but it was hopeless.


     'A circular feeling,' I'd say. 'No — not exactly — a sense of spiral — not that, either. Roundness — I can't recall it now. It slips away.'


     He was jubilant. 'It comes!' he whispered, gray beard a-waggle and pale eyes glittering. 'You begin to remember!'


     'But what good is a memory like that?'


     'Wait! It will come clearer. Of course not all your memories will be of the sort we can use. They will be scattered. Through all the multifold eternities of the past-future circle you can't have been always Jack Anders, securities salesman. There will be fragmentary memories, recollections of times when your personality was partially existent, when the Laws of Chance had assembled a being who was not quite Jack Anders in some period of the infinite worlds that must have risen and died in the span of eternities. But somewhere too, the same atoms, the same conditions, must have made you. You're the black grain among the trillions of white and with all eternity to draw must have been drawn before — many, many times–'


     'Do you suppose,' I asked suddenly, 'that anyone exists twice on the same earth? Reincarnation in the sense of the Hindus?'


     He laughed scornfully. 'The age of the earth is somewhere between a thousand million and three thousand million years. What proportion of eternity is that?'


     'Why — no proportion at all. Zero.'


     'Exactly, and zero represents the chance of the same atoms combining to form the same person twice in one cycle of a planet. But I have shown that trillions, or trillions of trillions of years ago, there must have been another earths another Jack Anders, and' — his voice took on that whining note–'another crash that ruined Jack Anders and old de Neant. That is the time you must remember out of lethargy,'


     'Catalepsy!' I said. 'What would one remember in that?'


     'God knows.'


     'What a mad scheme!' I said suddenly. 'What a crazy pair of fools we are!' The adjectives were a mistake.


     'Mad? Crazy?' His voice became a screech. 'Old de Neant is mad, eh? Old Dawn of Nothingness is crazy! You think time doesn't go in a circle, don't you? Do you know what a circle represents? I'll tell you! A circle is the mathematical symbol for zero! Time is zero — time is a circle. I have a theory that the hands of a clock are really the noses because they're on the clock's face, and since time is a circle they go round and round and round and round–'


     Yvonne slipped quietly into the room and patted her father's furrowed forehead. She must have been listening.


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    Into the Future


    


    'LOOK here,' I said at a later time to de Neant. 'If the past and future are the same thing, then the future's as unchangeable as the past. How, then, can we expect to change it by recovering our money?'


     'Change it?' he snorted. 'How do you know we're changing it? How do you know that this same thing wasn't done by that Jack Anders and de Neant back on the other side of eternity? I say it was!'


     I subsided, and the weird business went on. My memories — if they were memories — were coming clearer now. Often and often I saw things out of my own immediate past of twenty-seven years, though of course de Neant assured me that these were visions from the past of that other self on the far side of time.


     I saw other things too, incidents that I couldn't place in my experience, though I couldn't be quite sure they didn't belong there. I might have forgotten, you see, since they were of no particular importance. I recounted everything dutifully to the old man immediately upon awakening, and sometimes that was difficult, like trying to find words for a half-remembered dream.


     There were other memories as well — bizarre, outlandish dreams that had little parallel in human history. These were always vague and sometimes very horrible, and only their inchoate and formless character kept them from being utterly nerve-racking and terrifying.


     At one time, I recall, I was gazing through a little crystalline window into a red fog through which moved indescribable faces — not human, not even associable with anything I had ever seen. On another occasion I was wandering, clad in furs, across a cold gray desert, and at my side was a woman who was not quite Yvonne.


     I remember calling her Pyroniva, and knowing even that the name meant 'Snowy-fire.' And here and there in the air about us floated queer little bloated fungoid things, bobbing around like potatoes in a water bucket; and once we stood very quiet while a menacing form that was only remotely like the small fungi droned purposefully far overhead, toward some unknown objective.


     At still another time I was peering fascinated into a spinning pool of mercury, watching an image therein of two wild, winged figures playing in a roseate glade — not at all human in form, but transcendently beautiful, bright and iridescent.


     I felt a strange kinship between these two creatures and myself and Yvonne, but I had no inkling of what they were, nor upon what world, nor at what time in eternity, nor even of what nature was the room that held the spinning pool that pictured them.


     Old Aurore de Neant listened carefully to the wild word-pictures I drew.


     'Fascinating!' he muttered. 'Glimpses of an infinitely distant future, caught from a ten-fold infinitely remote past. These things you describe are not earthly; it means that somewhere, sometime, men are actually to burst the prison of space and visit other worlds. Some day…'


     'If these glimpses aren't simply nightmares,' I said.


     'They're not nightmares,' he snapped, 'but they might as well be, for all the value they are to us.' I could see him struggle to calm himself. 'Our money is still gone. We must try, keep trying, for years, for centuries, until we get the black grain of sand, because black sand is a sign of gold-bearing ore–' He paused. 'What am I talking about?' he said querulously.


     Well, we kept trying. Interspersed with the wild, all but indescribable visions came others almost rational. The thing became a fascinating game. I was neglecting my business — though that was small loss — to chase dreams with old Professor Aurora de Neant I spent evenings, afternoons, and finally mornings, too, lying in the slumber of the lethargic state, or telling the old man what fantastic things I had dreamed — or, as he said, remembered. Reality became dim to me; I was living in an outlandish world of fancy, and only the dark, tragic eyes of Yvonne tugged at me, pulled me back into the daylight world of sanity.


     I have mentioned more nearly rational visions. I recall one a city, but what a city! Sky-piercing, white and beautiful, and the people of it were grave with the wisdom of gods. Pale and lovely people, but solemn, wistful, sad. There was the aura of brilliance and wickedness that hovers about all great cities, that was born, I suppose, in Babylon, and will remain until great cities are no more.


     But there was something else, something rather intangible; I don't know exactly what to call it, but perhaps the word decadence is as close as any word we have. As I stood at the base of a colossal structure there was the whir of quiet machinery, but it seemed to me, nevertheless, that the city was dying.


     It might have been the moss that grew green on the north walls of the buildings; it might have been the grass that pierced here and there through the cracks of the marble pavements; or it might have been only the grave and sad demeanor of the pale inhabitants. There was something that hinted of a doomed city and a dying race.


     A strange thing happened when I tried to describe this particular memory to old de Neant. I stumbled over the details, of course; these visions from the unplumbed depths of eternity were curiously hard to fix between the rigid walls of words. They tended to grow vague, to elude the waking memory. Thus, in this description, I had forgotten the name of the city.


     'It was called,' I said hesitatingly, 'Termis or Termolia, or–'


     'Termopolis!' hissed de Neant impatiently. 'City of the End!'


     I stared amazed. 'That's it! But how did you know?' In the sleep of lethargy, I was sure, one never speaks.


     A queer, cunning look flashed in his ale eyes. 'I knew,' he muttered. 'I knew.' He would say no more.


     But I think I saw that city once again. It was when I wandered over a brown and treeless plain, not like that cold gray desert, but apparently an arid and barren region of the earth. Dim on the western horizon was the circle of a great cool, reddish sun; it had always been there, I remembered, and knew with some other part of my mind that the vast brake of the tides had at last slowed the earth's rotation to a stop, and day and night no longer chased each other around the planet.


     The air was biting cold, and my companions and I — there were half a dozen of us — moved in a huddled group, as if to lend each other warmth from our half-naked bodies. We were all of us thin-legged, skinny creatures, with oddly deep chests and enormous, luminous eyes, and the one nearest me was again a woman who had something of Yvonne in her, but very little. And I was not quite Jack Anders, either; but some remote fragment of me survived in that barbaric brain.


     Beyond a hill was the surge of an oily sea. We crept circling about the mound, and suddenly I perceived that sometime in the infinite past that hill had been a city. A few Gargantuan blocks of stone lay crumbling on it, and one lonely fragment of a ruined wall rose gauntly to four or five times a man's height. It was at this spectral remnant that the leader of our miserable crew gestured, then spoke in somber tones — not English words, but I understood.


     'The gods,' he said — 'the gods who piled stones upon stones are dead, and harm not us who pass the place of their dwelling.'


     I knew what that was meant to be. It was an incantation, a ritual; to protect us from the spirits that lurked among the ruins — the ruins, I believe, of a city built by our own ancestors thousands of generations before.


     As we passed the wall I looked back at a flicker of movement, and saw something hideously like a black rubber doormat flop itself around angle of the wall. I drew closer to the woman beside me and we crept on down to the sea for water — yes, water, for with the cessation of the planet's rotation rainfall had vanished also and all life huddled near the edge of the undying sea and learned to drink its bitter brine. I didn't glance again at the hill which had been Termopolis, the City of the End; but I knew that some chance-born fragment of Jack Anders had been — or will be; what difference, if time is a circle — witness of an age close to the day of humanity's doom.


     It was early in December that I had the first memory of something that might have been suggestive of success. It was a simple and very sweet memory, just Yvonne and I in a garden that I knew was the inner grounds on one of the New Orleans' old homes — one of those built, in the Continental fashion, about a court.


     We sat on a stone bench beneath the oleanders, and I slipped my arm very tenderly about her and murmured, 'Are you happy, Yvonne?'


     She looked at me with those tragic eyes of hers and smiled, and then answered, 'As happy as I have ever been.'


     And I kissed her.


     That was all, but it was important. It was vastly important, because it was definitely not a memory out of my own personal past. You see, I had never sat beside Yvonne in a garden sweet with oleanders in the Old Town of New Orleans, and I had never kissed her until we met again in New York.


     Aurore de Neant was elated when I described this vision.


     'You see!' he gloated. 'There is evidence. You have remembered the future! Not your own future, of course, but that of another ghostly Jack Anders, who died trillions and quadrillions of years ago.'


     'But it doesn't help us, does it?' I asked.


     'Oh, it will come now! You wait. The thing we want will come.'


     And it did, within a week. This memory was curiously bright and clear, and familiar in every detail. I remember the day. It was — the eighth of December, 1929, and I had wandered aimlessly about in search of business during the morning. In the grip of that fascination I mentioned I drifted to de Neant's apartment after lunch. Yvonne left us to ourselves, as was her custom, and we began.


     This was, as I said, a sharply outlined memory — or dream. I was leaning over my desk in the company's office, that too-seldom-visited office. One of the other salesmen — Summers was his name — was leaning over my shoulder, and we were engaged in the quite customary pastime of scanning the final market reports in the evening 'paper.' The print stood out clear as reality itself; I glanced without surprise at the date-line. It was Thursday, April 27th, 1930 — almost five months in the future!


     Not that I realized that during the 'vision,' of course, the day was merely the present to me; I was simply looking over the list of the day's trading. Figures — familiar names. Tele-Phone, 210 3/8; U. S. Steel, 161; Paramount, 68 1/2.


     I jabbed a finger at Steel. 'I bought that at 72,' I said over my shoulder to Summers. 'I sold out everything today. Every stock I own. I'm getting out before there's a secondary crack.'


     'Lucky stiff!' he murmured. 'Buy at the December lows and sell out now! Wish I'd had money to do it.' He paused. 'What you gonna do? Stay with the company?'


     'No. I've enough to live on. I'm going to stick it in Governments and paid-up insurance annuities, and live on the income. I've had enough of gambling'


     'You lucky stiff!' he said again. 'I'm sick of the Street too. Staying in New York?'


     'For a while. Just till I get my stuff invested properly. Yvonne and I are going to New Orleans for the winter.' I paused. 'She's had a tough time of it. I'm glad we're where we are.'


     'Who wouldn't be?' asked Summers, and then again, 'You lucky stiff.'


     De Neant was frantically excited when I described this to him. 'That's it!' he screamed. 'We buy! We buy tomorrow! We sell on the twenty-seventh of May, and then — New Orleans!'


     Of course I was nearly equally enthusiastic. 'By heaven!' I said. 'It's worth the risk! We'll do it!' And then a sudden hopeless thought. 'Do it? Do it with what? I have less than a hundred dollars to my name. And you–'


     The old man groaned. 'I have nothing,' he said in abrupt gloom. 'Only the annuity we live on. One can't borrow on that.' Again a gleam of hope. 'The banks. We'll borrow from them!'


     I had to laugh, though it was a bitter laugh. 'What bank would lend us money on a story like this? They wouldn't lend Rockefeller himself money to play this sick market, not without security. We're sunk, that's all.'


     I looked at his pale, worried eyes. 'Sunk,' he echoed dully. Then again that wild gleam. 'Not sunk!' he yelled. 'How can we be? We did do it. You remembered our doing it! We must have found the way!'


     I gazed, speechless. Suddenly a queer, mad thought flashed over me. This other Jack Anders, this ghost of quadrillions of centuries past — or future — he too must be watching, or had watched, or yet would watch, me — the Jack Anders of this cycle of eternity. He must be watching as anxiously as I to discover the means. Each of us watching the other; neither of us knowing the answer. The blind leading the blind! I laughed at the irony.


     But old de Neant was not laughing. The strangest expression I have ever seen in a man's eyes was in his as he repeated very softly, 'We must have found the way, because it was done. At least you and Yvonne found the way.'


     'Then all of us must,' I answered sourly.


     'Yes. Oh, yes. Listen to me, lack. I am an old man, old Aurore de Neant. I am old Dawn of Nothingness, and my mind is cracking. Don't shake your head!' he snapped. 'I am not mad. I am simply misunderstood. None of you understand. Why, I have a theory that trees, grass, and people do not grow taller at all; they grow by pushing the earth away from them, which is why you keep hearing that the world is getting smaller every day. But you don't understand; Yvonne doesn't understand–'


     The girl must have been listening. Without my seeing her, she had slipped into the room and put her arms gently about her father's shoulders, while she gazed across at me with anxious eyes.


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    A Prophecy


    


    THERE was one more vision, irrelevant in a way, yet vitally important in another way. It was the next evening, an early December snowfall was dropping its silent white beyond the windows, and the ill-heated apartment of the de Neants was draughty and chill. I saw Yvonne shiver as she greeted me, and again as she left the room, and I noticed that old de Neant followed her to the door with his thin arms about her, and that he returned with very worried eyes.


     'She is New Orleans born,' he murmured. 'This dreadful arctic climate will destroy her. We must find a way at once.'


     That vision was a somber one. I stood on a cold, wet, snowy ground; just myself and Yvonne and one who stood beside an open grave. Behind us stretched rows of crosses and white tombstones, but in our corner the place was ragged, untended, unconsecrated. The priest was saying, 'And these are things that only God understands.'


     I slipped a comforting arm about Yvonne. She raised her dark, tragic eyes and whispered–' It was yesterday, Jack. Just yesterday that he said to me, 'Next winter you shall spend in New Orleans, Yvonne.' Just yesterday!'


     I tried a wretched smile, but I could only stare mournfully at her forlorn face, watching a tear that rolled slowly down her right cheek, hung glistening there a moment, then was joined by another and splashed unregarded on the black bosom of her dress.


     That was all, but how could I describe that vision to old de Neant? I tried to evade; he kept insisting


     'There wasn't any hint of the way,' I told him. Useless; at last I had to tell anyway.


     He was very silent for a full minute. 'Jack,' he said finally, 'do you know when I said that to her about New Orleans? This morning when we watched the snow.'


     I didn't know what to do. Suddenly this whole concept of remembering the future seemed mad, insane; in all my memories there had been not a single spark of real proof, not a single hint of prophecy. So I did nothing at all, but simply gazed silently as old Aurore de Neant walked out of the room. And when, two hours later, while Yvonne and I talked, he finished writing a certain letter and then shot himself through the heart — why, that proved nothing either.


     So it was the following day that Yvonne and I, his only mourners, followed old Dawn of Nothingness to his suicide's grave. I stood beside her and tried as best I could to console her, and roused from a dark reverie to hear her words: 'Just yesterday that he said to me, 'Next winter you shall spend in New Orleans, Yvonne.' just Yesterday!'


     I watched the tear that rolled slowly down her right cheek, hung glistening there a moment, then was joined by another and splashed on the black bosom of her dress.


     But it was later, during the evening that the most ironic revelation of all occurred, I was gloomily blaming myself for the weakness of indulging old de Neant in the mad experiment that had led, in a way, to his death. It was as if Yvonne read my thoughts, for she said suddenly, 'He was breaking, Jack. His mind was going. I heard all those strange things he kept murmuring to you.'


     'What?'


     'I listened, of course, behind the door there. I never left him alone. I heard him whisper the queerest things — faces in a red fog, words about a cold gray desert, the name Pyroniva, the word Termopolis. He leaned over you as you sat with closed eyes, and he whispered, whispered all the time.'


     Irony of ironies! It was old de Neant's mad mind that had suggested the visions! He had described them to me as I sat in the sleep of lethargy! Later we found the letter he had written, and again I was deeply moved. The old man had carried a little insurance; just a week before he had borrowed on one of the policies to pay the premiums on it and the others. But the letter — well, he had made me beneficiary of half the amount! And the instructions were:


     'You, Jack Anders, will take both your money and Yvonne's and carry out the plan as you know I wish.'


     Aurore De Neant had found the way to provide the money, but I couldn't gamble Yvonne's last dollar on the scheme of a disordered mind.


     'What will we do?' I asked her. 'Of course the money's all yours. I won't touch it.'


     'Mine?' she echoed. 'Why, no. We'll do as he wished. Do you think I'd not respect his last request?'


     Well, we did. I took those miserable few thousands and spread it around in that sick December market. You remember what happened, how during the spring the prices skyrocketed as if they were heading back toward 1929, when actually the depression was just gathering breath. I rode that market like a circus performer; I took profits and pyramided them back, and on April 27th, with our money multiplied fifty times, I sold out and watched the market slide back.


     Coincidence? Very likely. After all, Aurore de Neant's mind was clear enough most of the time. Other economists predicted that spring rise; perhaps he foresaw it too. Perhaps he staged this whole affair just to trick us into the gamble, one which we'd never have dared otherwise. And then when he saw we were going to fail from lack of money, he took the only means he had of providing it.


     Perhaps. That's the rational explanation, and yet — that vision of ruined Termopolis keeps haunting me. I see again the gray cold desert of the floating fungi. I wonder often about the immutable Laws of Chance, and about a ghostly Jack Anders somewhere beyond eternity.


     For perhaps he does — did — will exist. Otherwise, how to explain that final vision? What of Yvonne's words beside her father's grave? Could he have foreseen those words and whispered them to me? Possibly. But what, then, of those two tears that hung glistening, merged, and dropped from her cheeks?


     What of them?
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    Pure Horror


    


    [image: Picture]HAT ISN'T WHAT I MEAN, SAID NICHOLAS Devine, turning his eyes on his companion. "I mean pure horror in the sense of horror detached from experience, apart from reality, Not just a formless fear, which implies either fear of something that might happen, or fear of unknown dangers. Do you see what I mean?"


    "Of course," said Pat, letting her eyes wander over the black expanse of night-dark Lake Michigan. "Certainly I see what you mean but I don't quite understand how you'd do it. It sounds — well, difficult."


    She gazed at his lean profile, clear-cut against the distant light. He had turned, staring thoughtfully over the lake, idly fingering the levers on the steering wheel before him. The girl wondered a little at her feeling of contentment; she, Patricia Lane, satisfied to spend an evening in nothing more exciting than conversation! And they must have parked here a full two hours now. There was something about Nick —she didn't understand exactly what; sensitivity, charm, personality. Those were meaningless cliches, handles to hold the unexplainable nuances of character.


    "It is difficult," resumed Nick. "Baudelaire tried it, Poe tried it. And in painting, Hogarth, Goya, Dore. Poe came closest, I think; he caught the essence of horror in an occasional poem or story. Don't you think so?”


    "I don't know," said Pat. "I've forgotten most of my Poe."


    "Remember that story of his — 'The Black Cat'?"


    "Dimly. The man murdered his wife."


    "Yes. That isn't the part I mean. I mean the cat itself — the second cat. You know a cat, used rightly, can be a symbol of horror."


    "Indeed yes!" The girl shuddered. "I don't like the treacherous beasts!"


    "And this cat of Poe's," continued Nick, warming to his subject. "Just think of it — in the first place, it's black; element of horror. Then, it's gigantic, unnaturally, abnormally large. And then it's not all black — that would be inartistically perfect — but has a formless white mark on its breast, a mark that little by little assumes a fantastic form — do you remember what?"


    "No."


    "The form of a gallows!"


    "Oh!" said the girl. "Ugh!"


    "And then — climax of genius — the eyes! Blind in one eye, the other a baleful yellow orb! Do you feel it? A black cat, an enormous black cat marked with a gallows, and lacking one eye, to make the other even more terrible! Literary tricks, of course, but they work, and that's genius! Isn't it?"


    "Genius! Yes, if you call it that. The perverse genius of the Devil!"


    "That's what I want to write — what I will write some day." He watched the play of lights on the restless surface of the waters "Pure horror, the epitome of the horrible. It could be written, but it hasn't been yet; not even by Poe."


    "That little analysis of yours was bad enough, Nick! Why should you want to improve on his treatment of the theme?"


    "Because I like to write, and because I'm interested in the horrible. Two good reasons."


    "Two excuses, you mean. Of course, even if you'd succeed, you couldn't force anyone to read it."


    "If I succeed, there'd be no need to force people. Success would mean that the thing would be great literature, and even today, in these times, there are still people to read that. And besides —" He paused.


    "Besides what?"


    "Everybody's interested in the horrible. Even you are, whether or not you deny it."


    "I certainly do deny it!"


    "But you are, Pat. It's natural to be."


    "It isn't!"


    "Then what is?"


    "Interest in people, and life, and gay times, and pretty things, and — and one's self and one's own feelings. And the feelings of the people one loves."


    "Yes. It comes to exactly the point I've been stressing. People are sordid, life is hopeless, gay times are stupid, beauty is sensual, one's own feelings are selfish. And love is carnal. That's the array of horrors that holds your interest!"


    The girl laughed in exasperation. "Nick, you could out-argue your name-sake, the Devil himself! Do you really believe that indictment of the normal viewpoint?"


    "I do — often!"


    "Now?"


    "Now," he said, turning his gaze on Pat, "I have no feeling of it at all. Now, right now, I don't believe it."


    "Why not?" she queried, smiling ingenuously at him.


    "You, obviously."


    "Gracious! I had no idea my logic was as convincing as that."


    "Your logic isn't. The rest of you is."


    "That sounds like a compliment," observed Pat. "If it is," she continued in a bantering tone, "it's the only one I can recall obtaining from you."


    "That's because I seldom call attention to the obvious."


    "And that's another," laughed the girl. "I'll have to mark this date in red on my calendar. It's entirely unique in our — let's see — nearly a month's acquaintance."


    "Is it really so short a time? I know you so well that it must have taken years. Every detail!" He closed his eyes. "Hair like black silk, and oddly dark blue eyes — if I were writing a poem at the moment, I'd call them violet. Tiny lips, the sort the Elizabethan called bee-stung. Straight nose, and a figure that is a sort of vest-pocket copy of Diana. Right?" He opened his eyes.


    "Nice, but exaggerated. And even if you were correct, that isn't Pat Lane, the real Pat Lane. A camera could do better on a tenth of a second's acquaintance!"


    "Check!" He closed his eyes again. "Personality, piquant. Character, loyal, naturally happy, intelligent, but not serious. An intellectual butterfly; a dilettante. Poised, cool, self-possessed, yet inherently affectionate. A being untouched by reality, as yet, living in Chicago and in a make-believe world at the same time." He paused, "How old are you, Pat?"


    "Twenty-two. Why?"


    "I wondered how long one could manage to stay in the world of make-believe. I'm twenty-six, and I'm long exiled."


    "I don't think you know what you mean by a make-believe world. I'm sure I don't."


    "Of course you don't. You can't know and still remain there. It's like being happy; once you realize it, it's no longer perfect."


    "Then don't explain!"


    "Wouldn't make any difference if I did, Pat. It's a queer world, like the Sardoodledom of Sardou and the afternoon-tea school of playwrights. All stage-settings and pretense, but it looks real while you're watching, especially if you're one of the characters."


    The girl laughed. "You're a deliciously solemn sort, Nick. How would you like to hear my analysis of you?"


    "I wouldn't!"


    "You inflicted yours on me, and I'm entitled to revenge. And so — you're intelligent, lazy, dreamy, and with a fine perception of artistic values. You're very alert to impressions of the senses — I mean you're sensuous without being sensual. You're delightfully serious without being somber, except sometimes. Sometimes I feel a hint, just a thrilling hint, in your character, of something dangerously darker —"


    "Don't!" said Nick sharply.


    Pat shot him a quick glance. "And you're frightened to death of falling in love," she concluded imperturbably.


    "Oh! Do you think so?"


    "I do."


    "Then you're wrong! I can't be afraid of it, since I've known for the better part of a month that I've been in love."


    "With me," said the girl.


    "Yes, with you!"


    "Well!" said Pat. "It never before took me a month to extract that admission from a man. Is twenty-two getting old?"


    "You're a tantalizing imp!"


    "And so?" She pursed her lips, assuming an air of disappointment. "What am I to do about it —scream for help? You haven't given me anything to scream about."


    The kiss, Pat admitted to herself, was quite satisfactory. She yielded herself to the pleasure of it; it was decidedly the best kiss she had, in her somewhat limited experience, encountered. She pushed herself away finally, with a little gasp, gazing bright-eyed at her companion. He was staring down at her with serious eyes; there was a tense twist to his mouth, and a curiously unexpected attitude of unhappiness.


    "Nick!" she murmured. "Was it as bad as all that?"


    "Bad! Pat, does it mean you — care for me? A little, anyway?"


    "A little," she admitted. "Maybe more. Is that what makes you look so forlorn?"


    He drew her closer to him. "How could I look forlorn, Honey, when something like this has happened to me? That was just my way of looking happy."


    She nestled as closely as the steering wheel permitted, drawing his arm about her shoulders. "I hope you mean that, Nick."


    "Then you mean it? You really do?”


    "I really do."


    "I'm glad," he said huskily. The girl thought she detected a strange dubious note in his voice. She glanced at his face; his eyes were gazing into the dim remoteness of the night horizon.


    "Nick," she said, "why were you so — well, so reluctant about admitting this? You must have known I — like you. I showed you that deliberately in so many ways."


    "I — I wasn't quite sure."


    "You were! That isn't it, Nick. I had to practically browbeat you into confessing you cared for me. Why?"


    He stepped on the starter; the motor ground into sudden life. The car backed into the road, turning toward Chicago, that glared like a false dawn in the southern sky.


    "I hope you never find out," he said.


    


    2


    Science of Mind


    


    [image: Picture]HE'S OUT," SAID PAT AS THE MASSIVE FORM OF Dr. Carl Horker loomed in the doorway. "Your treatments must be successful; Mother's out playing bridge."


    The Doctor gave his deep, rumbling chuckle. "So much the better, Pat. I don't feel professional anyway." He moved into the living room, depositing his bulk on a groaning davenport. "And how's yourself?”


    "Too well to be a patient of yours," retorted the girl. "Psychiatry! The new religion! Just between friends, it's all applesauce, isn't it?"


    “If I weren't trying to act in place of your father, I'd resent that, young lady," said the Doctor placidly. "Psychiatry is a definite science, and a pretty important one. Applied psychology, the science of the human mind."


    "If said mind exists," added the girl, swinging her slim legs over the arm of a chair.


    "Correct," agreed the Doctor. "In my practice I find occasional evidence that it does. Or did; your generation seems to have found substitutes."


    "Which appears to work just as well!" laughed Pat. "All our troubles are more or less inherited from your generation."


    "Touche!" admitted Dr. Horker. "But my generation also bequeathed you some solid values which you don't know how to use."


    "They've been weighed and found wanting," said Pat airily. "We're busy replacing them with our own values."


    "Which are certainly no better."


    "Maybe not, Doc, but at least they're ours."


    "Yours and Tom Paine's. I can't see that you young moderns have brought any new ideas to the social scheme."


    "New or not, we're the first ones to give 'em a try-out. Your crowd took it out in talk."


    "That's an insult," observed the Doctor cheerfully. "If I weren't acting in loco parentis—"


    "I know! You'd give me a few licks in the spot popularly supposed to do the most good! Well, that's part of a parent's privilege, isn't it?"


    "You've grown beyond the spanking age, my dear. Physically, if not mentally — though I don't say the process would hurt me as much as you. I'd doubtless enjoy it."


    "Then you might try sending me to bed without my dinner," the girl laughed.


    "That's a doctor's perrogative, Pat. I've even done that to your Mother."


    "In other words, you're a complete flop as a parent. All the responsibilities, and none of the privileges."


    "That expresses it."


    "Well, you elected yourself, Doc. It's not my fault you happened to live next door."


    "No. It's my misfortune."


    "And I notice," remarked Pat wickedly, "that you're not too thoroughly in loco to neglect sending Mother a bill for services rendered!"


    "My dear girl, that's part of the treatment!"


    "So? And how?"


    "I furnish a bill just steep enough to keep your mother from indulging too frequently in medical services. Without that little practical check on her inclinations, she'd be a confirmed neurotic. One of those sweet, resigned, professional invalids, you know."


    "Then why not send her a bill tall enough to cure her altogether?"


    "She might change to psychoanalysis or New Thought," chuckled the Doctor. "Besides, your father wanted me to look after her, and besides that, I like having the run of the house."


    "Well, I'm sure I don't mind." observed Pat. "We've a dog and a canary bird, too."


    "You're in fine fettle this afternoon!" laughed her companion. "Must've been a successful date last night."


    "It was." Her eyes turned suddenly dreamy. "You're in love again, Pat!" he accused.


    "Again? Why the 'again'?"


    "Well, there was Billy, and that Paul —"


    "Oh, those!" Her tone was contemptuous. "Merely passing fancies, Doc. Just whims, dreams of the moment — in other words, puppy love."


    "And this? I suppose this is different — a grand passion?"


    "I don't know," she said, frowning abruptly. "He's nice, but — odd. Attractive as — well, as the devil."


    "Odd? How?"


    "Oh, he's one of those minds you think we moderns lack."


    "Intellectual, eh? New variety for you; out of the usual run of your dancing collegiates. I've often suspected that you picked your swains by the length and lowness of their cars."


    "Maybe I did. That was one of the chief differences between them."


    "How'd you meet this mental paragon?"


    "Billy Fields dragged him around to one of those literary evenings he affects — where they read Oscar Wilde and Eugene O'Neil aloud. Bill met him at the library."


    "And he out-shone all the local lights, I perceive."


    "He surely did!" retorted Pat. "And he hardly said a word the whole evening."


    "He wouldn't have to, if they're all like Billy! What's this prodigy's specialty?"


    "He writes. I think — laugh if you want to! — I think perhaps he's a genius."


    "Well," said Doctor Horker, "even that's possible. It's been know to occur, but rarely, to my knowledge, in your generation."


    "Oh, we're just dimmed by the glare of brilliance from yours." She swung her legs to the floor, facing the Doctor. "Do you psychiatrists actually know anything about love?" she queried.


    "We're supposed to."


    "What is it, then?"


    "Just a device of Nature's for perpetuating the species. Some organisms manage without it, and do pretty well."


    "Yes. I've heard references to the poor fish!"


    "Then they're inaccurate; fish have primitive symptoms of eroticism. But below the vertebrates, notably in the amoeba, I don't recall any amorous habits."


    "Then your definition doesn't explain a thing, does it?"


    "Not to one of the victims, perhaps."


    "Anyway," said Pat decisively, "I've heard of the old biological urge before your kind analysis. I doesn't begin to explain why one should be attracted to this person and repelled by that one. Does it?'


    "No, but Freud does. The famous Oedipus Complex."


    "That's the love of son for mother, or daughter for father, isn't it? And I don't see how that clears up anything; for example, I can just barely remember my father."


    "That's plenty. It could be some little trait in them swains of yours, some unimportant mannerism that recalls that memory. Or there's that portrait of him in the hall — the one under the mellow red light. It might happen that you'd see one of these chaps under a similar light in some attitude that brings the picture to mind — or a hundred other possibilities."


    "Doesn't sound entirely convincing," objected Pat with a thoughtful frown.


    "Well, submit to the proper treatments, and I'll tell you exactly what caused each and every one of your little passing fancies. You can't expect me to hit first guess."


    "Thanks, no! That's one of these courses when you tell the doctor all your secrets, and I prefer to keel what few I have."


    "Good judgment, Pat. By the way, you said this chap was odd. Does that mean merely that he writes? I've known perfectly normal people who wrote."


    "No," she said, "it isn't that. It's — he's so sweet and gentle and manageable most of the time, but sometimes he has such a thrilling spark of mastery that it almost scares me. It's puzzling but fascinating, if you grasp my import."


    "Huh! He's probably a naturally selfish fellow who's putting on a good show of gentleness for your benefit. Those flashes of tyranny are probably his real character in moment of forgetfulness."


    "You doctors can explain anything, can't you?"


    "That's our business. It's what we're paid for."


    "Well, you're wrong this time. I know Nick well enough to know if he's acting. His personality is just what I said — gentle, sensitive, and yet — It's perplexing, and that's a good part of his charm."


    "Then it's not such a serious case you've got," mocked the doctor. "When you're cool enough to analyze your own feelings, and dissect the elements of the chap's attraction, you're not in any danger."


    "Danger! I can look out for myself, thanks. That's one thing we mindless moderns learn young, and don't let me catch you puttering around in my romances! In loco parentis or just plain loco, you'll get the licking instead of me!"


    "Believe me, Pat, if I wanted to experiment with affairs of the heart, I'd not pick a spit-fire like you as the subject."


    "Well, Doctor Carl, you're warned!"


    "This Nick," observed the Doctor, "must be quite a fellow to get the princess of the North Side so het up. What's the rest of his cognomen?"


    "Nicholas Devine. Romantic, isn't it?"


    "Devine," muttered Horker. "I don't know any Devines. Who are his people?"


    "Hasn't any."


    "How does he live? By his writing?"


    "Don't know. I gathered that he lives on some income left by his parents. What's the difference, anyway?"


    "None. None at all." The other wrinkled his brows thoughtfully. "There was a colleague of mine, a Dr. Devine; died a good many years ago. Reputation wasn't anything to brag about; was a little off balance mentally."


    "Well, Nick isn't!" snapped Pat with some asperity.


    "I'd like to meet him."


    "He's coming over tonight."


    "So'm I. I want to see your mother." He rose ponderously. "If she's not playing bridge again!"


    "Well, look him over," retorted Pat. "And I think your knowledge of love is a decided flop. I think you're woefully ignorant on the subject."


    "Why's that?"


    "If you'd known anything about it, you could have married mother some time during the last seventeen years. Lord knows you've tried, and all you've attained is the state of in loco parentis instead of parens."


    


    3


    


    Psychiatrics of Genius


    


    [image: Picture]OW DO YOU CHARGE – BY THE HOUR?" ASKED Pat, as Doctor Horker returned from the hall. The sound of her mother's departing footsteps pattered on the porch.


    "Of course, Young One; like a plumber."


    "Then your rates per minute must be colossal! The only time you ever see Mother is a moment or so between bridge games."


    "I add on the time I waste with you, my dear. Such as now, waiting to look over that odd swain of yours. Didn't you say he'd be over this evening?"


    "Yes, but it's not worth your rates to have him psychoanalyzed. I can do as well myself."


    "All right, Pat. I'll give you a sample analysis free," chuckled the Doctor, distributing his bulk comfortably on the davenport.


    "I don't like free trials," she retorted. "I sent for a beauty-culture book once, on free trial. I was twelve years only, and returned it in seven days, but I'm still getting sales letters in the mails. I must be on every sucker list in the country."


    "So that's the secret of your charm."


    "What is?"


    "You must have read the book, I mean. If you remember the title, I might try it myself. Think it'd help?"


    "Dr. Carl," laughed the girl, "you don't need a book on beauty culture — you need one on bridge! It's that atrocious game you play that's bothering Mother."


    "Indeed? I shouldn't be surprised if you were right; I've suspected that."


    "Save your surprise for when I'm wrong, Doc. You'll suffer much less from shock."


    "Confident little brat! You're apt to get that knocked out of you some day, though I hope you never do."


    "I can take it," grinned Pat.


    "No doubt you can, but you're an adept at handing it out. Where's this chap of yours?"


    "He'll be along. No one's ever stood me up on a date yet."


    "I can understand that, you imp! Is that the famous Nick?" he queried as a car purred to a stop beyond he windows.


    "No one else!" said the girl, glancing out. "The Big Thrill in person."


    She darted to the door. Horker turned casually to watch her as she opened it, surveying Nicholas Devine with professional nonchalance. He entered, all, slender, with his thin sensitive features sharply outlined in the light of the hall. He cast a quick glance toward the Doctor; the latter noted the curious amber-green eyes of the lad, set wide in the lean face, Deep, speculative, the eyes of a dreamer.


    "'Evening, Nick," Pat was bubbling. The newcomer gave her a hasty smile, with another glance at the Doctor. "Don't mind Dr. Carl," she continued. "Aren't you going to kiss me? It irks the medico, and I never miss a chance."


    Nicholas flushed in embarrassment; he gestured hesitantly, then placed a hasty peck of a kiss on the girl's forehead. He reddened again at the Doctor's rumble of "Young imp of Satan!"


    "Not very good," said Pat reflectively, obviously enjoying the situation. "I've known you to do better." She pulled him toward the arch of the living room. "Come meet Dr. Horker. Dr. Carl, this is the aforesaid Nicholas Devine."


    "Dr. Horker," repeated the lad, smiling diffidently.


    "You're the psychiatrist and brain specialist, aren't you, Sir?"


    "So my patients believe," rumbled the massive Doctor, rising at the introduction, and grasping the youth's hand. "And you're the genius Patricia has been raving about. I'm glad to have the chance of looking you over."


    Nick gave the girl a harassed glance, shifting uncomfortably, and patently at a loss for a reply. She grinned mischievously.


    "Sit down, both of you," she suggested helpfully. She seized his hat from the reluctant hands of Nick, sailing it carelessly to a chair.


    "So!" boomed the Doctor, lowering his great bulk again to the davenport. He eyed the youth sitting nervously before him. "Devine, did you say?"


    "Yes, sir."


    "I knew a Devine once. Colleague of mine."


    "A doctor? My father was a doctor."


    "Dr. Stuart Devine?"


    "Yes, sir." He paused. "Did you say you knew him, Dr. Horker?"


    "Slightly," rumbled the other. "Only slightly."


    "I don't remember him at all, of course, I was very young when he — and my mother too — died."


    "You must have been. Patricia claims you write."


    "I try."


    "What sort of material?"


    "Why — any sort. Prose or poetry; what I feel like writing."


    "Whatever inspires you, I suppose?"


    "Yes, sir." The lad flushed again.


    "Ever have anything published?"


    "Yes, sir. In Nation's Poetry."


    "Never heard of it."


    "It has a large circulation," said Nick apologetically.


    "Humph! Well, that's something. Whom do you like?"


    "Whom do I like?" The youth's tone was puzzled.


    "What authors — writers?"


    "Oh." He cast another uncomfortable glance at Pat. "Why — I like Baudelaire, and Poe, and Swinburne, and Villon, and —"


    "Decadents, all of them!" sniffed the Doctor. "What prose writers?"


    "Well —" He hesitated — "Poe again, and Stern, and Rabelais —"


    "Rabelais!" Horker's voice boomed. "Well! Your taste can't be as bad as I thought, then. There's one we agree on, anyway. And I notice you name no moderns, which is another good point."


    "I haven't read many moderns, sir."


    "That's in your favor."


    "Cut it!" put in Pat with assumed sharpness. "You've taken enough whacks at my generation for one day."


    "I'm glad to find one of your generation who agrees with me," chuckled the Doctor. "At least to the extent of not reading its works."


    "I'll teach him," grinned Pat. "I'll have him writing vess libre, and maybe even dadaism, in a week."


    "Maybe it won't be much loss," grunted Horker. "I haven't seen any of his work yet."


    "We'll bring some around sooner or later. We will, won't we, Nick?"


    "Of course, if you want to. But —"


    "He's going to say something modest," interrupted the girl. "He's in the retiring mood now, but he's apt to change any moment, and snap your surly head off."


    "Humph! I'd like to see it."


    "So'd I," retorted Pat. "You've had it coming all day; maybe I'll do it myself."


    "You have, my dear, innumerable times. But I'm like the Hydra, except that I grow only one head to replace the one you snap off." He turned again to Nicholas. "Do you work?"


    "Yes, sir. At my writing."


    "I mean how do you live?"


    "Why," said the youth, reddening again in embarrassment, "my parents —"


    "Listen!" said Pat. "That's enough of Dr. Carl's cross examination. You'd think he was a Victorian father who had just been approached for his daughter's hand. We haven't whispered any news of an engagement to you, have we, Doc?"


    "No, but I'm acting —"


    "Sure. In loco parentis. We know that."


    "You're incorrigible, Pat! I wash my hands of you. Run along, if you're going out."


    "You'll be telling me never to darken my own door again in the next breath!" She stretched forth a diminutive foot at the extremity of a superlatively attractive ankle, caught Nick's hat on her toe, and kicked it expertly to his lap. "Come on, Nick. There's a moon."


    "There is not!" objected the Doctor huffily. "It rises at four, as you ought to know. You didn't see it last night, did you?”


    "I didn't notice," said the girl. "Come on, Nick, and we'll watch it rise tonight. We'll check up on he Doctor's astronomy, or is it chronology?"


    "You do and I'll know it! I can hear you come home, you imp!"


    "Nice neighbor," observed Pat airily, as she stepped to the door. "I'll bet you peek out of the window, too." She ignored the Doctor's irritated rumble as she passed into the hall, where Nick, after a diffident murmur of farewell to Horker, followed. She caught up a light cape, which he draped about her shoulders.


    "Nick," she said, "suppose you run out to the car and wait. I think I've stepped too hard on Dr. Carl's corns, and I want to give him a little cheering up. Will you?"


    "Of course, Pat."


    She darted back into the living room, perching on the arm of the davenport beside the Doctor.


    "Well?" she said, running her hand through grizzled hair. "What's the verdict?"


    "Seems like a nice kid," grumbled Horker reluctant "Nice enough, but introverted, repressed, and I shouldn't be surprised to find him anti-social. Doesn't adjust easily to his environment; takes refuge in a dream world of his own.


    "That's what he accuses me of doing," Pat grinned. "That all you've got against him?"


    "That's all, but where's that streak of mastery you mentioned? You lead him around on a leash!"


    "It didn't show up tonight. That's the thrill — the unexpectedness of it."


    "Bah! You must've dreamed it. There's no more aggressiveness in that lad than in KoKo, your canary.”


    "Don't you believe it, Dr. Carl! The trouble is that he's a genius, and that's where your psychology falls flat."


    "Genius," said the Doctor oracularly, "is a sublimation of qualities —"


    "I'll tell you tomorrow how sublime the qualities are," called Pat as she skipped out of the door.
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    The Transfiguration


    


    [image: Picture]HE CAR SLID SMOOTHLY ALONG A STRAIGHT white road that stretched ahead into the darkness like an earth-bound Milky Way. In the dim distance before them, red as Antares, glowed the tail-light of some automobile; except for this lone evidence of humanity, reflected Pat, they might have been flashing through the cosmic depths of innterstellar space, instead of following a highway in the very shadow of Chicago. The colossal city of the lake-shore was invisible behind them, and the clustering suburbs with it.


    "Queer, isn't it?" said Pat, after a silence, "how contented we can be with none of the purchased amusement people crave — shows, movies, dancing, and all that."


    "It doesn't seem queer to me," answered Nick. "Not when I look at you here beside me."


    "Nice of you!" retorted Pat. "But it's never happened to me before." She paused, then continued, "How do you like the Doctor?"


    "How does he like me? That's considerably more to the point, isn't it?"


    "He thinks you're nice, but — let's see — introverted, repressed, and ill-adjusted to your environment. I think those were the points."


    "Well, I liked him, in spite of your manoeuvers, and in spite of his being a doctor."


    "What's wrong with being a doctor?"


    "Did you ever read "Tristram Shandy’?" was Nick's irrelevant response.


    "No, but I read the newspapers!"


    "What's the connection, Pat?"


    "Just as much connection as there is between the evils of being a doctor and reading 'Tristram Shandy'. I know that much about the book, at least."


    "You're nearly right," laughed Nick. "I was just referring to one of Tristram's remarks on doctors and lawyers. It fits my attitude."


    "What's the remark?"


    "Well, he had the choice of professions, and it occurred to him that medicine and law were the vulture professions, since lawyers live by men's quarrels and doctors by men's misfortunes. So — he became a writer."


    "And what do writers live by?" queried Pat mischievously. "By men's stupidity!"


    "You're precious, Pat!" Nick chuckled delightedly. "If I'd created you to order, I couldn't have planned you more to taste — pepper, tabasco sauce, vinegar, spice, and honey!"


    "And to be taken with a grain of salt," retorted the girl, puckering her piquant, impish features. She edged closer to him, locking her arm through his where it rested on the steering wheel.


    "Nick," she said, her tones suddenly gentle, "I think I'm pretty crazy about you. Heaven knows why I should be, but it's a fact."


    "Pat, dear!"


    "I'm crazy about you in this meek, sensitive pose of yours, and I'm fascinated by those masterful moments you flash occasionally. Really, Nick, I almost wish you flamed out oftener."


    "Don't!" he said sharply.


    "Why not?"


    "Let's not talk about me, Pat. It — embarrasses me."


    "All right, Mr. Modesty! Let's talk about me, then. I'll promise we won't succeed in embarrassing me."


    "And it's quite the most interesting subject in the world, Pat."


    "Well, then?"


    "What?"


    "Why don't you start talking? The topic is all attention."


    He chuckled. "How many men have told you you were beautiful, Pat?"


    "I never kept account."


    "And in many different ways?"


    "Why? Have you, perchance, discovered a new way, Nick?"


    "Not at all. The oldest way of any, the way of Shappho and Pindar."


    "O-ooh!" She clapped her hands in mock delight. "Poetry!"


    "The only medium that could possibly express how lovely you are" said Nick.


    "Nicholas, have you gone and composed a poem to me?"


    "Composed? No. It isn't necessary, with you here beside me."


    "What's that? Some very subtle compliment?"


    "Not subtle, Pat. You're the poem yourself; all I need do is look at you, listen to you, and translate."


    "Neat!" applauded the girl. "Do I hear the translation?"


    "You certainly do." He turned his odd amber-green eyes on her, then bent forward to the road. He began to speak in a low voice.


    


    "In no far country's silent ways


    Shall I forget one little thing


    The soft intentness of your gaze,


    The sweetness of your murmuring


    Your generously tender praise,


    The words just hinted by a breath —


    In no far country's silent way,


    Unless that country's name be Death —"


    


    He paused abruptly, and drove silently onward. "Oh," breathed Pat. "Why don't you go on, Nick? Please."


    "No. It isn't the mood for this night, Dear. Not this night, alone with you."


    "What is, then?"


    "Nothing sentimental. Something lighter, something — oh, Elizabethan. That's it."


    "And what's stopping you?"


    "Lack of an available idea. Or — wait. Listen a moment." He began, this time in a tone of banter.


    


    "When mornings, you attire yourself


    For riding in the city,


    You're such a lovely little elf,


    Extravagantly pretty!


    And when at noon you deign to wear


    The habit of the town,


    I cannot call to mind as fair


    A symphony in brown.


    Then evenings, you blithely don


    A daintiness of white,


    To flash a very paragon


    Of lightsomeness — and light!


    But when the rounds of pleasure cease,


    And you retire at night,


    The Godling on your mantelpiece


    Must know a fairer sight!"


    


    "Sweet!" laughed Pat. "But personal. And anyway, how do you know I've a godling on my mantel? Don't you credit me with any modesty?"


    "If you haven't, you should have! The vision I mentioned ought to enliven even a statue,"


    "Well," said the girl, "I have one — a jade Buddha, and with all the charms I flash before him nightly, he's never batted an eyelash. Explain that!"


    "Easily. He's green with envy, and frozen with admiration, and struck dumb by wonder."


    "Heavens! I suppose I ought to be thankful you didn't say he was petrified with fright!" Pat laughed. "Oh Nick," she continued, in a voice gone suddenly dreamy, "this is marvelous, isn't it? I mean our enjoying ourselves so completely, and our being satisfied to be so alone. Why, we've never even danced together."


    "So we haven't. That's a subterfuge we haven't needed, isn't it?"


    "It is," replied the girl, dropping her glossy gleaming black head against his shoulder. "And besides, it's much more satisfactory to be held in your arms in private, instead of in the midst of a crowd, and sitting down, instead of standing up. But I should like to dance with you, Nick," she concluded.


    "We'll go dancing, then, whenever you like."


    "You're delightfully complaisant, Nick. But —you're puzzling." She glanced up at him. "You're so — so reluctant. Here we've been driving an hour, and you haven't tried to kiss me a single time, and yet I'm quite positive you care for me."


    "Lord, Pat!" he muttered. "You never need doubt that."


    "Then what is it? Are you so spiritual and ethereal, or is my attraction for you just sort of intellectual? Or — are you afraid?" As he made no reply, she continued, "Or are those poems you spout about my physical charms just — poetic license?"


    "They're not, and you know it!" he snapped. "You've a mirror, haven't you? And other fellows than I have taken you around, haven't they?"


    "Oh, I've been taken around! That's what perplexes me about you, Nick. I'd think you were actually afraid of kissing me if it weren't —" Her voice trailed into silence, and she stared speculatively ahead at the ribbon of road that rolled steadily into the headlights' glare.


    She broke the interval of wordlessness. "What is it, Nick?" she resumed almost pleadingly. "You've hinted at something now and then. Please — you don't have to hesitate to tell me; I'm modern enough to forgive things past, entanglements, affairs, disgraces, or anything like that. Don't you think I should know?"


    "You'd know," he said huskily, "if I could tell you."


    "Then there is something, Nick!" She pressed his arm against her. "Tell me, isn't there?"


    "I don't know." There was the suggestion of a groan in his voice.


    "You don't know! I can't understand."


    "I can't either. Please, Pat, let's not spoil tonight; if I could tell you, I would. Why, Pat, I love you —I'm terribly, deeply, solemnly in love with you."


    "And I with you, Nick." She gazed ahead, where the road rose over the arch of a narrow bridge. The speeding car lifted to the rise like a zooming plane.


    And suddenly, squarely in the center of the road, another car, until now concealed by the arch of the bridge, appeared almost upon them. There was a heart-stopping moment when a collision seemed inevitable, and Pat felt the arm against her tighten convulsively into a bar of steel. She heard her own sobbing gasp, and then, somehow, they had slipped unscathed between the other car and the rail of the bridge.


    "Oh!" she gasped faintly, then with a return of breath, "That was nice, Nick!"


    Beyond the bridge, the road widened once more; she felt the car slowing, edging toward the broad shoulder of the road.


    "There was danger," said her companion in tones as emotionless as the rasping of metal. "I came to save it."


    "Save what?" queried Pat as the car slid to a halt on the turf.


    "Your body." The tones were still cold, like grinding wheels. "The beauty of your body!"


    He reached a thin hand toward her, suddenly seized her skirt and snatched it above the silken roundness of her knees. "There," he rasped. "That is what I mean."


    "Nick!" Pat half-screamed in appalled astonishment. "How —" She paused, shocked into abrupt silence, for the face turned toward her was but a remote, evil caricature of Nicholas Devine's. It leered at her out of blood-shot eyes, as if behind the mask of Nick's face peered a red-eyed demon.
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    A Fantasy of Fear


    


    [image: Picture]HE SATYR BESIDE PAT WAS LEANING TOWARD her; the arm about her was tightening with a brutal ruthlessness, and while still-staring in fascination at the incredible eyes, she realized hat another arm and a white hand was moving relentessly, exploratively, toward her body. It was the cold touch of this hand as it slipped over her silk-sheathed legs that broke the chilling spell of her fascination.


    "Nick!" she screamed. "Nick!" She had a curious sensation of calling him back from far distances, the while she strove with both hands and all her strength to press him back from her. But the ruthless force of his arms was overcoming her resistance; she saw the red eyes a hand's breadth from her own.


    "Nick!" she sobbed in terror.


    There was a change. Abruptly, she was looking into Nick's eyes, bloodshot, frightened, puzzled, but indubitably Nick's eyes. The flaming orbs of the demon were no more; it was as if they had receded into Nick's head. The arm about her body relaxed, and they were staring at each other in a medley of consternation, amazement and unbelief. The youth drew back, huddled in his corner of the car, and Pat, breathing in sobs, smoothed out her rumpled apparel with a convulsive movement.


    "Pat!" he gasped. "Oh, my God! He couldn't have —" He paused abruptly. The girl gazed at him without reply.


    "Pat, Dear," he spoke in a low, tense murmur, "I'm — sorry. I don't know — I don't understand how —"


    "Never mind," she said, regaining a vestige of her customary composure. "It's — all right, Nick."


    "But — oh, Pat —!"


    "It was that near accident," she said. "That upset you — both of us, I mean."


    "Yes!" he said eagerly. "That's what it was, Pat. It must have been that, but Dear, can you forgive? Do you want to forgive me?”


    "It's all right," she repeated. "After all, you just complimented my legs, and I guess I can stand that. It's happened before, only not quite so—convincingly!"


    "You're sweet, Pat!"


    "No; I just love you Nick." She felt a sudden pity for the misery in his face. "Kiss me, Nick — only gently."


    He pressed his lips to hers, very lightly, almost timidly. She lay back against the seat for a moment, her eyes closed.


    "That's you again," she murmured. "This other —wasn't."


    "Please, Pat! Don't refer to it, — not ever."


    "But it wasn't you, Nick. It was just the strain of that narrow escape. I don't hold it against you."


    "You're — Lord, Pat, I don't deserve you. But you know that I — I myself — could never touch you except in tenderness, even in reverence. You're too dainty, too lovely, too spirited, to be hurt, or to be held roughly, against your will. You know I feel that way about you, don't you?”


    "Of course. It was nothing, Nick. Forget it."


    "If I can," he said somberly. He switched on the engine, backed out upon the pavement, and turned the car toward the glow that marked Chicago. Neither of them spoke as the machine hummed over the arching bridge and down the slope, where, so few minutes before, the threat of accident had thrust itself at them.


    "We won't see a moon tonight," said Pat in a small voice, after an interval. "We'll never check up on Dr. Carl's astronomy."


    "You don't want to tonight, Pat, do you?"


    "I guess perhaps we'd better not," she replied. "We're both upset, and there'll be other nights."


    Again they were silent. Pat felt strained, shaken; there was something uncanny about the occurrence that puzzled her. The red eyes that had glared out of Nick's face perplexed her, and the curious rasping voice he had used still sounded inhumanly in her memory. Out of recollection rose still another mystery.


    "Nick," she said, "what did you mean — then —when you said there was danger and you came to save me?”


    "Nothing," he said sharply.


    "And then, afterwards, you started to say something about 'He couldn't have —'. Who's 'he'?"


    "It meant nothing, I tell you. I was frantic to think you might have been hurt. That's all."


    "I believe you, Honey," she said, wondering whether she really did. The thing was beginning to grow hazy; already it was assuming merely the proportions of an upheaval of youthful fervor. Such occurrences were not unheard of, though never before had it happened to Patricia Lane! Still, even that was conceivable, far more conceivable than the dark, unformed, inchoate suspicions she had been harboring. They hadn't even been definite enough to be called suspicions; indefinite apprehensions came closer.


    And yet — that strange, wild face that had formed itself of Nick's fine features, and the terrible red eyes! Were they elements in a picture conjured out of her own imagination? They must be, of course. She had been frightened by that hair-breadth escape, and had seen things that didn't exist. And the rest of it —well, that might be natural enough. Still, there was something — she knew that; Nick had admitted it.


    Horker's words concerning Nick's father rose in her mind. Suspected of being crazy! Was that it? Was that the cause of Nick's curious reluctance where she was concerned? Was the face that had glared at her the visage of a maniac? It couldn't be. It couldn't be, she told herself fiercely. Not her fine, tender, sensitive Nick! And besides, that face, if she hadn't imagined it, had been the face, not of a lunatic, but of a devil. She shook her head, as if to deny her thoughts, and placed her hand impulsively on Nick's.


    "I don't care," she said. "I love you, Nick."


    "And I you," he murmured. "Pat, I'm sorry about spoiling this evening. I'm sorry and ashamed."


    "Never mind, Honey. There'll be others."


    "Tomorrow?”


    "No," she said. "Mother and I are going out to dinner. And Friday we're having company."


    "Really, Pat? You're not just trying to turn me off gently."


    "Really, Nick. Try asking me for Saturday evening and see!"


    "You're asked, then."


    "And it's a date." Then, with a return of her usual insouciance, she added. "If you're on good behavior."


    "I will be. I promise."


    "I hope so," said Pat. An inexplicable sense of foreboding had come over her; despite her self-given assurances, something unnameable troubled her. She gave a mental shrug, and deliberately relegated the unpleasant cogitations to oblivion.


    The car turned into Dempster Road; the lights of the teeming roadhouses, dance halls, road-side hamburger and barbecue stands flashed by. There were many cars here; there was no longer any impression of solitude now, in the overflow from the vast city in whose shadow they moved. The incessant flow of traffic gave the girl a feeling of security; these were tangible things about her, and once more the memory of that disturbing occurrence became dim and dreamlike. This was Nick beside her, gentle, intelligent, kind; had he ever been other-wise? It seemed highly unreasonable, a fantasy of fear and the hysteria of the moment.


    "Hungry?" asked Nick unexpectedly.


    "I could use a barbecue, I guess. Beef."


    The car veered to the graveled area before a brightly lit stand. Nick gave the order to an attendant. He chuckled as Pat, with the digestive disregard of youth attacked the greasy combination.


    "That's like a humming bird eating hay!" he said.


    "Or better, like a leprechaun eating that horse-meat they can for dogs."


    "You might as well discover that I don't live on honey and rose-petals," said Pat. "Not even on caviar and terrapin — at least, not exclusively. I leave the dainty palate for Mother to indulge."


    "Which is just as well. Hamburger and barbecue are more easily budgeted."


    "Nicholas," said the girl, tossing the paper napkin out of the car window, "is that an indirect and very evasive proposal of marriage?”


    "You know it could be, if you wished it!"


    "And do I?” she said, assuming a pensive air. "I wonder. Suppose we say I'll let you know later."


    "And meanwhile?”


    "Oh, meanwhile we can be sort of engaged. Just the way we've been."


    "You're sweet, Pat," he murmured, as the car edged into the line of traffic. "I don't know just how to convey my appreciation, but it's there!"


    The buildings drew more closely together; the road was suddenly a lighted street, and then, almost without realizing it, they were before Pat's home. Nick walked beside her to the door; he stood facing her hesitantly.


    "Good night, Pat," he said huskily. He leaned down, kissing her very gently, turned, and departed. The girl watched him from the open doorway, following the lights of his car until they vanished down the street. Dear, sweet Nick! Then the disturbing memory of that occurrence of the evening returned; she frowned in perplexity as the thought rose. That was all of a piece with the puzzling character of him, and the curious veiled references he'd made. References to what? She didn't know, couldn't imagine. Nick had said he didn't know either, which added still another quirk to the maze.


    She thought of Dr. Horker's words. With the thought, she glanced at his house, adjacent to her own home. A light gleamed in the library; he was still awake. She closed the door behind her, and darted across the narrow strip of lawn to his porch. She rang the bell.


    "Good evening, Dr. Carl," she said as the massive form of Horker appeared. She puckered her lips impudently at him as she slipped by him into the house.
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    A Question of Science


    


    [image: Picture]OT THAT I'M DISPLEASED AT THIS VISIT, PAT," rumbled the Doctor, seating himself in one of the great chairs by the fireplace, "but I'm curious. I thought you were dating your ideal tonight, yet here you are, back alone a little after eleven. How come?"


    "Oh," said the girl nonchantly, dropping crosswise in the other chair, "we decided we needed our beauty sleep."


    "Then why are you here, you young imp?"


    "Thought you might be lonesome."


    "I'll bet you did! But seriously, Pat, what is it? Any trouble?”


    "No-o," she said dubiously. "No trouble. I just wanted to ask you a few hypothetical questions. About science."


    "Go to it, then, and quickly. I was ready to turn in."


    "Well," said Pat, "about Nick's father. He was a doctor, you said, and supposed to be cracked. Was he really?”


    "Humph! That's curious. I just looked up a brochure of his tonight in the American Medical Journal, after our conversation of this afternoon. Why do you ask that?”


    "Because I'm interested, of course."


    "Well, here's what I remember about him, Pat. He was an M.D., all right, but I see by his paper there — the one I was reading — that he was on the staff of Northern U. He did some work at the Cook County Asylum, some research work, and there was a bit of talk about his maltreating the patients. Then, on top of that, he published a paper that medical men considered crazy, and that started talk of his sanity. That's all I know."


    "Then Nick —."


    "I thought so! So it's come to the point where you're investigating his antecedents, eh? With an eye to marriage, or what?”


    "Or what!" snapped Pat. "I was curious to know, naturally."


    "Naturally." The Doctor gave her a keen glance from his shrewd eyes. "Did you think you detected incipient dementia in your ideal?”


    "No," said the girl thoughtfully. "Dr. Carl, is there any sort of craziness that could take an ordinarily shy person and make a passionate devil of him? I don't mean passionate, either," she added. "Rather cold, ruthless, domineering."


    "None that I know of," said Horker, watching her closely. "Did this Nick of yours have one of his masterful moments?"


    "Worse than that," admitted Pat reluctantly. "We had a near accident, and it startled both of us, and then suddenly, he was looking at me like a devil, and then —" She paused. "It frightened me a little."


    "What's he do?" demanded Horker sharply.


    "Nothing." She lied with no hesitation.


    "Were there any signs of Satyromania?”


    "I don't know. I never heard of that."


    "I mean, in plain Americanese, did he make a pass at you?"


    "He — no, he didn't."


    "Well, what did he do?"


    "He just looked at me." Somehow a feeling of disloyalty was rising in her; she felt a reluctance to betray Nick further.


    "What did he say, then? And don't lie this time."


    "He just said — He just looked at my legs and said something about their being beautiful, and that was all. After that, the look on his face faded into the old Nick."


    "Old Nick is right — the impudent scoundrel!" Horker's voice rumbled angrily.


    "Well, they're nice legs," said Pat defiantly, swinging them as evidence. "You've said it yourself. Why shouldn't he say it? What's to keep him from it?”


    "The code of a gentleman, for one thing!"


    "Oh, who cares for your Victorian codes! Anyway, I came here for information, not to be cross-examined. I want to ask the questions myself."


    "Pat, you're a reckless little spit-fire, and you're going to get burned some day, and deserve it," the Doctor rumbled ominously. "Ask your fool questions, and then I'll ask mine."


    "All right," said the girl, still defiant. "I don't guarantee to answer yours, however."


    "Well, ask yours, you imp!"


    "First, then — Is that Satyro-stuff you mentioned intermittent or continuous?”


    "It's necessarily intermittent, you numb-skull! The male organism can't function continuously!"


    "I mean, does the mania lie dormant for weeks or months, and then flare up?”


    "Not at all. It's a permanent mania, like any other psychopathic sex condition."


    "Oh," said Pat thoughtfully, with a sense of relief.


    "Well, go on. What next?"


    "What are these dual personalities you read about in the papers?"


    "They're aphasias. An individual forgets his name, and he picks, or is given, another, if he happens to wander among strangers. He forgets much of his past experience; the second personality is merely what's left of the first — sort of a vestige of his normal character. There isn't any such thing as a dual personality in the sense of two distinct characters living in one body."


    "Isn't there?" queried the girl musingly. "Could the second personality have qualities that the first one lacked?"


    "Not any more than it could have an extra finger! The second is merely a split off the first, a forgetfulness, a loss of memory. It couldn't have more qualities than the whole, or normal, character; it must have fewer."


    "Isn't that just too interesting!" said Pat in a bantering tone. "All right, Dr. Carl. It's your turn."


    "Then what's the reason for all this curiosity about perversions and aphasias? What's happened to your genius now?”


    "Oh, I'm thinking of taking up the study of psychiatry," replied the girl cheerfully.


    "Aren't you going to answer me seriously?"


    "No."


    "Then what's the use of my asking questions?"


    "I know the right answer to that one. None!"


    "Pat," said Horker in a low voice, "you're an impudent little hoyden, and too clever for your own good, but you and your mother are very precious to me. You know that."


    "Of course I do, Dr. Carl," said the girl, relenting. "You're a dear, and I'm crazy about you, and you know that, too."


    "What I'm trying to say," proceeded the other, "is simply that I'm trying to help you. I want to help you, if you need help. Do you?"


    "I guess I don't, Dr. Carl, but you're sweet."


    "Are you in love with this Nicholas Devine?"


    "I think perhaps I am," she admitted softly.


    "And is he in love with you?"


    "Frankly, could he help being?”


    "Then there's something about him that worries you. That's it, isn't it?"


    "I thought there was, Dr. Carl. I was a little startled by the change in him right after we had that narrow escape, but I'm sure it was nothing — just imagination. Honestly, that's all that troubled me."


    "I believe you, Pat," said the Doctor, his eyes fixed on hers. "But guard yourself, my dear. Be sure he's what you think he is; be sure you know him rightly."


    "He's clean and fine," murmured the girl. "I am sure."


    "But this puzzling yourself about his character, Pat — I don't like it. Make doubly sure before you permit your feelings to become too deeply involved. That's only common sense, child, not psychiatry or magic."


    "I'm sure," repeated Pat. "I'm not puzzled or troubled any more. And thanks, Dr. Carl. You run along to bed and I'll do likewise."


    He rose, accompanying her to the door, his face unusually grave.


    "Patricia," he said, "I want you to think over what I've said. Be sure, be doubly sure, before you expose yourself to the possibility of suffering. Remember that, won't you?”


    "I'll try to. Don't fret yourself about it, Dr. Carl; I'm a hard-boiled young modern, and it takes a diamond to even scratch me."


    "I hope so," he said soberly. "Run along; I'll watch until you're inside."


    Pat darted across the strip of grass, turned at her door to blow a goodnight kiss to the Doctor, and slipped in. She tiptoed quietly to her room, slipped off her dress, and surveyed her long, slim legs in the mirror.


    "Why shouldn't he say they were beautiful?” she queried of the image. "I can't see any reason to get excited over a simple compliment like that."


    She made a face over her shoulder at the green Buddha above the fireplace.


    "And as for you, fat boy," she murmured, "I expect to see you wink at me tonight. And every night hereafter!"


    She prepared herself for slumber, slipped into the great bed. She had hardly closed her lids before the image of a leering face with terrible bloody eyes flamed out of memory and set her trembling and shuddering.
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    The Red Eyes Return


    


    [image: Picture]SUPPOSE I REALLY OUGHT TO MEET YOUR friends, Patricia," said Mrs. Lane, peering out of the window, "but they all seem to call when I'm not at home."


    "I'll have some of them call in February." said Pat. "You're not out as often in February."


    "Why do you say I'm not out as often in February?” demanded her mother. "I don't see what earthly difference the month makes."


    "There are fewer days in February," retorted Pat airily.


    "Facetious brat!"


    "So I've been told. You needn't worry, though, Mother; I'm sober, steady, and reliable, and if I weren't, Dr. Carl would see to it that my associates were,"


    "Yes; Carl is a gem," observed her mother. "By the way, who's this Nicholas you're so enthusiastic about?"


    "He's a boy I met."


    "What's he like?"


    "Well, he speaks English and wears a hat."


    "Imp! Is he nice?"


    "That means is his family acceptable, doesn't it? He hasn't any family."


    Mrs. Lane shrugged her attractive shoulders. "You're a self-reliant sort, Patricia, and cool as iced lettuce, like your father. I don't doubt that you can manage your own affairs, and here comes Claude with the car." She gave the girl a hasty kiss. "Goodbye, and have a good time, as I'm sure I shan't with Bret Cutter in the game."


    Pat watched her mother's trim, amazingly youthful figure as she entered the car. More like a companion than a parent, she mused; she liked the independence her mother's attitude permitted her.


    "Better than being watched like a prize-winning puppy," she thought. "Maybe Dr. Carl as a father would have a detriment or two along with the advantages. He's a dear, and I'm mad about him, but he does lean to the nineteenth century as far as parental duties are concerned."


    She saw Nick's car draw to the curb; as he emerged she waved from the window and skipped into the hall. She caught up her wrap and bounded out to meet him just ascending the steps.


    "Let's go!" she greeted him. She cast an apprehensive glance at his features, but there was nothing disturbing about him. He gave her a diffident smile, the shy, gentle smile that had taken her in that first moment of meeting. This was certainly no one but her own Nick, with no trace of the unsettling personality of their last encounter.


    He helped her into the car, seating himself at her side. He leaned over her, kissing her very tenderly; suddenly she was clinging to him, her face against the thrilling warmth of his cheek.


    "Nick!" she murmured. "Nick! You're just safely you, aren't you? I've been imagining things that I knew couldn't be so!"


    He slipped his arm caressingly about her, and the pressure of it was like the security of encircling battlements. The world was outside the circle of his arms; she was within, safe, inviolable. It was some moments before she stirred, lifting her pert face with tear-bright eyes from the obscurity of his shoulder.


    "So!" she exclaimed, patting the black glow of her hair into composure. "I feel better, Nick, and I hope you didn't mind."


    "Mind!" he ejaculated. "If you mean that as a joke, Honey, it's far too subtle for me."


    "Well, I didn't think you'd mind," said Pat demurely, settling herself beside him. "Let's be moving, then; Dr. Carl is nearly popping his eyes out in the window there."


    The car hummed into motion; she waved a derisive arm at the Doctor's window by way of indicating her knowledge of his surveillance. "Ought to teach him a lesson some time," she thought. "One of these fine evenings I'll give him a real shock."


    "Where'll we go?” queried Nick, veering skilfully into the swift traffic of Sheridan Road.


    "Anywhere!" she said blithely. "Who cares as long as we go together?”


    "Dancing?"


    "Why not? Know a good place?”


    "No." He frowned in thought. "I haven't indulged much."


    "The Picador?” she suggested. "The music's good, and it's not too expensive. But it's 'most across town, and besides, Saturday nights we'd be sure to run into some of the crowd."


    "What of it?”


    "I want to dance with you, Nick — all evening. I want to be without distractions."


    "Pat, dear! I could kiss you for that."


    "You will," she murmured softly.


    They moved aimlessly south with the traffic, pausing momentarily at the light-controlled intersections, then whirring again to rapid motion. The girl leaned against his arm silently, contentedly; block after block dropped behind.


    "Why so pensive, Honey?” he asked after an interval. "I've never known you so quiet before."


    "I'm enjoying my happiness, Nick."


    "Aren't you usually happy?”


    "Of course, only these last two or three days, ever since our last date, I've been making myself miserable. I've been telling myself foolish things, impossible things, and it's only now that I've thrown off the blues. I'm happy, Dear!"


    "I'm glad you are," he said. His voice was strangely husky, and he stared fixedly at the street rushing toward them. "I'm glad you are," he repeated, a curious tensity in his tones.


    "So'm I."


    "I'll never do anything to make you unhappy, Pat —never. Not — if I can help it."


    "You can help it, Nick. You're the one making me happy; please keep doing it."


    "I — hope to." There was a queer catch in his voice. It was almost as if he feared something.


    "Selah!" said Pat conclusively. She was thinking, "Wrong of me to refer to that accident. After all it was harmless; just a natural burst of passion. Might happen to anyone."


    "Where'll we go?” asked Nick as they swung into the tree-shadowed road of Lincoln Park. "We haven't decided that."


    "Anywhere," said the girl dreamily. "Just drive; we'll find a place."


    "You must know lots of them."


    "We'll find a new place; we'll discover it for ourselves. It'll mean more, doing that, than if we just go to one of the old places where I've been with every boy that ever dated me. You don't want me dancing with a crowd of memories, do you?”


    "I shouldn't mind as long as they stayed merely memories."


    "Well, I should! This evening's to be ours —exclusively ours."


    "As if it could ever be otherwise!"


    "Indeed?” said Pat. "And how do you know what memories I might choose to carry along? Are you capable of inspecting my mental baggage?”


    "We'll check it at the door. You're traveling light tonight, aren't you?"


    "Pest!" she said, giving his cheek an impudent vicious pinch. "Nice, pleasurable pest!"


    He made no answer. The car was idling rather slowly along Michigan Boulevard; half a block ahead glowed the green of a traffic light. Faster traffic flowed around them, passing them like water eddying about a slow floating branch.


    Suddenly the car lurched forward. The amber flame of the warning light had flared out; they flashed across the intersection a split second before the metallic click of the red light, and a scant few feet before the converging lines of traffic from the side street swept in with protesting horns.


    "Nick!" the girl gasped. "You'll rate yourself a traffic ticket! Why'd you cut the light like that?”


    "To lose your guardian angel," he muttered in tones so low she barely understood his words.


    Pat glanced back; the lights of a dozen cars showed beyond the barrier of the red signal.


    "Do you mean one of those cars was following us? What on earth makes you think that, and why should it, anyway?”


    The other made no answer; he swerved the car abruptly off the avenue, into one of the nondescript side street. He drove swiftly to the corner, turned south again, and turned again on some street Pat failed to identify — South Superior or Grand, she thought. They were scarcely a block from the magnificence of Michigan Avenue and its skyscrapers, its brilliant lights, and its teeming night traffic, yet here they moved down a deserted dark thoroughfare, a street lined with ramshackle wooden houses intermingled with mean little shops.


    "Nick!" Pat exclaimed. "Where are we going?"


    The low voice sounded. "Dancing," he said.


    He brought the car to the curb; in the silence as the motor died, the faint strains of a mechanical piano sounded. He opened the car door, stepped around to the sidewalk.


    "We're here," he said.


    Something metallic in his tone drew Pat's eyes to his face. The eyes that returned her stare were the bloody orbs of the demon of last Wednesday night!
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    Gateway to Evil


    


    [image: Picture]AT STARED CURIOUSLY AT THE APPARITION but made no move to alight from the vehicle. She was conscious of no fear, only a sense of wonder and perplexity. After all, this was merely Nick, her own harmless, adoring Nick, in some sort of mysterious masquerade, and she felt full confidence in her ability to handle him under any circumstances.


    "Where's here?” she said, remaining motionless in her place.


    "A place to dance," came the toneless reply.


    Pat eyed him; a street car rumbled past, and the brief glow from its lighted windows swept over his face. Suddenly the visage was that of Nick; the crimson glare of the eyes was impreceptible, and the features were the well-known appurtenances of Nicholas Devine, but queerly tensed and strained.


    "A trick of the light," she thought, as the street car lumbered away, and again a faint gleam of crimson appeared. She gazed curiously at the youth, who stood impassively returning her survey as he held the door of the car. But the face was the face of Nick, she perceived, probably in one of his grim moods.


    She transferred her glance to the building opposite which they had stopped. The strains of the mechanical piano had ceased; blank, shaded windows faced them, around whose edges glowed a subdued light from within. A drab, battered, paintless shack, she thought, dismal and unpleasant; while she gazed, the sound of the discordant music recommenced, adding, it seemed, the last unprepossessing item.


    "It doesn't look very attractive, Nick," she observed dubiously.


    "I find it so, however."


    "Then you've been here?"


    "Yes."


    "But I thought you said you didn't know any place to go."


    "This one hadn't occurred to me — then."


    "Well," she said crisply, "I could have done as well as this with my eyes closed. It doesn't appeal to me at all, Nick."


    "Nevertheless, here's where we'll go. You're apt to find it — interesting."


    "Look here, Nicholas Devine!" Pat snapped, "What makes you think you can bully me? No one has ever succeeded yet!"


    "I said you'd find it interesting." His voice was unchanged; she stared at him in complete bafflement.


    "Oh, Nick!" she exclaimed in suddenly softer tones. "What difference does it make? Didn't I say anywhere would do, so we went together?” She smiled at him. "This will do if you wish, though really, Honey, I'd prefer not."


    "I do wish it," the other said.


    "All right, Honey," said Pat the faintest trace of reluctance in her voice as she slipped from the car. "I stick to my bargains."


    She winced at the intensity of his grip as he took her arm to assist her. His fingers were like taunt wires biting into her flesh.


    "Nick!" she cried. "You're hurting me! You're bruising my arm!"


    He released her; she rubbed the spot ruefully, then followed him to the door of the mysterious establishment. The unharmonious jangle of the piano dinned abruptly louder as he swung the door open. Pat entered and glanced around her at the room revealed.


    Dull, smoky, dismal — not the least exciting or interesting as yet, she thought. A short bar paralleled one wall, behind which lounged a little, thin, nondescript individual with a small mustache. Half a dozen tables filled the remainder of the room; four or five occupied by the clientele of the place, as unsavory a group as the girl could recall having encountered on the hither side of the motion picture screen. Two women tittered as Nick entered; then with one accord, the eyes of the entire group fixed on Pat, where she stood drawing her wrap more closely about her, standing uncomfortably behind her escort. And the piano tinkled its discords in the far corner.


    "Same place," said Nick shortly to the bartender, ignoring the glances of the others. Pat followed him across the room to a door, into a hall, thence into a smaller room furnished merely with a table and four chairs. The nondescript man stood waiting in the doorway as Nick took her wrap and seated her in one of the chairs.


    "Quart," he said laconically, and the bartender disappeared.


    Pat stared intently, studiously, into the face of her companion. Nick's face, certainly; here in full light there was no trace of the red-eyed horror she had fancied out there in the semi-darkness of the street. Or was there? Now — when he turned, when the light struck his eyes at an angle, was that a glint of crimson? Still, the features were Nick's, only a certain grim intensity foreign to him lurked about the set of his mouth, the narrowed eye-lids.


    "Well!" she said. "So this is Paris! What are you trying to do — teach me capital L — life? And where do we dance?"


    "In here."


    "And what kind of quart was that you ordered? You know how little I drink, and I'm darned particular about even that little."


    "You'll like this."


    "I doubt it."


    "I said you'll like it," he reiterated in flat tones.


    "I heard you say it." She regarded him with a puzzled frown. "Nick," she said suddenly, "I've decided I like you better in your gentle pose; this masterful attitude isn't becoming, and you can forget what I said about wishing you'd display it oftener."


    "You'll like that, too."


    "Again I doubt it. Nick, dear, don't spoil another evening like that last one!"


    "This one won't be like the last one!"


    "But Honey —" she paused at the entrance of the bartender bearing a tray, an opened bottle of ginger ale, two glasses of ice, and a flask of oily amber liquid. He deposited the assortment on the red-checked table cloth.


    "Two dollars," he said, pocketed the money and silently retired.


    "Nicholas," said the girl tartly, "there's enough of that poison for a regiment."


    "I don't think so."


    "Well, I won't drink it, and I won't let you drink it! So now what?”


    "I think you'll do both."


    "I don't!" she snapped. "And I don't like this, Nick — the place, or the liquor, or your attitude, or anything. We're going to leave!"


    Instead of answering, he pulled the cork from the bottle, pouring a quantity of the amber fluid into each of the tumblers. To one he added an equal quantity of ginger ale, and set it deliberately squarely in front of Pat. She frowned at it distastefully, and shook her head.


    "No," she said. "Not I. I'm leaving."


    She made no move, however; her eyes met those of her companion, gazing at her with a cold intentness in their curious amber depths. And again — was that a flash of red? Impulsively she reached out her hand, touched his.


    "Oh, Nick!" she said in soft, almost pleading tones. "Please, Honey — I don't understand you. Don't you know I love you, Nick? You can hear me say it: I love you. Don't you believe that?"


    He continued his cold, intense stare; the grim set of his mouth was as unrelaxing as marble. Pat felt a shiver of apprehension run through her, and an almost hypnotic desire to yield herself to the demands of the inexplicable eyes. She tore her glance away, looking down at the red checks of the table cloth.


    "Nick, dear," she said. "I can't understand this. Will you tell me what you — will you tell me why we're here?"


    "It is out of your grasp."


    "But — I know it has something to do with Wednesday night, something to do with that reluctance of yours, the thing you said you didn't understand. Hasn't it?"


    "Do you think so?"


    "Yes," she said. "I do! And Nick, Honey —didn't I tell you I could forgive you anything? I don't care what's happened in the past; all I care for is now, now and the future. Don't you understand me? I've told you I loved you, Honey! Don't you love me?"


    "Yes," said the other, staring at her with no change in the fixity of his gaze.


    "Then how can you — act like this to me?"


    "This is my conception of love."


    "I don't understand!" the girl said helplessly. "I'm completely puzzled — it's all topsy-turvy."


    "Yes," he said in impassive agreement.


    "But what is this, Nick? Please, please — what is this? Are you mad?" She had almost added, "Like your father."


    "No," he said, still in those cold tones, "This is an experiment."


    "An experiment!"


    "Yes. An experiment in evil."


    "I don't understand," she repeated.


    "I said you wouldn't."


    "Do you mean," she asked, struck by a sudden thought, "that discussion of ours about pure horror? What you said that night last week?"


    "That!" His voice was icy and contemptuous. "That was the drivel of a weakling. No; I mean evil, not horror — the living evil that can be so beautiful that one walks deliberately, with open eyes, into Hell only to prevent its loss. That is the experiment."


    "Oh," said Pat, her own voice suddenly cool. "Is that what you wish to do — experiment on me?"


    "Yes."


    "And what am I supposed to do?"


    "First you are to drink with me."


    "I see," she said slowly. "I see — dimly. I am a subject, a reagent, a guinea pig, to provide you material for your writing. You propose to use me in this experiment of yours — this experiment in evil. All right!" She picked up the tumbler; impulsively she drained it. The liquor, diluted as it was, was raw and strong enough to bring tears smarting to her eyes. Or was it the liquor?


    "All right!" she cried. "I'll drink it all — the whole bottle!" She seized the flask, filling her tumbler to the brim, while her companion watched her with impassive gaze. "You'll have your experiment! And then, Nicholas Devine, we're through! Do you hear me? Through!"


    She caught up the tumbler, raised it to her lips, and drained the searing liquid until she could see her companion's cold eyes regarding her through the glass of its bottom.


    


    9


    


    Descent into Avernus


    


    [image: Picture]AT SLAMMED THE EMPTY TUMBLER DOWN ON the checked table cloth and buried her face in her hands, choking and gasping from the effects of the fiery liquor. Her throat burned, her mouth was parched by the acrid taste, and a conflagration seemed to be raging somewhere within her. Then she steadied, raised her eyes, and stared straight into the strange eyes of Nicholas Devine.


    "Well?” she said fiercely. "Is that enough?"


    He was watching her coldly as an image or a painting; the intensity of his gaze was more cat-like than human. She moved her head aside; his eyes, without apparent shift, were still on hers, like the eyes of a pictured face. A resurgence of anger shook her at his immobility; his aloofness seemed to imply that nothing she could do would disturb him.


    "Wasn't it enough?” she screamed. "Wasn't it? Then look!"


    She seized the bottle, poured another stream of the oily liquid into her glass, and raised it to her lips. Again the burning fluid excoriated her tongue and throat, and then suddenly, the tumbler was struck from her hand, spilling the rest of its contents on the table.


    "That is enough," said the icy voice of her companion.


    "Oh, it is? We'll see!" She snatched at the bottle, still more than half full. The thin hand of Nicholas Devine wrenched it violently away.


    "Give me that!" she cried. "You wanted what you're getting!" The warmth within her had reached the surface now; she felt flushed, excited, reckless, and desperately angry.


    The other set the bottle deliberately on the floor; he rose, circled the table, and stood glaring down at her with that same inexplicable expression. Suddenly he raised his hand; twisting her black hair in his fist, he dealt her a stinging blow across the lips half-opened to scream, then flung her away so violently that she nearly sprawled from her chair.


    The scream died in her throat; dazed by the blow, she dropped her head to the table, while sobs of pain and fear shook her. Coherent thought had departed, and she knew only that her lips stung, that her clear, active little mind was caught in a mesh of befuddlement. She couldn't think; she could only sob in the haze of dizziness that encompassed her. After a long interval, she raised her head, opened her eyes upon a swaying, unsteady world, and faced her companion, who had silently resumed his seat.


    "Nicholas Devine," she said slowly, speaking as if each word were an effort, "I hate you!"


    "Ah!" he said and was again silent.


    She forced her eyes to focus on his face, while his features danced vaguely as if smoke flowed between the two of them. It was as if there were smoke in her mind as well; she made a great effort to rise above the clouds that bemused her thoughts.


    "Take me home," she said. "Nicholas, I want to go home."


    "Why should I?” he asked impassively. "The experiment is hardly begun."


    "Experiment?” she echoed dully. "Oh, yes — experiment. I'm an experiment."


    "An experiment in evil," he said.


    "Yes — in evil. And I hate you! That's evil enough, isn't it?"


    He reached down, lifted the bottle to the table, and methodically poured himself a drink of the liquor. He raised it, watching the oily swirls in the light, then tipped the fluid to his lips while the girl gazed at him with a sullen set to her own lips. A tiny crimson spot had appeared in the corner of her mouth; at its sting, she raised her hand and brushed it away. She stared as if in unbelief at the small red smear it left on her fingers.


    "Nicholas," she said pleadingly, "won't you take me home? Please, Nicholas, I want to leave here."


    "Do you hate me?” he asked, a queer twisting smile appearing on his lips.


    "If you'll take me home I won't." said Pat, snatching through the rising clouds of dizziness at a straw of logic. "You're going to take me home, aren't you?”


    "Let me hear you say you hate me!" he demanded, rising again. The girl cringed away with a little whimper as he approached. "You hate me, don't you?”


    He twisted his hand again in her ebony hair, drawing her face back so that he stared down at it.


    "There's blood on your lips," he said as if gloating. "Blood on your lips!"


    He clutched her hair more tightly; abruptly he bent over her, pressing his mouth to hers. Her bruised lips burned with pain at the fierce pressure of his; she felt a sharp anguish at the impingement of his teeth. Yet the cloudy pall of dizziness about her was unbroken; she was too frightened and bewildered for resistance.


    "Blood on your lips!" he repeated exultingly. "Now is the beauty of evil!"


    "Nicholas," she said wearily, clinging desperately to a remnant of logic, "what do you want of me? Tell me what you want and then let me go home."


    "I want to show you the face of evil," he said. "I want you to know the glory of evil, the loveliness of supreme evil!"


    He dragged his chair around the table, placing it beside her. Seated, he drew her into his arms, where she lay passive, too limp and befuddled to resist. With a sudden movement, he turned her so that her back rested across his knees, her face gazing up into his. He stared intently down at her, and the light, shining at an angle into his eyes, suddenly struck out the red glow that lingered in them.


    "I want you to know the power of evil," he murmured. "The irresistible, incomprehensible fascination of it, and the unspeakable pleasures of indulgence in it."


    Pat scarcely heard him; she was struggling now in vain against the overwhelming fumes of the alcohol she had consumed. The room was wavering around her, and behind her despair and terror, a curious elation was thrusting itself into her consciousness.


    "Evil," she echoed vaguely.


    "Blood on your lips!" he muttered, peering down at her. "Taste the unutterable pleasure of kisses on bloody lips; drain the sweet anguish of pain, the fierce delight of suffering!"


    He bent down; again his lips pressed upon hers, but this time she felt herself responding. Some still sane portion of her brain rebelled, but the intoxication of sense and alcohol was dominant. Suddenly she was clinging to him, returning his kisses, glorying in the pain of her lacerated lips. A red mist suffused her; she had no consciousness of anything save the exquisite pain of the kiss that somehow contrived to transform itself into an ecstacy of delight. She lay gasping as the other withdrew his lips.


    "You see!" he gloated. "You understand! Evil is open to us, and all the unutterable pleasures of the damned, who cry out in transports of joy at the bite of the flames of Hell. Do you see?”


    The girl made no answer, sobbing in a chaotic mingling of pain and excruciating pleasure. She was incapable of speech or connected thought; the alcohol beat against her brain with a persistence that defied resistance. After a moment, she stirred, struggling erect to a sitting posture.


    "Evil!" she said dizzily. "Evil and good — what's difference? All in a lifetime!"


    She felt a surge of tipsy elation, and then the muffled music of the mechanical piano, drifting through the closed door, penetrated her befuddled consciousness.


    "I want to dance!" she cried. "I'm drunk and I want to dance! Am I drunk?” she appealed to her companion.


    "Yes," he said.


    "I am not! I just want to dance, only it's hot in here. Dance with me, Nicholas — show me an evil dance! I want to dance with the Devil, and I will! You're the Devil, name and all! I want to dance with Old Nick himself!"


    She rose unsteadily from her chair; instantly the room reeled crazily about her and she fell sprawling. She felt the grasp of arms beneath her shoulders, raising her erect; she leaned against the wall and heard herself laughing wildly.


    "Funny room!" she said. "Evil room — on pivots!"


    "You're still to learn," came the toneless voice of Nicholas Devine. "Do you want to see the face of evil?”


    "Sure!" she said. "Got a good memory for faces!"


    She realized that he was fumbling with the catch of her dress on her left shoulder; again some remnant, some vestige of sanity deep in her brain warned her.


    "Mustn't," she said vaguely.


    Then suddenly the catch was open; the dress dropped away around her, crumpling to a shapeless blob of cloth about her diminutive feet. She covered her face with her hands, fighting to hold that last, vanishing vestige of sobriety, while she stood swaying drunkenly against the wall.


    Then Nicholas Devine's arms were about her again; she felt the sharp sting of his kisses on her throat. He swung her about, bent her backwards across the low table; she was conscious of a bewildered sensation of helplessness and of little else.


    "Now the supreme glory of evil!" he was muttering in her ear. She felt his hands on her bare shoulders as he pressed her backward.


    Then, abruptly, he paused, releasing her. She sat dizzily erect, following the direction of his gaze. In the half open door stood the nondescript bartender leering in at them.
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    Rescue from Abbadon


    


    [image: Picture]AT SLID DIZZILY FROM HER PERCH ON THE table and sank heavily to a chair. The interruption of the mustached keeper of this den of contradictions struck her as extremely humorous; she giggled hysterically as her wavering gaze perceived the consternation in his sharp little face. Some forlorn shred of modesty asserted itself, and she dragged a corner of the red-checked table cloth across her knees.


    "Get out!" said Nicholas Devine in that voice of rasping metal. "Get out!" he repeated in unchanging tones.


    The other made no move to leave. "Yeah?" he said. "Listen, Bud — this place is respectable, see? You want to pull something like this, you go upstairs, see? And pay for your room."


    "Get out!" There was no variation in the voice.


    "You get out! The both of you, see?"


    Nicholas Devine stepped slowly toward him; his back, as he advanced upon the bartender, was toward Pat, yet through the haze of intoxication, she had an impression of evil red eyes in a chill, impassive face. "Get out!"


    The other had no stomach for such an adversary. He backed out of the door, closing it as he vanished. His voice floated in from the hall.


    "I'm telling you!" he called. "Clear out!"


    Nicholas Devine turned back toward the girl. He surveyed her sitting in her chair; she had dropped her chin to her hand to steady the whirling of her head.


    "We'll go," he said. "Come on."


    "I just want to sit here," she said. "Just let me sit here. I'm tired."


    "Come on," he repeated.


    "Why?" she muttered petulantly. "I'm tired."


    "I want no interruptions. We'll go elsewhere."


    "Must dress!" she murmured dazedly, "can't go on street without dress."


    Nicholas Devine swept her frock from its place in the corner, gathered her wrap from the chair, and flung them over his arm. He grasped her wrist, tugging her to an unsteady standing position. "Come on," he said.


    "Dress!"


    He snatched the red checked table cloth from its place, precipitating bottles, ash-tray, and glasses into an indiscriminate pile, and threw the stained and odorous fabric across her shoulders. She gathered it about her like a toga; it hung at most points barely below her waist, but it satisfied the urge of her muddled mind for a covering of some sort.


    "Well go through the rear," her companion said. "Into the alley. I want no trouble with that rat in the bar — yet!"


    He still held Pat's wrist; she stumbled after him as he dragged her into the darkness of the hall. They moved through it blindly to a door at the far end; Nicholas swung it open upon a dim corridor flanked by buildings on either side, with a strip of star-sprinkled sky above.


    Pat's legs were somehow incapable of their usual lithe grace; she failed to negotiate the single step, and crashed heavily to the concrete paving. The shock and the cooler air of the open steadied her momentarily; she felt no pain from her bruised knees, but a temporary rift in the fog that bound her mind. She gathered the red-checked cloth more closely about her shoulders as her companion, still clutching her wrist, jerked her violently to her feet.


    They moved into the gulch of the alley, and here she found difficulty in following. Her tiny high-heeled pumps slipped at every step on the uneven cobbles of the paving, and the unsteady footing made her lurch and stumble until the dusty stretch of the alley was a writhing panorama of shadows and lighted windows and stars. Nicholas Devine turned an impatient glare on her, and here in the semi-darkness, his face was again the face of the red-eyed demon. She dragged him to a halt, laughing strangely.


    "There it is!" she cried, pointing at him with her free hand. He turned again, staring at her with grim features,


    "What?"


    "There! Your face — the face of evil!" Again she laughed hysterically.


    The other stepped to her side; the disturbing eyes were inches from her own. He raised his hand as she laughed, slapped her sharply, so that her head reeled. He seized her shoulders, shaking her until the checkered cloth billowed like a flag in a wind.


    "Now come!" he muttered.


    But the girl, laughing no longer, leaned pale and weak again a low board fence. Her limbs seemed paralyzed, and movement was quite impossible. She was conscious of neither the blow nor the shaking, but only of a devastating nausea and an all-encompassing weaking. She bent over the fence; she was violently ill.


    Then the nausea had vanished, and a weariness, a strange lassitude, was all that remained. Nicholas Devine stood over her; suddenly he pressed her body to him in a convulsive embrace, so that her head dropped back, and his face loomed above her, obliterating the stars.


    "Ah!" he said. He seemed about to kiss her when a sound — voices — filtered out of somewhere in the maze of dark courts and littered yards along the alley. He released her, seized her wrist, and once more she was stumbling wretchedly behind him over the uneven surface of the cobblestones.


    A numbness had come over her; consciousness burned very low as she wavered doggedly along through the darkness. She perceived dimly that they were approaching the end of the alley; the brighter glow of the street loomed before them, and a passing motor car cut momentary parallel shafts of luminescence across the opening.


    Nicholas Devine slowed his pace, still clutching her wrist in a cold grip; he paused, moving cautiously toward the corner of the building. He peered around the edge of the structure, surveying the now deserted street, while Pat stood dully behind him, incapable alike of thought or voluntary movement, clutching desperately at the dirty cloth that hung about her shoulders.


    Her companion finished his survey; apparently satisfied that progress was safe, he dragged her after him, turning toward the corner beyond which his car was parked. The girl staggered behind him with diminishing vigor; consciousness was very nearly at the point of disappearance, and her steps were wavering unsteadily, and doggedly slow. She dragged heavily on his arm; he gave a gesture of impatience at her weakness.


    "Come on!" he growled. "We're just going to the corner." His voice rose slightly in pitch, still sounding harsh as rasping metals. "There still remains the ultimate evil!" he said. "There is still a depth of beauty unplumbed, a pain whose exquisite pleasure is yet to find!"


    They approached the corner; abruptly Nicholas Devine drew back as two figures came unexpectedly into view from beyond it. He turned back toward the alley-way, dragging the girl in a dizzy circle. He took a few rapid steps.


    But Pat was through, exhausted. At his first step she stumbled and sprawled, dragging prone behind him. He released her hand and turned defiantly to face the approaching men, while the girl lying on the pavement struggled to a sitting posture with her back against the wall. She turned dull, indifferent eyes on the scene, then was roused to a somewhat higher pitch of interest by the sound of a familiar voice.


    "There he is! I told you it was his car."


    Dr. Horker! She struggled for clarity of thought; she realized dimly that she ought to feel relief, happiness — but all she could summon was a faint quickening of interest, or rather, a diminution of the lassitude that held her. She drew the rag of a table cloth about her and huddled against the wall, watching. The Doctor and some strange man, burly and massive in the darkness, dashed upon them, while Nicholas Devine waited, his red-orbed face a demoniac picture of cold contempt. Then the Doctor glanced at her huddled, bedraggled figure; she saw his face aghast, incredulous, as he perceived the condition of her clothing.


    "Pat! My God, girl! What's happened? Where've you been?”


    She found a hidden reserve somewhere within her. Her voice rose, shrill and hysterical.


    "We've been in Hell!" she said. "You came to take me back, didn't you? Orpheus and Eurydice!" She laughed. "Dr. Orpheus Horker!"


    The Doctor flashed her another incredulous glance and a grim and very terrible expression flamed in his face. He turned toward Nicholas Devine, his hands clenching, his mouth twisting without utterance, with no sound save a half-audible snarl. Then he spoke, a low, grating phrase flung at his thick-set companion.


    "Bring the car," was all he said. The man lumbered away toward the corner, and he turned again toward Nicholas Devine, who faced him impassively. Suddenly his fist shot out; he struck the youth or demon squarely between the red eyes, sending him reeling back against the building. Then the Doctor turned, bending over Pat; she felt the pressure of his arms beneath knees and shoulders. He was carrying her toward a car that drew up at the curb; he was placing her gently in the back seat. Then, without a glance at the figure still leaning against the building, he swept from the sidewalk the dark mass that was Pat's dress and her wrap, and re-entered the car beside her.


    "Shall I turn him in?” asked the man in the front seat.


    "We can't afford the publicity," said the Doctor, adding grimly, "I'll settle with him later."


    "Pat's head lurched as the car started; she was losing consciousness, and realized it vaguely, but she retained one impression as the vehicle swung into motion. She perceived that the face of the lone figure learning against the building, a face staring at her with horror and unbelief, was no longer the visage of the demon of the evening, but that of her own Nick.


    


    11


    


    Wreckage


    


    [image: Picture]AT OPENED HER EYES RELUCTANTLY, WITH the impression that something unpleasant awaited her return to full consciousness. Something, as yet she could not recall just what, had happened to her; she was not even sure where she was awakening.


    However, her eyes surveyed her own familiar room; there opposite the bed grinned the jade Buddha on his stand on the mantel — the one that Nick had —Nick! A mass of troubled, terrible recollections thrust themselves suddenly into consciousness. She visioned a medley of disturbing pictures, as yet disconnected, unassorted, but waiting only the return of complete wakefulness. And she realized abruptly that her head ached miserably, that her mouth was parched, that twinges of pain were making themselves evident in various portions of her anatomy. She turned her head and caught a glimpse of a figure at the bed-side; her startled glance revealed Dr. Horker, sitting quietly watching her.


    "Hello, Doctor," she said, wincing as her smile brought a sharp pain from her lips. "Or should I say, Good morning, Judge?"


    "Pat!" he rumbled, his growling tones oddly gentle. "Little Pat! How do you feel, child?"


    "Fair," she said. "Just fair. Dr. Carl, what happened to me last night? I can't seem to remember —Oh!"


    A flash of recollection pierced the obscure muddle. She remembered now — not all of the events of that ghastly evening, but enough. Too much!


    "Oh!" she murmured faintly. "Oh, Dr. Carl!"


    "Yes," he nodded. "'Oh!' — and would you mind very much telling me what that 'Oh' of yours implies?"


    "Why —". She paused shuddering, as one by one the events of that sequence of horrors reassembled themselves. "Yes, I'd mind very much," she continued. "It was nothing —" She turned to him abruptly. "Oh, it was, though, Dr. Carl! It was horrible, unspeakable, incomprehensible! — But I can't talk about it! can't!"


    "Perhaps you're right," said the Doctor mildly. "Don't you really want to discuss it?"


    "I do want to," admitted the girl after a moment's reflection. "I want to — but I can't. I'm afraid to think of all of it."


    "But what in Heaven's name did you do?”


    "We just started out to go dancing," she said hesitatingly. "Then, on the way to town, Nick — changed. He said someone was following us."


    "Some one was," said Horker. "I was, with Mueller. That Nick of yours has the Devil's own cleverness!"


    "Yes," the girl echoed soberly. "The Devil's own! — Who's Mueller, Dr. Carl?”


    "He's a plain-clothes man, friend of mine. I treated him once. What do you mean by changed?"


    "His eyes," she said. "And his mouth. His eyes got reddish and terrible, and his mouth got straight and grim. And his voice turned sort of — harsh."


    "Ever happen before, that you know of?”


    "Once. When —" She paused.


    "Yes. Last Wednesday night, when you came over to ask those questions about pure science. What happened then?”


    "We went to a place to dance."


    "And that's the reason, I suppose," rumbled the Doctor sardonically, "that I found you wandering about the streets in a table cloth, step-ins, and a pair of hose! That's why I found you on the verge of passing out from rotten liquor, and looking like the loser of a battle with an airplane propellor! What happened to your face?"


    "My face? What's wrong with it?”


    The Doctor rose from his chair and seized the hand-mirror from her dressing table.


    "Look at it!" he commanded, passing her the glass.


    Pat gazed incredulously at the reflection the surface presented; a dark bruise colored her cheek, her lips were swollen and discolored, and her chin bore a jagged scratch. She stared at the injuries in horror.


    "Your knees are skinned, too," said Horker. "Both of them."


    Pat slipped one pajamaed limb from the covers, drawing the pants-leg up for inspection. She gasped in startled fright at the great red stain on her knee.


    "That's mercurochrome," said the Doctor. "I put it there."


    "You put it there. How did I get home last night, Dr. Carl? How did I get to bed?”


    "I'm responsible for that, too. I put you to bed." He leaned forward. "Listen, child — your mother knows nothing about this as yet. She wasn't home when I brought you in, and she's not awake yet this morning. We'll tell her you had an automobile accident; explain away those bruises. — And now, how did you get them?”


    "I fell, I guess. Two or three times."


    "That bruise on your cheek isn't from falling."


    The girl shuddered. Now in the calm light of morning, the events of last night seemed doubly horrible; she doubted her ability to believe them, so incredible did they seem. She was at a loss to explain even her own actions, and those of Nicholas Devine were simply beyond comprehension, a chapter from some dark and blasphemous book of ancient times — the Kabbala or the Necronomicon.


    "What happened, Pat?” queried the Doctor gently. "Tell me," he urged her.


    "I — can't explain it," she said doubtfully. "He took me to that place, but drinking the liquor was my own fault. I did it out of spite because I saw he didn't — care for me. And then —" She fell silent.


    "Yes? And then?”


    "Well — he began to talk about the beauty of evil, the delights of evil, and his eyes glared at me, and —I don't understand it at all, Dr. Carl, but all of a sudden I was — yielding. Do you see?”


    "I see," he said gently, soberly.


    "Suddenly I seemed to comprehend what he meant—all that about the supreme pleasure of evil. And I was sort of — swept away. The dress — was his fault, but I — somehow I'd lost the power to resist. I guess I was drunk."


    "And the bruises? And your cut lips?” queried the Doctor grimly.


    "Yes," she said in a low voice. "He — struck me. After a while I didn't care. He could have — would have done other things, only we were interrupted, and had to leave. And that's all, Dr. Carl."


    "Isn't that enough?” he groaned. "Pat, I should have killed the fiend there!"


    "I'm glad you didn't."


    "Do you mean to say you'd care?"


    "I — don't know."


    "Are you intimating that you still love him?"


    "No," she said thoughtfully. "No, I don't love him, but — Dr. Carl, there's something inexplicable about this. There's something I don't understand, but I'm certain of one thing!"


    "What's that?”


    "That it wasn't Nick — not my Nick — who did those things to me last night. It wasn't, Dr. Carl!"


    "Pat, you're being a fool!"


    "I know it. But I'm sure of it, Dr. Carl. I know Nick; I loved him, and I know he couldn't have done — that. Not the same gentle Nick that I had to beg to kiss me!"


    "Pat," said the Doctor gently, "I'm a psychiatrist; it's my business to know all the rottenness that can hide in a human being. My office is the scene of a parade of misfits, failures, potential criminals, lunatics, and mental incompetents. It's a nasty, bitter side I see of life, but I know that side — and I tell you this fellow is dangerous!"


    "Do you understand this, Dr. Carl?"


    He reached over, taking her hand in his great palm with its long, curious delicate fingers. "I have my theory, Pat. The man's a sadist, a lover of cruelty, and there's enough masochism in any woman to make him terribly dangerous. I want your promise."


    "About what?"


    "I want you to promise never to see him again."


    The girl turned serious eyes on his face; he noted with a shock of sympathy that they were filled with tears.


    "You warned me I'd get burned playing with fire," she said. "You did, didn't you?"


    "I'm an old fool, Honey. If I'd believed my own advice, I'd have seen that this never happened to you." He patted her hand. "Have I your promise?"


    She averted her eyes. "Yes," she murmured. He winced as he perceived that the tears were on her cheeks.


    "So!" he said, rising. "The patient can get out of bed when she feels like it — and don't forget that little fib we've arranged for your mother's peace of mind."


    She stared up at him, still clinging to his hand.


    "Dr. Carl," she said, "are you sure — quite sure —you're right about him? Couldn't there be a chance that you're mistaken — that it's something your psychiatry has overlooked or never heard of?”


    "Small chance, Pat dear."


    "But a chance?"


    "Well, neither I nor any reputable medic claims to know everything, and the human mind's a subtle sort of thing."


    


    12


    


    Letter from Lucifer


    


    [image: Picture]M GLAD!" PAT TOLD HERSELF. I'M GLAD IT'S over, and I'm glad I promised Dr. Carl — I guess I was mighty close to the brink of disaster that time."


    She examined the injuries on her face, carefully powdered to conceal the worst effects from her mother. The trick had worked, too; Mrs. Lane had delivered herself of an excited lecture on the dangers of the gasoline age, and then thanked Heaven it was no worse. Well, Pat reflected, she had good old Dr. Carl to thank for the success of the subterfuge; he had broken the news very skillfully, set the stage for her appearance, and calmed her mother's apprehensions of scars. And Pat, surveying her image in the glass above her dressing-table, could see for herself the minor nature of the hurts.


    "Scars — pooh!" she observed. "A bruised cheek, a split lip, a skinned chin. All I need is a black eye, and I guess I'd have had that in five minutes more, and perhaps a cauliflower ear into the bargain."


    But her mood was anything but flippant; she was fighting off the time when her thoughts had of necessity to face the unpleasant, disturbing facts of the affair. She didn't want to think of the thing at all; she wanted to laugh it off and forget it, yet she knew that for an impossibility. The very desire to forget she recognized as a coward's wish, and she resented the idea that she was cowardly.


    "Forget the wise-cracks," she advised her image. "Face the thing and argue it out; that's the only way to be satisfied."


    She rose with a little grimace of pain at the twinge from her bruised knees, and crossed to the chaise lounge beside the far window. She settled herself in it and resumed her cogitations. She was feeling more or less herself again; the headache of the morning had nearly vanished, and aside from the various aches and a listless fagged-out sensation, she approximated her normal self. Physically, that it; the shadow of that other catastrophe, the one she hesitated to face, was another matter.


    "I'm lucky to get off this easily," she assured herself, "after going on a bust like that one, like a lumberjack with his pay in his pocket." She shook her head in mournful amazement. "And I'm Patricia Lane, the girl whom Billy dubbed 'Pat the Impeccable' ! Impeccable! Wandering through alleys in step-ins and a table cloth — getting beaten up in a drunken brawl —passing out on rot-gut liquor — being carried home and put to bed! Not impeccable; incapable's the word! I belong to Dr. Carl's parade of incompetents."


    She continued her rueful reflections. "Well, item one is, I don't love Nick any more. I couldn't now!" she flung at the smiling green buddha on the mantel. "That's over; I've promised."


    Somehow there was not satisfaction in the memory of that promise. It was logical, of course; there wasn't anything else to do now, but still—


    "That wasn't Nick!" she told herself. "That wasn't my Nick. I guess Dr. Carl is right, and he's a depressed what-ever-it-was; but if he's crazy, so am I! He had me convinced last night; I understood what he meant, and I felt what he wanted me to feel. If he's crazy, I am too; a fine couple we are!"


    She continued. "But it wasn't Nick! I saw his face when we drove off, and it had changed again, and that was Nick's face, not the other. And he was sorry; I could see he was sorry, and the other could never have regretted it — not ever! The other isn't — quite human, but Nick is."


    She paused, considering the idea. "Of course," she resumed, "I might have imagined that change at the end. I was hazy and quavery, and it's the last thing I do remember; that must have been just before I passed out."


    And then, replying to her own objection, "But I didn't imagine it! I saw it happen once before, that other night when — Well, what difference does it make, anyway? It's over, and I've given my promise."


    But she was unable to dismiss the matter as easily as that. There was some uncanny, elusive element in it that fascinated her. Cruel, terrible, demoniac, he might have been; he had also been kind, lovable, and gentle. Yet Dr. Carl had told her that split personalities could contain no characteristics that were not present in the original, normal character. Was cruelty, then, a part of kindness? Was cruelty merely the lack of kindness, or, cynical thought, was kindness but the lack of cruelty? Which qualities were positive in the antagonistic phases of Nicholas Devine's individuality, and which negative? Was the gentle, lovable, but indubitably weaker character the split, and the demon of last evening his normal self? Or vice-versa? Or were both of these fragmentary entities, portions of some greater personality as yet unapparent to her?


    The whole matter was a mystery; she shrugged in helpless perplexity.


    "I don't think Dr. Carl knows as much about it as he says," she mused. "I don't think psychiatry or any other science knows that much about the human soul. Dr. Carl doesn't even believe in a soul; how could he know anything about it, then?” She frowned in puzzlement and gave up the attempt to solve the mystery.


    The hours she had spent in her room, at her mother's insistence, began to pall; she didn't feel particularly ill — it was more of a languor, a depressed, worn-out feeling. Her mother, of course, was out somewhere; she felt a desire for human companionship, and wondered if the Doctor might by some chance drop in. It seemed improbable; he had his regular Sunday afternoon routine of golf at the Club, and it took a real catastrophe to keep him away from that. She sighed, stretched her legs, rose from her position on the chase lounge, and wandered toward the kitchen where Magda was doubtless to be found.


    It was in the dusk of the rear hall that the first sense of her loss came over her. Heretofore her renunciation of Nicholas Devine was a rational thing, a promise given but not felt; but now it was suddenly a poignant reality. Nick was gone, she realized; he was out of her world, irrevocably sundered from her. She paused at the top of the rear flight of stairs, considering the matter.


    "He's gone! I won't see him ever again." The thought was appalling; she felt already a premonition of loneliness to come, of an emptiness in her world, a lack that nothing could replace.


    "I shouldn't have promised Dr, Carl," she mused, knowing that even without that promise her course must still have been the same. "I shouldn't have, not until I'd talked to Nick — my own Nick."


    And still, she reflected forlornly, what difference did it make? She had to give him up; she couldn't continue to see him not knowing at what instant that terrible caricature of him might appear to torment her. But he might have explained, she argued miserably, answering her own objection at once — he's said he couldn't explain, didn't understand. The thing was at an impasse.


    She shook her shining black head despondently, and descended the dusky well of the stairs to the kitchen. Magda was there clattering among her pots and pans; Pat entered quietly and perched on the high stool by the long table. Old Magda, who had warmed her babyhood milk and measured out her formula, gave her a single glance and continued her work.


    "Sorry about the accident, I was," she said without looking up.


    "Thanks," responded the girl. "I'm all right again."


    "You don't look it."


    "I feel all right."


    She watched the mysterious, alchemistic mixing of a pastry, and thought of the vast array of them that had come from Magda's hands. As far back as she could remember she had perched on this stool observing the same mystic culinary rites.


    Suddenly another memory rose out of the grave of forgetfulness and went gibbering across her world. She remembered the stories Magda used to tell her, frightening stories of witchcraft and the evil eye, tales out of an older region and a more credulous age.


    "Magda," she asked, "did you ever see a devil?”


    "Not I, but I've talked with them that had."


    "Didn't you ever see one?”


    "No." The woman slid a pan into the oven. "I saw a man once, when I was a tot, possessed by a devil."


    "You did? How did he look?”


    "He screamed terrible, then he said queer things. Then he fell down and foam came out of his mouth."


    "Like a fit?”


    "The Priest, he said it was a devil. He came and prayed over him, and after a while he was real quiet, and then he was all right."


    "Possessed by a devil," said Pat thoughtfully. "What happened to him?”


    "Dunno."


    "What queer things did he say?”


    "Wicked things, the Priest said. I couldn't tell! I was a tot."


    "Possessed by a devil!" Pat repeated musingly. She sat immersed in thoughts on the high stool while Magda clattered busily about. The woman paused finally, turning her face to the girl.


    "What you so quiet about, Miss Pat?”


    "I was just thinking."


    "You get your letter?”


    "Letter? What letter? Today's Sunday."


    "Special delivery. The girl, she put it in the hall."


    "I didn't know anything about it. Who'd write me a special?"


    She slipped off the high stool and proceeded to the front hall. The letter was there, solitary on the salver that always held the mail. She picked it up, examining the envelope in sudden startled amazement and more than a trace of illogical exultation.


    For the letter, post-marked that same morning, was addressed in the irregular script of Nicholas Devine!
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    Indecision


    


    [image: Picture]AT TURNED THE ENVELOPE DUBIOUSLY IN HER hands, while a maze of chaotic thoughts assailed her. She felt almost a sensation of guilt as if she were in some manner violating the promise given to Dr. Horker; she felt a tinge of indignation that Nicholas Devine should dare communicate with her at all, and she felt too that queer exultation, an inexplicable pleasure, a feeling of secret triumph. She slipped the letter in the pocket of her robe and padded quietly up the stairs to her own room. Strangely, her loneliness had vanished. The great house, empty now save for herself and Magda in the distant kitchen, was no longer a place of solitude; the discovery of the letter, whatever its contents, had changed the deserted rooms into chambers teeming with her own excitements, trepidations, doubts, and hopes. Even hopes, she admitted to herself, though hopes of what nature she was quite unable to say. What could Nick write that had the power to change things? Apologies? Pleas? Promises? None of these could alter the naked, horrible facts of the predicament.


    Nevertheless, she was almost a-tremble with expectation as she skipped hastily into her own room, carefully closed the door, and settled herself by the west windows. She drew the letter from her pocket, and then, with a tightening of her throat, tore open the envelope, slipping out the several pages of scrawled paper. Avidly she began to read.


    


    "I don't know whether you'll ever see this" —the missive began without salutation — "and I'll not blame you, Pat dear, if you do return it unopened. There's nothing you can do that wouldn't be justified, nor can you think worse of me than I do of myself. And that's a statement so meaningless that even as I wrote it, I could anticipate its effect on you.


    "Pat — How am I going to convince you that I'm sincere? Will you believe me when I write that I love you? Can you believe that I love you tenderly, worshipfully — reverently?


    "You can't; I know you can't after that catastrophe of last night. But it's true, Pat, though the logic of a Spinoza might fail to convince you of it.


    "I don't know how to write you this. I don't know whether you want to hear what I could say, but I know that I must try to say it. Not apologies, Pat — I shouldn't dare approach you for so poor a reason as that — but a sort of explanation. You more than any one in the world are entitled to that explanation, if you want to hear it.


    "I can't write it to you, Pat; it's something I can only make you believe by telling you — something dark and rather terrible. But please, Dear, believe that I mean you no harm, and that I plan no subterfuge, when I suggest that you see me. It will be, I think, for the last time.


    "Tonight, and tomorrow night, and as many nights to follow as I can, I'll sit on a bench in the park near the place where I kissed you that first time. There will be people passing there, and cars driving by; you need fear nothing from me. I choose the place to bridle my own actions, Pat; nothing can happen while we sit there in the view of the world.


    "To write you more than this is futile. If you come, I'll be there; if you don't, I'll understand.


    "I love you."


    


    The letter was signed merely "Nick. She stared at the signature with feelings so confused that she forebore any attempt to analyze them.


    "But I can't go," she mused soberly. "I've promised Dr. Carl. Or at least, I can't go without telling him."


    That last thought, she realized, was a concession. Heretofore she hadn't let herself consider the possibility of seeing Nicholas Devine again, and now suddenly she was weakening, arguing with herself about the ethics of seeing him. She shook her head decisively.


    "Won't do, Patricia Lane!" she told herself. "Next thing, you'll be slipping away without a word to anybody, and coming home with two black eyes and a broken nose. Won't do at all!"


    She dropped her eyes to the letter. "Explanations", she reflected. "I guess Dr. Carl would give up a hole-in-one to hear that explanation. And I'd give more than that." She shook her head regretfully. "Nothing to do about it, though. I promised."


    The sun was slanting through the west windows; she sat watching the shadows lengthen in the room, and tried to turn her thoughts into more profitable channels. This was the first Sunday in many months that she had spent alone in the house; it was a custom for herself and her mother to spend the afternoon at the club. The evening too, as a rule; there was invariably bridge for Mrs. Lane, and Pat was always the center of a circle of the younger members. She wondered dreamily what the crowd thought of her non-appearance, reflecting that her mother had doubtless enlarged on Dr. Carl's story of an accident. Dr. Carl wouldn't say much, simply that he'd ordered her to stay at home. But sooner or later, Nick would hear the accident story; she wondered what he'd think of it.


    She caught herself up sharply. "My ideas wander in circles," she thought petulantly. "No matter where I start, they curve around back to Nick. It won't do; I've got to stop it."


    Nearly time for the evening meal, she mused, watching the sun as it dropped behind Dr. Horker's house. She didn't feel much like eating; there was still a remnant of the exhausted, dragged-out sensation, though the headache that had accompanied her awakening this morning had disappeared.


    "I know what the morning after feels like, anyway," she reflected with a wry little smile. "Everybody ought to experience it once, I suppose. I wonder how Nick—"


    She broke off abruptly, with a shrug of disgust. She slipped the letter back into its envelope, rose and deposited it in the drawer of the night-table. She glanced at the clock ticking on its shiny top.


    "Six o'clock," she murmured. Nick would be sitting in the park in another two hours or so. She had a twinge of sympathy at the thought of his lone vigil; she could visualize the harried expression on his face when the hours passed without her arrival.


    "Can't be helped," she told herself. "He's no right to ask for anything of me after last night. He knows that; he said so in his letter."


    She suppressed an impulse to re-read that letter, and trotted deliberately out of the room and down the stairs. Magda had set the table in the breakfast room; it was far cozier than the great dining room, especially without her mother's company. And the maid was away; the breakfast room simplified serving, as well.


    She tried valorously to eat what Magda supplied, but the food failed to tempt her. It wasn't so much her physical condition, either; it was — She clenched her jaws firmly; was the memory of Nicholas Devine to haunt her forever?


    "Pat Lane," she said in admonition, "you're a crack-brained fool! Just because a man kicks you all over the place is no reason to let him become an obsession."


    She drank her coffee, feeling the sting of its heat on her injured lips. She left the table, tramped firmly to her room, and began defiantly to read. The effort was useless; half a dozen times she forced her attention to the page only to find herself staring vaguely into space a moment or two later. She closed the book finally with an irritable bang, and vented her restlessness in pacing back and forth.


    "This house is unbearable!" she snapped. "I'm not going to stay shut up here like a jail-bird in solitary confinement. A walk in the open is what I need, and that's what I'll have."


    She glanced at the clock; seven-thirty. She tore off her robe pettishly, flung out of her pajamas, and began to dress with angry determination. She refused to think of a lonely figure that might even now be sitting disconsolately on a bench in the nearby park.


    She disguised her bruised cheek as best she could, dabbed a little powder on the abrasion on her chin, and tramped militantly down the stairs. She caught up her wrap, still lying where the Doctor had tossed it last night, and moved toward the door, opening it and nearly colliding with the massive figure of Dr. Harker!


    "Well!" boomed the Doctor as she started back in surprise. "You're pretty spry for a patient. Think you were going out?”


    "Yes," said Pat defiantly.


    "Not tonight, child! I left the Club early to take a look at you."


    "I am perfectly all right. I want to go for a walk."


    "No walk. Doctor's orders."


    "I'm of legal age!" she snapped. "I want to go for a walk. Do I go?"


    "You do not." The Doctor placed his great form squarely in the doorway. "Not unless you can lick me, my girl, and I'm pretty tough. I put you to bed last night, and I can do as much tonight. Shall I?"


    Pat backed into the hall. "You don't have to", she said sullenly. "I'm going there myself." She flung her wrap angrily to a chair and stalked up the stairs.


    "Good night, spit-fire," he called after her. "I'll read down here until your mother comes home."


    The girl stormed into her room in anger that she knew to be illogical.


    "I won't be watched like a problem child!" she told herself viciously. "I know damn well what he thought — and I wasn't going to meet Nick! I wasn't at all!"


    She calmed suddenly, sat on the edge of her bed and kicked off her pumps. It had occurred to her that Nick had written his intention to wait for her in the park tomorrow night as well, and Dr. Horker's interference had confirmed her in a determination to meet him.
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    Bizarre Explanation


    


    [image: Picture]WON'T BE BULLIED!" PAT TOLD HERSELF, examining her features in the mirror. The two day interval had faded the discoloration of her cheek to negligible proportions, and all that remained as evidence of the violence of Saturday night was the diminishing mark on her chin. Of course, her knees — but they were covered; most of the time, at least. She gave herself a final inspection, and somewhere below a clock boomed.


    "Eight o'clock," she remarked to her image: "Time to be leaving, and it serves Dr. Carl right for his highhanded actions last night. I won't be bullied by anybody." She checked herself as her mind had almost added, "Except Nick." True or not, she didn't relish the thought; the recent recollections it roused were too disturbing.


    She tossed a stray wisp of black hair from her forehead and turned to the door. She heard her mother's voice as she descended the stairs.


    "Are you going out, Patricia? Do you think it wise?”


    "I am perfectly all right. I want to go for a walk."


    "I know, Dear; it was largely your appearance I meant." She surveyed the girl with a critical eye. "Nice enough, except for that little spot on your chin, and will you never learn to keep your hair away from that side of your forehead? One can never do a bob right; why don't you let it grow out like the other girls?"


    "Makes me individual," replied Pat, moving toward the outer door. "I won't be late at all," she added.


    On the porch she cast a cautious glance at Dr. Horker's windows, but his great figure was nowhere evident. Only a light burning in the library evinced his presence. She gave a sigh of relief, and tiptoed down the steps to the sidewalk, and moved hastily away from the range of his watchful eyes.


    No sooner had she sighted the park than doubts began to torment her. Suppose this were some trick of Nicholas Devine's, to trap her into some such situation as that of Saturday night. Even suppose that she found him the sweet personality that she had loved, might that also be a trick? Mightn't he be trusting to his ability to win her over, to the charm she had confessed to him that he held for her? Couldn't he be putting his faith in his own amorous skill, planning some specious explanation to win her forgiveness only to use her once more as the material for some horrible experiment? And if he were, would she be able to prevent herself from yielding?


    "Forewarned is fore-armed," she told herself. "I'll not put up such a feeble resistance this time, knowing what I now know. And it's only fair of me to listen to his explanation, if he really has one."


    She was reassured by the sight of the crowded park; groups strolled along the walks, and an endless procession of car-headlights marked the course of the roadway. Nothing could happen in such an environment; they'd be fortunate even to have an opportunity for confidential talk. She waited for the traffic lights, straining her eyes to locate Nicholas Devine; at the click of the signal she darted across the street.


    She moved toward the lake; here was the spot, she was sure. She glanced about with eagerness unexpected even to herself, peering through the shadow-shot dusk. He wasn't there, she concluded, with a curious sense of disappointment; her failure to appear last night had disheartened him; he had abandoned his attempt.


    Then she saw him. He sat on a bench isolated from the rest in a treeless area overlooking the lake. She saw his disconsolate figure, his chin on his hand, staring moodily over the waters. A tremor ran through her, she halted deliberately, waiting until every trace of emotion had vanished, then she advanced, standing coolly beside him.


    For a moment he was unaware of her presence; he sat maintaining his dejected attitude without glancing at her. Suddenly some slight movement, the flutter of her skirt, drew his attention; he turned sharply, gazing directly into her face.


    "Pat!" He sprang to his feet. "Pat! is it you —truly you? Or are you one of these visions that have been plaguing me for hours?"


    "I'm real," she said, returning his gaze with a studied coolness in her face. She made no other move; her cold composure disconcerted him, and he winced, flushed, and moved nervously aside as she seated herself. He dropped beside her; he made no attempt to touch her, but sat watching her in silence for so long a time that she felt her composure ebbing. There was a hungry, defeated look about him; there was a wistfulness, a frustration, in his eyes that seemed about to tug tears from her own eyes. Abruptly she dropped her gaze from his face.


    "Well?” she said finally in a small voice, and as he made no reply, "I'm here."


    "Are you really, Pat? Are you truly here?" he murmured, still watching her avidly. "I — I still don't believe it. I waited here for hours and hours last night, and I'd given up hope for tonight, or any night. But I would have come again and again."


    She started as he bent suddenly toward her, but he was merely examining her face. She saw the gleam of horror in his expression as his eyes surveyed the faintly visible bruise on her cheek, the red mark on her chin.


    "Oh my God, Pat!" His words were barely audible. "Oh my God!" he repeated, drawing away from her and resuming the attitude of desolation in which her arrival had found him. "I've hoped it wasn't true!"


    "What wasn't?” She was keeping her voice carefully casual; this miserable contrition of Nick's was tugging at her rather too powerfully for complete safety.


    "What I remembered. What I saw just now."


    "You hoped it wasn't true?" she queried in surprise. "But you did it."


    "I did it, Pat? Do you think I could have done it?"


    "But you did!" Her voice had taken on a chill inflection; the memory of those indignities came to steel her against him.


    "Pat, do you think I could assault your daintiness, or maltreat the beauty I worship? Didn't anything occur to you? Didn't anything seem queer about — about that ghastly evening?"


    "Queer!" she echoed. "That's certainly a mild word to use, isn't it?”


    "But I mean — hadn't you any idea of what had happened? Didn't you think anything of it except that I had suddenly gone mad? Or that I'd grown to hate you?”


    "What was I to think?” she countered, trying to control the tremor that had crept into her voice.


    "But did you think that?”


    "No," the girl confessed after a pause. "At first, when you started with that drink, I thought you were looking for material for your work. That's what you said — an experiment. Didn't you?”


    "I guess so," he groaned.


    "But after that, after I'd swallowed that horrible stuff, but before everything went hazy, I — thought differently."


    "But what, Pat? What did you think?”


    "Why, then I realized that it wasn't you — not the real you. I could feel the — well, the presence of the person I knew; this presence that was tormenting me was another person, a terrible, cold, inhuman stranger."


    "Pat!" There was a note almost of relief in his voice. "Did you really feel that?”


    "Yes. Does it help matters, my sensing that? I can't see how."


    His eyes, which had been fixed on hers, dropped suddenly. "No," he muttered, all the relief gone out of his tones, "no, it doesn't help, does it? Except that it's a meager consolation to me to know that you felt it."


    Pat struggled to suppress an impulse to reach out her hand, to stroke his hair. She caught herself sharply; this was the very danger against which she had warned herself — this was the very attitude she had anticipated in Nicholas Devine, the lure which might bait a trap. Yet he looked so forlorn, so wistful! It was an effort to forbear from touching him; her fingers fairly ached to brush his cheek.


    "Only a fool walks twice into the same trap," she told herself. Aloud she said, "You promised me an explanation. If you've any excuse, I'd like to hear it." Her voice had resumed its coolness.


    "I haven't any excuse," he responded gloomily, "and the explanation is perhaps too bizarre, too fantastic for belief. I don't believe it entirely; I suppose you couldn't believe it at all."


    "You promised," she repeated. The carefully assumed composure of her voice threatened to crack; this wistfulness of his was a powerful weapon against her defense.


    "Oh, I'll give you the explanation," he said miserably. "I just wanted to warn you you'd not believe me." He gave her a despondent glance. "Pat, as I love you I swear that what I tell you is the truth. Do you think you can believe me?”


    "Yes," she murmured. The tremor had reappeared in her voice despite her efforts.


    Nicholas Devine turned his eyes toward the lake and began to speak.
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    A Modern Mr. Hyde


    


    [image: Picture]DON'T REMEMBER WHEN I FIRST NOTICED IT," began Nick in a low voice, "but I'm two people. I'm me, the person who's talking to you now, and I'm — another."


    Pat, looking very pale and serious in the dusky light, said nothing at all. She simply gazed at him silently, without the slightest trace of surprise in her wide dark eyes.


    "This is the real me," proceeded Nick miserably. "The other is an outsider, that has somehow contrived to grow into me. He is different; cold, cruel, utterly selfish, and not exactly — human. Do you understand?"


    "Y — Yes," said the girl, fighting to control her voice. "Sort of."


    "This is a struggle that has continued for a long time," he pursued. "There were times in childhood when I remember punishments for offenses I never committed, for nasty little meannesses he perpetrated. My mother, and after her death, my tutoress, thought I was lying when I tried to explain; they thought I was trying to evade responsibility. After a while I learned not to explain; I learned to accept my punishments doggedly, and to fight this other when he sought dominance."


    "And could you?” asked Pat, her voice frankly quavery. "Could you fight him?”


    "I was the stronger; I could win — usually. He slipped into consciousness as wilful, mean little impulses, nasty moods, unreasoning hates and such unpleasant things. But I was always the stronger: I learned to drive him into the background."


    "You said you were the stronger," she mused. "What does that mean, Nick?”


    "I've always been the stronger; I am now. But recently, Pat — I think it's since I fell in love with you —the struggle has been on evener terms. I've weakened or he's gained. I have to guard against him constantly; in any moment of weakness he may slip in, as on our ride last week, when we had that near accident. And again Saturday." He turned appealing eyes on the girl. "Pat, do you believe me?”


    "I guess I'll have to," she said unhappily. "It —makes things rather hopeless, doesn't it?”


    He nodded dejectedly. "Yes. I've always felt that sooner or later I'd win, and drive him away permanently. I've felt on the verge of complete victory more than once, but now —" He shook his head doubtfully. "He had never dominated me so entirely until Saturday night — Pat, you don't know what Hell is like until you're forced as I was to watch the violation of the being you worship, to stand helpless while a desecration is committed. I'd rather die than suffer it again!"


    "Oh!" said the girl faintly. She was thinking of the sorry picture she must have presented as she reeled half-clothed through the alley. "Can you see what —he sees?”


    "Of course, and think his thoughts. But only when he's dominant. I don't know what evil he's planning now, else I could forestall him, I would have warned you if I could have known."


    "Where is he now?”


    "Here," said Nick somberly. "Here listening to us, knowing what I'm thinking and feeling, laughing at my unhappiness."


    "Oh!" gasped Pat again. She watched her companion doubtfully. Then the memory of Dr. Horker's diagnosis came to her, and set her wondering. Was this story the figment of an unsettled mind? Was this irrational tale of a fiendish intruder merely evidence that the Doctor was right in his opinion? She was in a maze of uncertainty.


    "Nick," she said, "did you ever try medical help? Did you ever go to a doctor about it?”


    "Of course, Pat! Two years ago I went to a famous psychiatrist in New York — you'd know the name if I mentioned it — and told him about the — the case. And he studied me, and he treated me, and psychoanalyzed me, and the net result was just nothing. And finally he dismissed me with the opinion that the whole thing is just a fixed delusion, fortunately harmless!' Harmless! Bah! But it wasn't I that did those things, Pat; I had to stand by in horror and watch. It was enough to drive me crazy, but it didn't — quite."


    "But — Oh, Nick, what is it? What is this — this outsider? Can't we fight it somehow?”


    "How can anyone except me fight it?”


    "Oh, I don't know!" she wailed miserably. "There must be a way. Doctors claim to know pretty nearly everything; there must be something to do."


    "But there isn't," he retorted gloomily. "I don't know any more than you what that thing is, but it's beyond your doctors. I've got to fight it out alone."


    "Nick —" Her voice was suddenly tense. "Are you sure it isn't some kind of madness? Something tangible like that could perhaps be treated."


    "It's no kind your doctors can treat, Pat. Did you ever hear of a madman who stood aside and rationally watched the working of his own insanity? And that's what I'm forced to do. And yet — this other isn't insane either. Were its actions insane?"


    Pat shuddered. "I — don't know," she said in low tones. "I guess not."


    "No. Horrible, cruel, bestial, devilishly cunning, evil — but not insane. I don't know what it is, Pat. I know that the fight has to be made by me alone. There's nothing, nobody in the world, that can help."


    "Nick!" she wailed.


    "I'm sorry, Pat dear. You understand now why I was so reluctant to fall in love with you. I was afraid to love you; now I know I was right."


    "Nick!" she cried, then paused hopelessly. After a moment she continued, "Yesterday I was determined to forget you, and now — now I don't care if this whole tale of yours is a mesh of fantastic lies, I love you! I'd love you even if your real self were that — that other creature, and even if I knew that this was just a trap. I'd love you anyway."


    "Pat," he said seriously, "don't you believe me? Why should I offer to give you up if this were —what you said? Wouldn't I be pleading for another chance, making promises, finding excuses?”


    "Oh, I believe you, Nick! It isn't that; I was just thinking how strange it is that I could hate you so two nights past and love you so tonight."


    "Oh God, Pat! Even you can't know how much I love you; and to win you and then be forced to give you up —" He groaned.


    The girl reached out her hand and covered his; it was the first time during the evening that she had touched him, and the feel of his flesh sent a tingle through her. She was miserably distraught.


    "Honey," she murmured brokenly. "Nick, Honey."


    He looked at her. "Do you suppose there's a chance to beat the thing?" he asked. "I'd not ask you to wait, Pat, but if I only glimpsed a chance —"


    "I'll wait. I don't think I could do anything else but wait for you."


    "If I only knew what I had to fight!" he whispered. "If I only knew that!"


    A sudden memory leaped into Pat's mind. "Nick," she said huskily, "I think I know."


    "What do you mean, Pat?”


    "It's something Magda — the cook — said to me. It's foolish, superstitious, but Nick, what else can it be?"


    "Tell me!"


    "Well, she was talking to me yesterday, and she said that when she was a child in the old country, she had seen a man once —" she hesitated — "a man who was possessed by a devil. Nick, I think you're possessed by a devil!"


    He stared at her. "Pat," he said hoarsely, "that's — an impossibility!"


    "I know, but what else can it be?”


    "Out of the Dark Ages," he muttered. "An echo of the Black Mass and witchcraft, but —"


    "What did they do," asked the girl, "to people they thought were possessed?"


    "Exorcism!" he whispered.


    "And how did they — exorcise?"


    "I don't know," he said in a low voice. "Pat, that's an impossible idea, but — I don't know!" he ended.


    "We'll try," she murmured, still covering his hand with her own. "What else can we do, Nick?”


    "What's done I'll do alone, Pat."


    "But I want to help!"


    "I'll not let you, Dear. I won't have you exposed to a repetition of those indignities, or perhaps worse!"


    "I'm not afraid."


    "Then I am, Pat! I won't have it!"


    "But what'll you do?"


    "I'll go away. I'll battle the thing through once for all, and I'll either come back free of it or —" He paused and the girl did not question him further, but sat staring at him with troubled eyes.


    "I won't write you, Pat," he continued. "If you should receive a letter from me, burn it — don't read it. It might be from — the other, a trap or a lure of some sort. Promise me! You'll promise that, won't you?"


    She nodded; there was a glint of tears in her eyes. "And I don't want you to wait, Pat," he proceeded. "I don't want you to feel that you have any obligations to me — God knows you've nothing to thank me for!


    When — If I come back and you haven't changed, then we'll try again."


    "Nick," she said in a small voice, "how do you know the — the other won't come back here? How can you promise for — it?"


    "I'm still master!" he said grimly. "I won't be dominated long enough at any time for that to happen. I'll fight it down."


    "Then — it's goodbye?"


    He nodded. "But not for always — I hope."


    "Nick," she murmured, "will you kiss me?" She felt a tear on her cheek. "I'll stand losing you a little better if I can have a — last kiss — to remember." Her voice was faltering.


    His arms were about her. She yielded herself completely to his caress; the park, the crowd passing a few yards away, the people on near-by benches, were all forgotten, and once more she felt herself alone with Nicholas Devine in a vast empty cosmos.


    An insistent voice penetrated her consciousness; she realized that it had been calling her name for some seconds.


    "Miss Lane," she heard, and again, "Miss Lane." A hand tapped her shoulder; with a sudden start, she tore her lips away, and looked up into a face unrecognized for a moment. Then she placed it. It was the visage of Mueller, Dr. Horker's companion on that disasterous Saturday night.
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    Possessed


    


    [image: Picture]AT STARED AT THE INTRUDER IN A MINGLING of embarrassment, perplexity, and indignation. She felt her cheeks reddening as the latter emotion gained the dominance of her mood.


    "Well!" she snapped. "What do you want?”


    "I thought I'd walk home with you," Mueller said amiably.


    "Walk home with me! Please explain that!" She grasped the arm of Nicholas Devine, who had risen angrily at the interruption. "Sit down, Nick, I know the fellow."


    "So should he," said Mueller. "Sure; I'll explain. I'm on a job for Dr. Horker."


    "Spying on me for him, I suppose!" taunted the girl.


    "No. Not on you."


    "He means on me," said Nick soberly. "You can't blame him, Pat. And perhaps you had better go home; we've finished here. There's nothing more we can do or say."


    "Very well," she said, her voice suddenly softer. "In a moment, Nick." She turned to Mueller. "Would you mind telling me why you waited until now to interfere? We've been here two hours, you know."


    "Sure I'll tell you. I got no orders to interfere, that's why."


    "Then why did you?” queried Pat tartly.


    "I didn't until I saw him there" — he nodded at Nick — "put his arms around you. Then I figured, having no orders, it was time to use my own judgment."


    "If any!" sniffed the girl. She turned again to Nick; her face softened, became very tender. "Honey," she murmured huskily, "I guess it's goodbye now. I'll be fighting with you; you know that."


    "I know that," he echoed, looking down into her eyes. "I'm almost happy, Pat."


    "When'll you go?” she whispered in tones inaudible to Mueller.


    "I don't know," he answered, his voice unchanged. "I'll have to make some sort of preparations — and I don't want you to know."


    She nodded. She gazed at him a moment longer with tear-bright eyes. "Goodbye, Nick," she whispered.


    She rose on tiptoe, and kissed him very lightly on his lips, then turned and walked quickly away, with Mueller following behind.


    She walked on, ignoring him until he halted beside her at the crossing of the Drive. Then she gave him a cold glance.


    "Why is Dr. Carl having him watched?”she asked.


    Mueller shrugged. "The ins and outs of this case are too much for me," he said. "I do what I'm paid to do."


    "You're not watching him now."


    "Nope. Seemed like the Doctor would think it was more important to get you home."


    "You're wasting your time," she said irritably as the lights changed and they stepped into the street. "I was going home anyway."


    "Well, now you got company all the way." Mueller's voice was placid.


    The girl sniffed contemptuously, and strode silently along. The other's presence irritated her; she wanted time and solitude to consider the amazing story Nicholas Devine had given her. She wanted to analyze her own feelings, and most of all she wanted just a place of privacy to cry out her misery. For now the loss of Nicholas Devine had changed from a fortunate escape to a tragedy, and liar, madman, or devil, she wanted him terribly, with all the power of her tense little heart. So she moved as swiftly as she could, ignoring the silent companionship of Mueller.


    They reached her home; the light in the living room window was evidence that the bridge game was still in progress. She mounted the steps, Mueller watching her silently from the walk; she fumbled for her key.


    Suddenly she snapped her hand-bag shut; she couldn't face her mother and the two spinster Brocks and elderly, inquisitive Carter Henderson. They'd suggest that she cut into the game, and they'd argue if she refused, and she couldn't play bridge now! She glanced at the impassive Mueller, turned and crossed the strip of lawn to Dr. Horker's residence, where the light still glowed in the library, and rang the bell. She saw the figure on the sidewalk move away as the shadow of the Doctor appeared on the lighted square of the door.


    "Hello," boomed the Doctor amiably. "Come in."


    Pat stalked into the library and threw herself angrily into Dr. Horker's particular chair. The other grinned, and chose another place.


    "Well," he said, "What touched off the fuse this time?”


    "Why are you spying on my friends?” snapped the girl. "By what right?”


    "So he's spotted Mueller, eh? That lad's diabolically clever, Pat — and I mean diabolic."


    "That's no answer!"


    "So it isn't," agreed the Doctor. "Say it's because I'm acting in loco parentis."


    "And in loco is as far as you'll get, Dr. Carl, if you're going to spy on me!"


    "On you?" he said mildly. "Who's spying on you?"


    "On us, then!"


    "Or on us?” queried the Doctor. "I set Mueller to watch the Devine lad. Have you by some mischance broken your promise to me?”


    Pat flushed. She had forgotten that broken promise; the recollection of it suddenly took the wind from her sails, placed her on the defensive.


    "All right," she said defiantly. "I did; I admit it. Does that excuse you?”


    "Perhaps it helps to explain my actions, Pat. Don't you understand that I'm trying to protect you? Do you think I hired Mueller out of morbid curiosity, or professional interest in the case? Times aren't so good that I can throw money away on such whims."


    "I don't need any protection. I can take care of myself!"


    "So I noticed," said the Doctor dryly. "You gave convincing evidence of it night before last."


    "Oh!" said the girl in exasperation. "You would say that!"


    "It's true, isn't it?”


    "Suppose it is! I don't have to learn the same lesson twice."


    "Well, apparently once wasn't enough," observed the other amiably. "You walked into the same danger tonight."


    "I wasn't in any danger tonight!" Suddenly her mood changed as she recalled the circumstances of her parting with Nicholas Devine. "Dr. Carl," she said, her voice dropping, "I'm terribly unhappy."


    "Lord!" he exclaimed staring at her. "Pat, your moods are as changeable as my golf game! You're as mercurial as your Devine lad! A moment ago you were snapping at me, and now I'm suddenly acceptable again." He perceived the misery in her face. "All right, child; I'm listening."


    "He's going away," she said mournfully.


    "Don't you think that's best for everybody concerned? I commend his judgment."


    "But I don't want him to!"


    "You do, Pat. You can't continue seeing him, and his absence will make it easier for you."


    "It'll never be easier for me, Dr. Carl." She felt her eyes fill. "I guess I'm — just a fool about him."


    "You still feel that way, after the experience you went through?”


    "Yes. Yes, I do."


    "Then you are a fool about him, Pat. He's not worth such devotion."


    "How do you know what he's worth? I'm the only one to judge that."


    "I have eyes," said the Doctor. "What happened tonight to change your attitude so suddenly? You were amenable to reason yesterday."


    "I didn't know yesterday what I know now."


    "So he told a story, eh?” The Doctor watched her serious, troubled features. "Would you mind telling me, Honey? I'm interested in the defense mechanisms these psychopathic cases erect to explain their own impulses to themselves."


    "No, I won't tell you!" snapped Pat indignantly. "Psychopathic cases! We're all just cases to you. I'm a case and he's another, and all you want is our symptoms!"


    Doctor Horker smiled placatingly into her face. "Pat dear," he said earnestly, "don't you see I'd give my eyes to help you? Don't take my flippancies too seriously, Honey; look once in a while at the intentions behind them." He continued his earnest gaze.


    The girl returned his look; her face softened. "I'm sorry," she said contritely. "I never doubted it, Dr. Carl — it's only that I'm so — so torn to pieces by all this that I get snappy and irritable." She paused. "Of course I'll tell you."


    "I'd like to hear it."


    "Well," she began hesitantly, "he said he was two personalities — one the character I knew, and one the character that we saw Saturday night. And the first one is — well, dominant, and fights the other one. He says the other has been growing stronger; until lately he could suppress it. And he says — Oh, it sounds ridiculous, the way I tell it, but it's true! I'm sure it's true!" She leaned toward the Doctor. "Did you ever hear of anything like it? Did you, Dr. Carl?"


    "No." He shook his head, still watching her seriously. "Not exactly like that, Honey. Don't you think he might possibly have lied to you, Pat? To excuse himself for the responsibility of Saturday night, for instance?”


    "No, I don't," she said defiantly.


    "Then you have an idea yourself what the trouble is? I judge you have."


    "Yes," she said in low tones. "I have an idea."


    "What is it?”


    "I think he's possessed by a devil!" said the girl flatly.


    A quizzical expression came into the Doctor's face. "Well, of all the queer ideas that harum-scarum mind of yours has ever produced, that's the queerest!" He broke into a chuckle.


    "Queer, is it?” flared Pat. "I don't think you and your mind-doctors know as much as a Swahili medicine-man with a mask!"


    She leaped angrily to her feet, stamped viciously into the hall.


    "Devil and all," she repeated, "I love him!" "Pat!" called the Doctor anxiously. "Pat! Where are you going, child?"


    "Where do devils live?” Her voice floated tauntingly back from the front door. "Hell, of course!"
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    Witch-Doctor


    


    [image: Picture]AT HAD NO INTENTIONS, HOWEVER, OF FOLlowing the famous highway that evening. She stamped angrily down the Doctor's steps, swished her way through the break in the hedge with small regard to the safety of her sheer hose, and mounted to her own porch. She found her key, opened the door and entered.


    As she ascended the stairs, her fit of temper at the Doctor passed, and she felt lonely, weary, and unutterably miserable. She sank to a seat on the topmost step and gave herself over to bitter reflections. Nick was gone! The realization came poignantly at last; there would be no more evening rides, no more conversations whose range was limited only by the scope of the universe, no more breath-taking kisses, the sweeter for his reluctance. She sat mournfully silent, and considered the miserable situation in which she found herself.


    In love with a madman! Or worse — in love with a demon! With a being half of whose nature worshiped her while the other half was bent on her destruction! Was any one, she asked herself — was any one, anywhere, ever in a more hopeless predicament?


    What could she do? Nothing, she realized, save sit helplessly aside while Nick battled the thing to a finish. Or possibly — the only alternative — take him as he was, chance the vicissitudes of his unstable nature, lay herself open to the horrors she had glimpsed so recently, and pray for her fortunes to point the way of salvation. And in the mood in which she now found herself, that seemed infinitely the preferable solution. Yet rationally she knew it was impossible; she shook her head despondently, and leaned against the wall in abject misery.


    Then, thin and sharp sounded the shrill summons of the door bell, and a moment later, the patter of the maid's footsteps in the hall below. She listened idly to distract herself from the chain of despondency that was her thoughts, and was mildly startled to recognize the booming drums of Dr. Horker's voice. She heard his greeting and the muffled reply from the group, and then a phrase understandable because of his sonorous tones.


    "Where's Pat?” The words drifted up the well of the stairs, followed by a scarcely audible reply from her mother. Heavy footfalls on the carpeted steps, and then his figure bulked on the landing below her. She cupped her chin on her hands, and stared down at him while he ascended to her side, sprawling his great figure beside her.


    "Pat, Honey," he rumbled, "you're beginning to get me worried!"


    "Am I?” Her voice was weary, dull. "I've had myself like that for a long time."


    "Poor kid! Are you really so miserable over this Nick problem of yours?”


    "I love him."


    "Yes." He looked at her with sympathy and calculation mingling in his expression. "I believe you do. I'm sorry, Honey; I didn't realize until now what he means to you."


    "You don't realize now," she murmured, still with the weary intonation.


    "Perhaps not, Pat, but I'm learning. If you're in this thing as deeply at all that, I'm in too — to the finish. Want me?”


    She reached out her hand, plucking at his coat-sleeve. Abruptly she leaned toward him, burying her face against the rough tweed of his suit; she sobbed a little, while he patted her gently with his great, delicately fingered hand. "I'm sorry, Honey," he rumbled. "I'm sorry."


    The girl drew herself erect and leaned back against the wall, shaking her head to drive the tears from her eyes. She gave the Doctor a wan little smile.


    "Well?” she asked.


    "I'll return your compliment of the other night," said Horker briskly. "I'll ask a few questions — purely professional, of course."


    "Fire away, Dr. Carl."


    "Good. Now, when our friend has one of these — uh — attacks, is he rational? Do his utterances seem to follow a logical thought sequence?"


    "I — think so."


    "In what way does he differ from his normal self?”


    "Oh, every way," she said with a tremor. "Nick's kind and gentle and sensitive and — and naive, and this — other — is cruel, harsh, gross, crafty, and horrible. You can't imagine a greater difference."


    "Um. Is the difference recognizable instantly? Could you ever be in doubt as to which phase you were encountering?"


    "Oh, no! I can — well, sort of dominate Nick, but the other — Lord!" She shuddered again. "I felt like a terrified child in the presence of some powerful, evil god."


    "Humph! Perhaps the god's name was Priapus. Well, we'll discount your feelings, Pat, because you weren't exactly in the best condition for — let's say sober judgment. Now about this story of his. What happens to his own personality when this other phase is dominant? Did he say?”


    "Yes. He said his own self was compelled to sort of stand by while the — the intruder used his voice and body. He knew the thoughts of the other, but only when it was dominant. The rest of the time he couldn't tell its thoughts."


    "And how long has he suffered from these — intrusions?”


    "As long as he can remember. As a child he was blamed for the other's mischief, and when he tried to explain, people thought he was lying to escape punishment."


    "Well," observed the Doctor, "I can see how they might think that."


    "Don't you believe it?”


    "I don't exactly disbelieve it, Honey. The human mind plays queer tricks sometimes, and this may be one of its little jokes. It's a psychiatrist's business to investigate such things, and to painlessly remove the point of the joke."


    "Oh, if you only can, Dr. Carl! If you only can!"


    "We'll see." He patted her hand comfortingly.


    "Now, you say the kind, gentle, and all that, phase is the normal one. Is that usually dominant?”


    "Yes. Nick can master the other, or could until recently. He says this last — attack — is the worst he's ever had; the other has been gaining strength."


    "Strange!" mused the Doctor. "Well," he said with a smile of encouragement, "I'll have a look at him."


    "Do you think you can help?” Pat asked anxiously. "Have you any idea what it is."


    'It isn't a devil, at any rate," he smiled.


    "But have you any idea?”


    "Naturally I have, but I can't diagnose at second hand. I'll have to talk to him."


    'But what do you think it is?" she persisted.


    "I think it's a fixation of an idea gained in childhood, Honey. I had a patient once —" He smiled at the reminiscence — "who had a fixed delusion of that sort. He was perfectly rational on every point save one — he believed that a pig with a pink ribbon was following him everywhere! Down town, into elevators and offices, home to bed — everywhere he went this pink-ribboned prize porker pursued him!"


    "And did you cure him?"


    "Well, he recovered," said the Doctor non-committally. "We got rid of the pig. And it might be something of that nature that's troubling your boy friend. Your description doesn't sound like a praecox or a manic depressive, as I thought originally."


    "Oh," said Pat abruptly. "I forgot. He went to a doctor in New York, a very great doctor."


    "Muenster?”


    "He didn't say whom. But this doctor studied him a long time, and finally came out with this fixed idea theory of yours. Only he couldn't cure him."


    "Um." Horker grunted thoughtfully.


    "Do fixed ideas do things like that to people?" queried the girl. "Things like the pig and what happened to Nick?”


    "They might."


    "Then they're devils!" she announced with an air of finality. "They're just your scientific jargon for exactly what Magda means when she says a person's possessed by a devil. So I'm right anyway!"


    "That's good orthodox theology, Pat," chuckled the Doctor. "We'll try a little exorcism on your devil, then." He rose to his feet. "Bring your boy friend around, will you?"


    "Oh, Dr. Carl!" she cried. "He's leaving! I'll have to call him tonight!"


    "Not tonight, Honey. Mueller would let me know if anything of that sort were happening. Tomorrow's time enough."


    The girl stood erect, mounting to the top step to bring her head level with the Doctor's. She threw her arms about him, burying her face in his massive shoulder.


    "Dr. Carl," she murmured, "I'm a nasty, ill-tempered, vicious little shrew, and I'm sorry, and I apologize. You know I'm crazy about you, and," she whispered in his ear, "so's Mother!"


    18


    


    Vanished


    


    [image: Picture]E DOESN'T ANSWER! I'M TOO LATE," THOUGHT Pat disconsolately as she replaced the telephone. The cheerfulness with which she had awakened vanished like a patch of April sunshine. Now, with the failure of her third attempt in as many hours to communicate with Nicholas Devine, she was ready to confess defeat. She had waited too long. Despite Dr. Horker's confidence in Mueller, she should have called last night — at once.


    "He's gone!" she murmured distractedly. She realized now the impossibility of finding him. His solitary habits, his dearth of friends, his lonely existence, left her without the least idea of how to commence a search. She knew, actually, so little about him — not even the source of the apparently sufficient income on which he subsisted. She felt herself completely at a loss, puzzled, lonesome, and disheartened. The futile buzzing of the telephone signal symbolized her frustration.


    Perhaps, she thought, Dr. Horker might suggest something to do; perhaps, even, Mueller had reported Nick's whereabouts. She seized the hope eagerly. A glance at her wrist-watch revealed the time as ten-thirty; squarely in the midst of the Doctor's morning office hours, but no matter. If he were busy she could wait. She rose, bounding hastily down the stairs.


    She glimpsed her mother opening mail in the library, and paused momentarily at the door. Mrs. Lane glanced up as she appeared.


    "Hello," said the mother. "You've been on the telephone all morning, and what did Carl want of you last night?”


    "Argument," responded Pat briefly.


    "Carl's a gem! He's been of inestimable assistance in developing you into a very charming and clever daughter, and Heaven knows what I'd have raised without him!"


    "Cain, probably," suggested Pat. She passed into the hall and out the door, blinking in the brilliant August sunshine. She crossed the strip of turf, picked her way through the break in the hedge, and approached the Doctor's door. It was open; it often was in summer time, especially during his brief office hours. She entered and went into the chamber used as waiting room.


    His office door was closed; the faint hum of his voice sounded. She sat impatiently in a chair and forced herself to wait.


    Fortunately, the delay was nominal; it was but a few minutes when the door opened and an opulent, middle-aged lady swept past her and away. Pat recognized her as Mrs. Lowry, some sort of cousin of the Brock pair.


    "Good morning!" boomed the Doctor. "Professional call, I take it, since you're here during office hours." He settled his great form in a chair beside her.


    "He's gone!" said Pat plaintively. "I can't reach him."


    "Humph!" grunted Horker helpfully.


    "I've tried all morning — he's always home in the morning."


    "Listen, you little scatter-brain!" rumbled the Doctor. "Why didn't you tell me Mueller brought you home last night? I thought he was on the job."


    "I didn't think of it," she wailed. "Nick said he'd have to make some preparations, and I never dreamed he'd skip away like this."


    "He must have gone home directly after you left him, and skipped out immediately," said the Doctor ruminatively. "Mueller never caught up with him."


    "But what'll we do?” she cried desperately.


    "He can't have gone far with no more preparation than this," soothed Horker. "He'll write you in a day or two."


    "He won't! He said he wouldn't. He doesn't want me to know where he is!" She was on the verge of tears.


    "Now, now," said the Doctor still in his soothing tones. "It isn't as bad as all that."


    "Take off your bed-side manner!" she snapped, blinking to keep back the tears. "It's worse! What ever can we do? Dr. Carl," she changed to a pleading tone, "can't you think of something?"


    "Of course, Pat! I can think of several things to do if you'll quiet down for a moment or so."


    "I'm sorry, Dr. Carl — but what can we do?”


    "First, perhaps Mueller can trace him. That's his business, you know."


    "But suppose he can't — what then?”


    "Well, I'd suggest you write him a letter."


    'But I don't know where to write!" she wailed. "I don't know his address!"


    "Be still a moment, scatter-brain! Address it to his last residence; you know that, don't you? Of course you do. Now, don't you suppose he'll leave a forwarding address? He must receive some sort of mail about his income, or estate, or whatever he lives on. Your letter'll find him, Honey; don't you doubt it."


    "Oh, do you think so?” she asked, suddenly hopeful. "Do you really think so?”


    "I really think so. You would too if you didn't fly into a panic every time some little difficulty confronts you. Sometimes even my psychiatry is puzzled to explain how you can be so clever and so stupid, so self-reliant and so dependent, so capable and so helpless — all at one and the same time. Your Nick can't be as much of a paradox as you are!"


    "I wonder if a letter will reach him," she said eagerly, ignoring the Doctor's remarks. "I'll try. I'll try immediately."


    "I sort of had a feeling you would," said Horker amiably. "I hope you succeed; and not only for your sake, Pat, because God knows how this thing will work out. But I'm anxious to examine this youngster of yours on my own account; he must be a remarkable specimen to account for all the perturbation he's managed to cause you. And this Jekyll-and-Hyde angle sounds interesting, too."


    "Jekyll and Hyde!" echoed Pat. "Dr. Carl, is that possible?”


    "Not literally," chuckled the other, "though in a sense, Stevenson anticipated Freud in his thesis that liberating the evil serves also to release the good."


    "But — It was a drug that caused that change in the story, wasn't it?”


    "Well? Do you suspect your friend of being addicted to some mysterious drug? Is that the latest hypothesis?”


    "Is there such a drug? One that could change a person's character?”


    "All alkaloids do that, Honey. Some of them stimulate, some depress, some breed frenzies, and some give visions of delight — but all of them influence one's mental and emotional organization, which you call character. So for that matter, does a square meal, or a cup of coffee, or even a rainy day."


    "But isn't there a drug that can separate good qualities from evil, like the story?"


    "Emphatically not, Pat! That's not the trouble with this pesky boy friend of yours."


    "Well," said the girl doubtfully, "I only wish I had as much faith in your psychologies as you have. If you brain-doctors know it all, why do you switch theories every year?”


    "We don't know it all. On the other hand, there are a few things to be said in our favor."


    "What are they?"


    "For one," replied the Doctor, "we do cure people occasionally. You'll admit that.”


    "Sure," said Pat. "So did the Salem witches —occasionally." She gave him a suddenly worried look. "Oh, Dr. Carl, don't think I'm not grateful! You know how much I'm hoping from your help, but I'm miserably anxious over all this."


    "Never mind, Honey. You're not the first one to point out the shortcomings of the medical profession. That's a game played by plenty of physicians too." He paused at the sound of footsteps on the porch, followed by the buzz of the doorbell. "Run along and write your letter, dear — hear comes that Tuesday hypochondriac of mine, and he's rich enough for my careful attention."


    Pat flashed him a quick smile of farewell and slipped quietly into the hall. At the door she passed the Doctor's patient — a lean, elderly gentleman of woebegone visage — and returned to her own home.


    Her spirits, mercurial to a degree, had risen again. She was suddenly positive that the Doctor's scheme would bring results, and she darted into the house almost buoyantly. Her mother had abandoned the desk, and she esconced herself before it, finding paper and pen, and staring thoughtfully at the blank sheet.


    Finally she wrote.


    


    "Dear Nick—


    Something has happened, favorable, I think, to us. I believe I have found the help we need.


    Will you come if you can, or if that's not possible, break that self-given promise of yours, and communicate with me?


    I love you."


    


    She signed it simply "Pat", placed it in an envelope, addressed it hastily, and hurried out to post it. On her return she spied the Doctor's hypochondriac in the act of leaving. He walked past her with his lean, worry-smitten face like a study of Hogarth, and she heard him mumbling to himself. The elation went out of her; she mounted the steps very soberly, and went miserably inside.


    


    19


    


    Man or Monster?


    


    [image: Picture]AT SUFFERED WEDNESDAY THROUGH SOMEhow, knowing that any such early response to her letter was impossible. Still, that impossibility did not deter her from starting at the sound of the telephone, and sorting through the mail with an eagerness that drew a casual attention from her mother.


    "Good Heavens, Patricia! You're like a child watching for an answer to his note to Santa Claus!"


    "That's what I am, I guess," responded the girl ruefully. "Maybe I expect too much from Santa Claus."


    Late in the afternoon she drifted over to Dr. Horker's residence, to be informed that he was out. For distraction, she went in anyway, and spent a while browsing among the books in the library. She blundered into Kraft-Ebing, and read a few pages in growing indignation.


    "I'm ashamed to be human!" she muttered disgustedly to herself, slamming shut the Psychopathia Sexualis. '1 wouldn't be a doctor, or have a child of mine become one, if I were positively certain he'd turn into Lord Lister himself! Nick was right when he said doctors live on people's troubles."


    She wondered how Dr. Horker could remain so human, so kindly and understanding, when as he said himself his world was a parade of misfits, incompetents, and all the nastiness of mortals. He was nice; she felt no embarrassment in confiding in him even when she might hesitate to bare her feelings to her own mother. Or was it simply the natural thing to do to tell one's troubles to a doctor?


    Not, of course, that the situation reflected any discredit on her mother. Mrs. Lane was a very precious sort of parent, she mused, young as Pat in spirit, appreciative and enthusiastically fond of her daughter. That she trusted Pat, that she permitted her to do entirely as she pleased, was exactly as the girl would have it; it argued no lack of affection that each of them had their separate interests, and if the girl occasionally found herself in unpleasantness such as this, that too was her own fault.


    And yet, she reflected, it was a bitter thing to have no one to whom to turn. If it weren't for Dr. Carl and his jovial willingness to commit any sin up to malpractice to help her, she might have felt differently. But there always was Dr. Carl, and that, she concluded, was that.


    She wandered back to her own side of the hedge, missing for the first time in many weeks the companionship of the old crowd. There hadn't been many idle afternoons heretofore during the summer; there'd always been some of the collegiate vacationing in town, and Pat had never needed other lure than her own piquant vivacity to assure herself of ample attention. Now, of course, it was different; she had so definitely tagged herself with the same Nicholas Devine that even the most ardent of the group had taken the warning.


    "And I don't regret it either!" she told herself as she entered the house. "Trouble, mystery, suffering and all — I don't regret it! I've had my compensations too."


    She sighed and trudged upstairs to prepare for dinner.


    


    * * *


    


    Morning found Pat in a fair frenzy of trepidation. She kept repeating to herself that two days wasn't enough, that more time might be required, that even had Nicholas Devine received her letter, he might not have answered at once. Yet she was quivering as she darted into the hall to examine the mail.


    It was there! She spied a fragment of the irregular handwriting and seized the envelope from beneath a clutter of notes, bills, and advertisements. She glanced at the post-mark. Chicago! He hadn't left the city, trusting perhaps to the anonymity conferred by its colossal swarm of humanity. Indeed, she thought as she stared at the missive, he might have moved around the corner, and save for the chance of a fortuitous meeting she'd never know it.


    She tore open the envelope and scanned the several scrawled lines.


    No heading, no salutation, not even a signature. Just, "Thursday evening at our place in the park." No more; she studied the few words intently, as if she could read into their bald phrasing the moods and hidden emotions of the writer.


    A single phrase, but sufficient. The day was suddenly brighter, and the hope which had glowed so dimly yesterday was abruptly almost more than a hope a certainty. All her doubts of Dr. Horker's abilities were forgotten; already the solution of this uncanny mystery seemed assured, and the restoration of romance imminent. She carried the letter to her own room and tucked it carefully by the other in the drawer of the night-table.


    Thursday evening — this evening! Many hours intervened between now and a reasonable time for the meeting, but they loomed no longer drab, dull, and hopeless. She lay on her bed and dreamed.


    She could meet Nick as early as possible; perhaps at eight-thirty, and bring him directly to the Doctor's residence. No use wasting a moment, she mused; the sooner some light could be thrown on the affliction, the sooner they could lay the devil — exorcise it. Demon, fixed idea, mental aberration, or whatever Dr. Carl chose to call it, it had to be met and vanquished once and forever. And it could be vanquished; in her present mood she didn't doubt it. Then — after that — there was the prospect of her own Nick regained, and the sweet vistas opened by that reflection.


    She lunched in an abstracted manner. In the afternoon, when the phone rang, she jumped in a startled manner, then relaxed with a shrug.


    But this time it was for her. She darted into the hall to take the call on the lower phone; she was hardly surprised but thoroughly excited to recognize the voice of Nicholas Devine.


    "Pat?"


    "Nick! Oh, Nick, Honey! What it it?"


    "My note to you." Even across the wire she sensed


    the strain in his tense tones. "You've read it?”"Of course, Nick! I'll be there."


    "No." His voice was trembling. "You won't come, Pat. Promise you won't!"


    "But why? Why not, Nick? Oh, it's terribly important that I see you!"


    "You're not to come, Pat!"


    "But —" An idea was struggling to her consciousness. "Nick, was it —?”


    "Yes. You know now."


    "But, Honey, what difference does it make? You come. You must, Nick!"


    "I won't meet you, I tell you!" She could hear his voice rising excitedly in pitch, she could feel the intensity of the struggle across unknown miles of lifeless copper wire.


    "Nick," she said, "I'm going to be there, and you're going to meet me."


    There was silence at the other end.


    "Nick!" she cried anxiously. "Do you hear me? I'll be there. Will you?”


    His voice sounded again, now flat and toneless. "Yes," he said. "I'll be there."


    The receiver clicked at the far end of the wire; there was only a futile buzzing in Pat's ears. She replaced the instrument and sat staring dubiously at it.


    Had that been Nick, really her Nick, or —? Suppose she went to that meeting and found — the other? Was she willing to face another evening of indignities and terrors like those still fresh in her memory?


    Still, she argued, what harm could come to her on that bench, exposed as it was to the gaze of thousands who wandered through the park on summer evenings? Suppose it were the other who met her; there was no way to force her into a situation such as that of Saturday night. Nick himself had chosen that very spot for their other meeting, and for that very reason.


    "There's no risk in it," she told herself, "Nothing can possibly happen. I'll simply go there and bring Nick back to Dr. Carl's, along a lighted, busy street, the whole two blocks. What's there to be afraid of?”


    Nothing at all, she answered herself. But suppose — She shuddered and deliberately abandoned her chain of thought as she rose and rejoined her mother.
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    The Assignation


    


    [image: Picture]AT WAS BY NO MEANS AS BUOYANT AS SHE had been in the morning. She approached the appointed meeting place with a feeling of trepidation that all her arguments could not subdue.


    She surveyed the crowded walks of the park with relief; she felt confirmed in her assumption that nothing unpleasant could occur with so many on-lookers. So she approached the bench with somewhat greater self-assurance than when she had left the house.


    She saw the seat with its lone occupant, and hastened her steps. Nicholas Devine was sitting exactly as he had on that other occasion, chin cupped on his hands, eyes turned moodily toward the vast lake that coruscated now with the reflection of stars and many lights. As before, she moved close to his side before he looked up, but here the similarity of the two occasions vanished. Her fears were realized; she was looking into the red-gleaming eyes and expressionless features of his other self — the demon of Saturday evening!


    "Sit down!" he said as a sardonic half-smile twisted his lips. "Aren't you pleased? Aren't you thrilled to the very core of your being?”


    Pat stood irresolute; she controlled an impulse to break into sudden, abandoned flight. The imminence of the crowded walks again reassured her, and she seated herself gingerly on the extreme edge of the bench, staring at her companion with coolly inimical eyes. He returned her gaze with features as immobile as carven stone; only his red eyes gave evidence of the obscene, uncanny life behind the mask.


    "Well?”said Pat in as frigid a voice as she could muster.


    "Yes," said the other surveying her. "You are quite as I recalled you. Very pretty, almost beautiful, save for a certain irregularity in your features. Not unpleasant, however." His eyes traveled over her body; automatically she drew back, shrinking away from him. "You have a seductive body," he continued. "A most seductive body; I regret that circumstances prevented our full enjoyment of it. But that will come. Yes, that will come!"


    "Oh!" said Pat faintly. It took all her determination to remain seated by the side of the horror.


    "You were extremely attractive as I attired you Saturday," the other proceeded. His lips took on a curious sensual leer. "I could have done better with more time; I would have stripped you somewhat more completely. Everything, I think, except your legs; I am pleased by the sight of long, straight, silk-clad legs, and should perhaps have received some pleasure by running these hands along them — scratching at proper intervals for the aesthetic effect of blood. But that too will come."


    The girl sprang erect, gasping and speechless in outraged anger. She turned abruptly; nothing remained of her determination now. She felt only an urge to escape from the sneering tormentor who had lost in her mind all connection with her own Nicholas Devine. She took a sudden step.


    "Sit down!" She heard the tones of the entity behind her, flat, unchanged. "Sit down, else I'll drag you here!"


    She paused in sheer surprise, turning a startled face on the other.


    "You wouldn't dare!" she said, amazed at the bald effrontery of the threat. "You don't dare touch me here!"


    The other laughed. "Don't I? What have I to risk? He'll suffer for any deed of mine! You'll call for aid against me and only loose the hounds on him."


    Pat stared blankly at the evil face. She had no answer; for once her ready tongue found no retort.


    "Sit down!" reiterated the other, and she dropped dazedly to her position on the bench. She turned dark questioning eyes on him.


    "Do you see," he sneered, "how weakening an influence is this love of yours? To protect him you are obeying me; this is my authority over you — this body I share with him!"


    She made no reply; she was making a desperate effort to lash her mind into activity, to formulate some means of combating the being who tortured her.


    "It has weakened him, too," the other proceeded. "This disturbed love of his has taken away the mastery which birth gave him, and his enfeeblement has given that mastery to me. He knows now the reason for his weakness; I tell it to him too late to harm me."


    Pat struggled for composure. The very presence of the cold demon tore at the roots of her self-control, and she suppressed a fierce desire to break into hysterical laughter. Ridiculous, hopeless, incomprehensible situation! She forced her quivering throat to husky speech.


    "What — what are you?" she stammered.


    "Synapse! I'm a question of synapses," jeered the other. "Simple! Very simple! Ask your friend the Doctor!"


    "I think," said the girl, a measure of control returning to her voice, "that you're a devil. You're some sort of a fiend that has managed to attach itself to Nick, and you're not human. That's what I think!"


    "Think what you please," said the other. "We're wasting time here," he said abruptly. "Come."


    "Where?" Pat was startled; she felt a recurrence of fright.


    "No matter where. Come."


    "I won't! Why do you want me?"


    "To complete the business of Saturday night," he said. "Your lips have healed; they bleed no longer, but that is easy to remedy. Come."


    "I won't!" exclaimed the girl in sudden panic. "I won't!" She moved as if to rise.


    "You forget," intoned the being beside her. "You forget the authority vested in me by virtue of this love of yours. Let me convince you." He stretched forth a thin hand. "Move and you condemn your sweetheart to the punishment you threaten me."


    He seized her arm, pinching the flesh brutally, his nails breaking the smooth skin. Pat felt her face turn ashy pale; she closed her eyes and bit her nearly-healed lips at the excruciating pain, but she made not the slightest sound nor the faintest movement. She simply sat and suffered.


    "You see!" sneered the other, releasing her. "Thank my kindly nature that I marked your arm instead of your face. Shall we go?”


    A scarcely audible whimper of pain came from the girl's lips. She sat palled and unmoving, with her eyes still closed.


    "No," she murmured faintly at last. "No. I won't go with you."


    "Shall I drag you?”


    "Yes. Drag me if you dare."


    His hand closed on her wrist; she felt herself jerked violently to her feet, so roughly that it wrenched her shoulder. A startled, frightened little cry broke from her lips, and then she closed them firmly at the sight of several by-passers turning curious eyes on them.


    "I'll come," she murmured. The glimmering of an idea had risen in her chaotic mind.


    She followed him in grim, bitter silence across the clipped turf to the limit of the park. She recognized Nick's modest automobile standing in the line of cars along the street; her companion, or captor, moved directly towards it, opened the door and clambered in without a single backward glance. He turned about and watched her as she paused with one diminutive foot on the running board, and rubbed her hand over her aching arm.


    "Get in!" he ordered coldly.


    She made no move. "I want to know where you intend to take me."


    "It doesn't matter. To a place where we can complete that unfinished experiment of ours. Aren't you happy at the prospect?”


    "Do you think," she said unsteadily, "that I'd consent to that even to save Nick from disgrace and punishment? Do you think I'm fool enough for that?”


    "We'll soon see." He extended his hand. "Scream — fight — struggle!" he jeered. "Call them down on your sweetheart!"


    He had closed his hand on her wrist; she jerked it convulsively from his grasp.


    "I'll bargain with you!" she gasped. She needed a moment's respite to clarify a thought that had been growing in her mind.


    "Bargain? What have you to offer?”


    "As much as you!"


    "Ah, but I have a threat — the threat to your sweetheart! And I'm offering too the lure of that evil whose face so charmed you recently. Have you forgotten how nearly I won you to the worship of that principle? Have you forgotten the ecstasy of that pain?"


    His terrible, blood-shot eyes were approaching her face; and strangely, the girl felt a curious recurrence of that illogical desire to yield that had swept over her on that disastrous night of Saturday. There had been an ecstasy; there had been a wild, ungodly, unhallowed pleasure in his blows, in the searing pain of his kisses on her lacerated lips. She realized vaguely that she was staring blankly, dazedly, into the red eyes, and that somewhere within her, some insane brain-cells were urging her to clamber to the seat beside him.


    She tore her eyes away. She rubbed her bruised shoulder, and the pain of her own touch restored her vanishing logical faculties. She returned her gaze to the face of the other, meeting his gaze now coolly.


    "Nick!" she said earnestly, as if calling him from a distance. "Nick!"


    There was, she fancied, the faintest gleam of concern apparent in the features opposite her. She continued.


    "Nick!" she repeated. "You can hear me, Honey. Come to the house as soon as you are able. Come tonight, or any time; I'll wait until you do. You'll come, Honey; you must!"


    She backed away from the car; the other made no move to halt her. She circled the vehicle and dashed recklessly across the street. From the safety of the opposite walk she glanced back; the red-eyed visage was regarding her steadily through the glass of the window.


    


    21


    


    A Question of Synapses


    


    [image: Picture]AT ALMOST RAN THE FEW BLOCKS TO HER home. She hastened along in a near panic, regardless of the glances of pedestrians she chanced to pass. With the disappearance of the immediate urge, the composure for which she had struggled had deserted her, and she felt shaken, terrified, and weak. Her arm ached miserably, and her wrenched shoulder pained at each movement. It was not until she attained her own door-step that she paused, panting and quivering, to consider the events of the evening.


    "I can't stand any more of this!" she muttered wretchedly to herself. "I'll just have to give up, I guess; I can't pit myself another time against — that thing."


    She leaned wearily against the railing of the porch, rubbing her injured arm.


    "Dr. Carl was right," she thought. "Nick was right; it's dangerous. There was a moment there at the end when he — or it — almost had me. I'm frightened," she admitted. "Lord only knows what might have happened had I been a little weaker. If the Lord does know," she added.


    She found her latch-key and entered the house. Only a dim light burned in the hall; her mother, of course, was at the Club, and the maid and Magda were far away in their chambers on the third floor. She tossed her wrap on a chair, switched on a brighter light, and examined the painful spot on her arm, a red mark already beginning to turn a nasty blue, with two tiny specks of drying blood. She shuddered, and trudged wearily up the stairs to her room.


    The empty silence of the house oppressed her. She wanted human companionship — safe, trustworthy, friendly company, anyone to distract her thoughts from the eerie, disturbing direction they were taking. She was still in somewhat of a panic, and suppressed with difficulty a desire to peep fearfully under the bed.


    "Coward!" she chided herself. "You knew what to expect."


    Suddenly the recollection of her parting words recurred to her. She had told Nick — if Nick had indeed heard — to come to the house, to come at once, tonight, if he could. A tremor of apprehension ran through her. Suppose he came; suppose he came as her own Nick, and she admitted him, and then — or suppose that other came, and managed by some trick to enter, or suppose that unholy fascination of his prevailed on her — she shivered, and brushed her hand distractedly across her eyes.


    "I can't stand it!" she moaned. "I'll have to give up, even if it means never seeing Nick again. I'll have to!" She shook her head miserably as if to deny the picture that had risen in her mind of herself and that horror alone in the house.


    "I won't stay here!" she decided. She peeped out of the west windows at the Doctor's residence, and felt a surge of relief at the sight of his iron-gray hair framed in the library window below. He was reading; she could see the book on his knees. There was her refuge; she ran hastily down the stairs and out of the door.


    With an apprehensive glance along the street she crossed to his door and rang the bell. She waited nervously for his coming, and, with a sudden impulse, pulled her vanity-case from her bag and dabbed a film of powder over the mark on her arm. Then his ponderous footsteps sounded and the door opened.


    "Hello," he said genially. "These late evening visits of yours are becoming quite customary — and see if I care!"


    "May I come in a while?" asked Pat meekly.


    "Have I ever turned you away?” He followed her into the library, pushed a chair forward for her, and dropped quickly into his own with an air of having snatched it from her just in time.


    "I didn't want your old arm-chair," she remarked, occupying the other.


    "And what's the trouble tonight?” he queried.


    "I — well, I was just nervous. I didn't want to stay in the house alone."


    "You?” His tone was skeptical. "You were nervous? That hardly sounds reasonable, coming from an independent little spit-fire like you."


    "I was, though. I was scared."


    "And of what — or whom?"


    "Of haunts and devils."


    "Oh." He nodded. "I see you've had results from your letter-writing."


    "Well, sort of."


    "I'm used to your circumlocutions, Pat. Suppose you come directly to the point for once. What happened?"


    "Why, I wrote Nick to get in touch with me, and I got a reply. He said to meet him in the park at a place we knew. This evening."


    "And you did, of course."


    "Yes, but before that, this afternoon, he called up and told me not to, but I insisted and we did."


    "Told you not to, eh? And was his warning justified?"


    "Yes. Oh, yes! When I came to the place, it was — the other."


    "So! Well, he could hardly manhandle you in a public park."


    Pat thought of her wrenched shoulder and bruised arm. She shuddered.


    "He's horrible!" she said. "Inhuman! He kept referring to Saturday night, and he threatened that if I moved or made a disturbance he'd let Nick suffer the consequences. So I kept still while he insulted me."


    "You nitwit!" There was more than a trace of anger in the Doctor's voice. "I want to see that pup of yours! We'll soon find out what this thing is —a mania or simply lack of a good licking!"


    "What it is?” echoed Pat. "Oh — it told me! Dr. Carl, what's a synopsis?”


    "A synopsis! You know perfectly well."


    "I mean applied to physiology or psychology or something. It — he told me he was a question of synopsis."


    "This devil of yours said that?”


    "Yes."


    "Hum!" The Doctor's voice was musing. He frowned perplexedly, then looked up abruptly. "Was it —did he by any chance say synapses? Not synopsis — synapses?”


    "That's it!" exclaimed the girl. "He said he was a question of synapses. Does that explain him? Do you know what he is?”


    "Doesn't explain a damn thing!" snapped Horker. "A synapse is a juncture, or the meeting of two nerves. It's why you can develop automatic motions and habits, like playing piano, or dancing. When you form a habit, the synapses of the nerves involved are sort of worn thin, so the nerves themselves are, in a sense, short-circuited. You go through motions without the need of your brain intervening, which is all a habit amounts to. Understand?”


    "Not very well," confessed' Pat.


    "Humph! It doesn't matter anyway. I can't see that it helps to analyze your devil."


    "I don't care if it's never analyzed," said Pat with a return of despondency. "Dr. Carl, I can't face that evil thing again. I can't do it, not even if it means never seeing Nick!"


    "Sensible," said the Doctor approvingly. "I'd like to have a chance at him, but not enough to keep you in this state of jitters. Although," he added, "a lot of this mystery is the product of your own harum-scarum mind. You can be sure of that, Honey."


    "You would say so," responded the girl wearily. "You've never seen that — change. If it's my imagination, then I'm the one that needs your treatments, not Nick."


    "It isn't all imagination, most likely," said Horker defensively. "I know these introverted types with their hysterias, megalomanias, and defense mechanisms! They've paraded through my office there for a good many years, Pat; they've provided the lion's share of my practice. But this young psychopathic of yours seems to have it bad — abnormally so, and that's why I'm so interested, apart from helping you, of course."


    "I don't care," said Pat apathetically, repressing a desire to rub her injured arm. "I'm through. I'm scared out of the affair. Another week like this last one and I would be one of your patients."


    "Best drop it, then," said Horker, eyeing her seriously. "Nothing's worth upsetting yourself like this, Pat."


    "Nick's worth it," she murmured. "He's worth it — only I just haven't the strength. I haven't the courage. I can't do it!"


    "Never mind, Honey," the Doctor muttered, regarding her with an expression of concern. "You're probably well out of the mess. I know damn well you haven't told me everything about this affair — notably, how you acquired that ugly mark on your arm that's so carefully powdered over. So, all in all, I guess you're well out of it."


    "I suppose I am." Her voice was still weary. Suddenly the glare of headlights drew her attention to the window; a car was stopping before her home. "There's Mother," she said. "I'll go on back now, Dr. Carl, and thanks for entertaining a lonesome and depressed lady."


    She rose with a casual glance through the window, then halted in frozen astonishment and a trace of terror.


    "Oh!" she gasped. The car was the modest coupe of Nicholas Devine.


    She peered through the window; the Doctor rose and stared over her shoulder. "I told him to come," she whispered. "I told him to come when he was able. He heard me, he or — the other."


    A figure alighted from the vehicle. Even in the dusk she could perceive the exhaustion, the weariness in its movements. She pressed her face to the pane, surveying the form with fascinated intentness. It turned, supporting itself against the car and gazing steadily at her own door. With the movement the radiance of a street-light illuminated its features.


    "It's Nick!" she cried with such eagerness that the Doctor was startled. "It's my Nick!"
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    [image: Picture]AT RUSHED TO THE DOOR, OUT UPON THE porch, and down to the street. Dr. Horker followed her to the entrance and stood watching her as she darted toward the dejected figure beside the car.


    "Nick!" she cried. "I'm here, Honey. You heard me, didn't you?”


    She flung herself into his arms; he held her eagerly, pressing a hasty, tender kiss on her lips.


    "You heard me!" she murmured.


    "Yes." His voice was husky, strained. "What is it, Pat? Tell me quickly — God knows how much time we have!"


    "It's Dr. Carl. He'll help us, Nick."


    "Help us! No one can help us, dear. No one!"


    "He'll try. It can't do any harm, Honey. Come in with me. Now!"


    "It's useless, I tell you!"


    "But come," she pleaded. "Come anyway!"


    "Pat, I tell you this battle has to be fought out by me alone. I'm the only one who can do anything at all and," he lowered his voice, "Pat, I'm losing!"


    "Nick!"


    "That's why I came tonight. I was too cowardly to make our last meeting — Monday evening in the park — a definite farewell. I wanted to, but I weakened. So tonight, Pat, it's a final goodbye, and you thank Heaven for it!"


    "Oh, Nick dear!"


    "It was touch and go whether I came at all tonight. It was a struggle, Pat; he is as strong as I am now. Or stronger."


    The girl gazed searchingly into his worn, weary face. He looked miserably ill, she thought; he seemed as exhausted as one who had been engaged in a physical battle.


    "Nick," she said insistently, "I don't care what you say, you're coming in with me. Only for a little while."


    She tugged at his hand, dragging him reluctantly after her. He followed her to the porch where the open door still framed the great figure of the Doctor.


    "You know Dr. Carl," she said.


    "Come inside," growled Horker. Pat noticed the gruffness of his voice, his lack of any cordiality, but she said nothing as she pulled her reluctant companion through the door and into the library.


    The Doctor drew up another chair, and Pat, more accustomed to his devices, observed that he placed it in such position that the lamp cast a stream of radiance on Nick's face. She sank into her own chair and waited silently for developments.


    "Well," said Horker, turning his shrewd old eyes on Nick's countenance, "let's get down to cases. Pat's told me what she knows; we can take that much for granted. Is there anything more you might want to tell?”


    "No, sir," responded the youth wearily. "I've told Pat all I know."


    "Humph! Maybe I can ask some leading questions, then. Will you answer them?”


    "Of course, any that I can."


    "All right. Now," the Doctor's voice took on a cool professional edge, "you've had these — uh — attacks as long as you can remember. Is that right?"


    "Yes."


    "But they've been more severe of late?”


    "Much worse, sir!"


    "Since when?”


    "Since — about as long as I've known Pat. Four or five weeks."


    "M-m," droned the Doctor. "You've no idea of the cause for this increase in the malignancy of the attacks?”


    "No sir," said Nick, after a barely perceptible hesitation.


    "You don't think the cause could be in any way connected with, let us say, the emotional disturbances attending your acquaintance with Pat here?”


    "No, sir," said the youth flatly.


    "All right," said Horker. "Let that angle go for the present. Are there any after effects from these spells?”


    "Yes. There's always a splitting headache. He closed his eyes. "I have one of them now."


    "Localized?”


    "Sir?”


    "Is the pain in any particular region? Forehead, temples, eyes, or so forth?”


    "No. Just a nasty headache."


    "But no other after-effects?”


    "I can't think of any others. Except, perhaps, a feeling of exhaustion after I've gone through what I've just finished." He closed his eyes as if to shut out the recollection.


    "Well," mused the Doctor, "we'll forget the physical symptoms. What happens to your individuality, your own consciousness, while you're suffering an attack?”


    "Nothing happens to it," said Nick with a suppressed shudder. "I watch and hear, but what he does is beyond my control. It's terrifying — horrible!" he burst out suddenly.


    "Doubtless," responded Horker smoothly. "What about the other? Does that one stand by while you're in the saddle?"


    "I don't know," muttered Nick dully. "Of course he does!" he added abruptly. "I can feel his presence at all times — even now. He's always lurking, waiting to spring forth, as soon as I relax!"


    "Humph!" ejaculated the Doctor. "How do you manage to sleep?"


    "By waiting for exhaustion," said Nick wearily. "By waiting until I can stay awake no longer."


    "And can you bring this other personality into dominance? Can you change controls, so to speak, at will?”


    "Why — yes," the youth answered, hesitating as if puzzled. "Yes, I suppose I could."


    "Let's see you, then."


    "But —" Horror was in his voice.


    "No, Dr. Carl!" Pat interjected in fright. "I won't let him!"


    "I thought you declared yourself out of this," said Horker with a shrewd glance at the girl.


    "Then I'm back in it! I won't let him do what you want — anyway, not that!"


    "Pat," said the Doctor with an air of patience, "you want me to treat this affliction, don't you? Isn't that what both of you want?”


    The girl murmured a scarcely audible assent.


    "Very well, then," he proceeded. "Do you expect me to treat the thing blindly — in the dark? Do you think I can guess at the cause without observing the effect?”


    "No," said Pat faintly.


    "So! Now then," he turned to Nick, "Let's see this transformation."


    "Must I?" asked the youth reluctantly.


    "If you want my help."


    "All right," he agreed with another tremor. He sat passively staring at the Doctor; a moment passed. Horker heard Pat's nervous breathing; other than that, the room was in silence. Nicholas Devine closed his eyes, brushed his hand across his forehead. A moment more and he opened them to gaze perplexedly at the Doctor.


    "He won't!" he muttered in astonishment. "He won't do it!"


    "Humph!" snapped Horker, ignoring Pat's murmur of relief. "Finicky devil, isn't he? Likes to pick company he can bully!"


    "I don't understand it!" Nick's face was blank. "He's been tormenting me until just now!" He looked at the Doctor. "You don't think I'm lying about it, do you, Dr. Horker?”


    "Not consciously," replied the other coolly. "If I thought you were responsible for a few of the indignities perpetrated on Pat here, I'd waste no time in questions, young man. I'd be relieving myself of certain violent impulses instead."


    "I couldn't harm Pat!"


    "You gave a passable imitation of it, then! However, that's beside the point; as I say, I don't hold you responsible for aberrations which I believe are beyond your control. The main thing is a diagnosis."


    "Do you know what it is?” cut in Pat eagerly.


    "Not yet — at least, not for certain. There's only one real method available; these questions will get us nowhere. We'll have to psychoanalyze you, young man."


    "I don't care what you do, if you can offer any hope!" he declared vehemently. "Let's get it over!"


    "Not as easy as all that!" rumbled Horker. "It takes time; and besides, it can't be successful with the subject in a hectic mood such as yours." He glanced at his watch. "Moreover, it's after midnight."


    He turned to Nicholas Devine. "We'll make it Saturday evening," he said. "Meanwhile, young man, you're not to see Pat. Not at all — understand? You can see her here when you come."


    "That's infinitely more than I'd planned for myself," said the youth in a low voice. "I'd abandoned the hope of seeing her."


    He rose and moved toward the door, and the others followed. At the entrance he paused; he leaned down to plant a brief, tender kiss on the girl's lips, and moved wordlessly out of the door. Pat watched him enter his car, and followed the vehicle with her eyes until it disappeared. Then she turned to Horker.


    "Do you really know anything about it?” she queried. "Have you any theory at all?”


    "He's not lying," said the Doctor thoughtfully. "I watched him closely; he believes he's telling the truth." "He is. I know what I saw!"


    "He hasn't the signs of praecox or depressive," mused the Doctor. "It's puzzling; it's one of those functional aberrations, or a fixed delusion of some kind. We'll find out just what it is."


    "It's the devil," declared Pat positively. "I don't care what sort of scientific tag you give it — that's what it is. You doctors can hide a lot of ignorance under a long name."


    Horker paid no attention to her remarks. "We'll see what the psychoanalysis brings out," he said. "I shouldn't be surprised if the whole thing were the result of a defense mechanism erected by a timid child in an effort to evade responsibility. That's what it sounds like."


    "It's a devil!" reiterated Pat.


    "Well," said the Doctor, "if it is, it has one thing in common with every spook or devil I ever heard of." "What's that?”


    "It refuses to appear under any conditions where one has a chance to examine it. It's like one of these temperamental mediums trying to perform under a spot-light."


    


    23


    


    Werewolf


    


    [image: Picture]AT AWOKE IN RATHER BETTER SPIRITS. SOMEhow, the actual entrance of Dr. Horker into the case gave her a feeling of security, and her natural optimistic nature rode the pendulum back from despair to hope. Even the painful black-and-blue mark on her arm, as she examined it ruefully, failed to shake her buoyant mood.


    Her mood held most of the day; it was only at evening that a recurrence of doubt assailed her. She sat in the dim living room waiting the arrival of her mother's guests, and wondered whether, after all, the predicament was as easily solvable as she had assumed.


    She watched the play of lights and shadows across the ceiling, patterns cast through the windows by moving headlights in the street, and wondered anew whether her faith in Dr. Carl's abilities was justified. Science! She had the faith of her generation in its omnipotence, but here in the dusk, the outworn superstitions of childhood became appalling realities, and some of Magda's stories, forgotten now for years, rose out of their graves and went squeaking and maundering like sheeted ghosts in a ghastly parade across the universe of her mind. The meaningless taunts she habitually flung at Dr. Carl's science became suddenly pregnant with truth; his patient, hard-learned science seemed in fact no more than the frenzies of a witch-doctor dancing in the heart of a Rhodesian swamp.


    What was it worth — this array of medical facts —if it failed to cure? Was medicine falling into the state of Chinese science — a vast collection of good rules for which the reasons were either unknown or long forgotten? She sighed; it was with a feeling of profound relief that she heard the voices of the Brocks outside; she played miserable bridge the whole evening, but it was less of an affliction than the solitude of her own thoughts.


    Saturday morning, cloudy and threatening though it was, found the pendulum once more at the other end of the arc. She found herself, if not buoyantly cheerful, at least no longer prey to the inchoate doubts and fears of the preceding evening. She couldn't even recall their nature; they had been apart from the cool, day-time logic that preached a common-sense reliance on accepted practices. They had been, she concluded, no more than childish nightmares induced by darkness and the play of shadows.


    She dressed and ate a late breakfast; her mother was already en route to the Club for her bridge-luncheon. Thereafter, she wandered into the kitchen for the company of Magda, whom she found with massive arms immersed in dish water. Pat perched on her particular stool beside the kitchen table and watched her at her work.


    "Magda," she said finally.


    "I'm listening, Miss Pat."


    "Do you remember a story you told me a long time ago? Oh, years and years ago, about a man in your town who could change into something — some fierce animal. A wolf, or something like that."


    "Oh, him!" said Magda, knitting her heavy brows. "You mean the werewolf."


    "That's it! The werewolf. I remember it now —how frightened I was after I went to bed. I wasn't more than eight years old, was I?"


    "I couldn't remember. It was years ago, though, for sure."


    "What was the story?” queried Pat. "Do you remember that?”


    "Why, it was the time the sheep were being missed," said the woman, punctuating her words with the clatter of dishes on the drainboard. "Then there was a child gone, and another, and then tales of this great wolf about the country. I didn't see him; us little ones stayed under roof by darkness after that."


    "That wasn't all of it," said Pat. "You told me more than that."


    "Well," continued Magda, "there was my uncle, who was best hand with a rifle in the village. He and others went after the creature, and my uncle, he came back telling how he'd seen it plain against the sky, and how he'd fired at it. He couldn't miss, he was that close, but the wolf gave him a look and ran away."


    "And then what?”


    "Then the Priest came, and he said it wasn't a natural wolf. He melted up a silver coin and cast a bullet, and he gave it to my uncle, he being the best shot in the village. And the next night he went out once more."


    "Did he get it?” asked Pat. "I don't remember."


    "He did. He came upon it by the pasture, and he aimed his gun. The creature looked straight at him with its evil red eyes, and he shot it. When he came to it, there wasn't a wolf at all, but this man — his name I forget — with a hole in his head. And then the Priest, he said he was a werewolf, and only a silver bullet could kill him. But my uncle, he said those evil red eyes kept staring at him for many nights."


    "Evil red eyes!" said Pat suddenly. "Magda," she asked in a faint voice, "could he change any time he wanted to?”


    "Only by night, the Priest said. By sunrise he had to be back."


    "Only by night!" mused the girl. Another idea was forming in her active little mind, another conception, disturbing, impossible to phrase. "Is that worse than being possessed by a devil, Magda?”


    "Sure it's worse! The Priest, he could cast out the devil, but I never heard no cure for being a werewolf."


    Pat said nothing further, but slid from her high perch to the floor and went soberly out of the kitchen. The fears of last night had come to life again, and now the over-cast skies outside seemed a fitting symbol to her mood. She stared thoughtfully out of the living room windows, and the sudden splash of raindrops against the pane lent a final touch to the whole desolate ensemble.


    "I'm just a superstitious little idiot!" she told herself. "I laugh at Mother because she always likes to play North and South, and here I'm letting myself worry over superstitions that were discarded before there was any such thing as a game called contract bridge."


    But her arguments failed to carry conviction. The memory of the terrible eyes of that other had clicked to aptly to Magda's phrase. She couldn't subdue the picture that haunted her, and she couldn't cast off the apprehensiveness of her mood. She recalled gloomily that Dr. Horker was at the Club — wouldn't be home before evening, else she'd have gladly availed herself of his solid, matter-of-fact company.


    She thought of Nick's appointment with the Doctor for that evening. Suppose his psychoanalysis brought to light some such horror as these fears of hers — that would forever destroy any possibility of happiness for her and Nick. Even though the Doctor refused to recognize it, called it by some polysyllabic scientific name, the thing would be there to sever them.


    She wandered restlessly into the hall. The morning mail, unexamined, lay in its brazen receptacle, she moved over, fingering it idly. Abruptly she paused in astonishment — a letter in familiar script had flashed at her. She pulled it out; it was! It was a letter from Nicholas Devine!


    She tore it open nervously, wondering whether he had reverted to his original refusal of Dr. Horker's aid, whether he was unable to come, whether that had happened. But only a single unfolded sheet slipped from the envelope, inscribed with a few brief lines of poetry.


    


    "The grief that is too faint for tears,


    And scarcely breathes of pain,


    May linger on a hundred years


    Ere it creep forth again.


    But I, who love you now too well


    To suffer your disdain,


    Must try tonight that love to quell —


    And try in vain!"
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    [image: Picture]T WAS EARLY IN THE EVENING, NOT YET EIGHT 'clock, when Pat saw the car of Nicholas Devine draw up before the house. She had already been watching half an hour, sitting cross-legged in the deep window seat, like her jade Buddha. That equivocal poem of his had disturbed her, lent an added strength to the moods and doubts already implanted by Magda's mystical tale, and it was with a feeling of trepidation that she watched him emerge wearily from his vehicle and stare in indecision first at her window and then at the Horker residence. The waning daylight was still sufficient to delineate his worn features; she could see them, pale, harried, but indubitably the mild features of her own Nick.


    While he hesitated, she darted to the door and out upon the porch. He gave her a wan smile of greeting, advanced to the foot of the steps, and halted there.


    "The Doctor's not home yet," she called to him. He stood motionless below her.


    "Come up on the porch," she invited, as he made no move. She uttered the words with a curious feeling of apprehension; for even as she ached for his presence, the uncertain state of affairs was frightening. She thought fearfully that what had happened before might happen again. Still, there on the open porch, in practically full daylight, and for so brief a time — Dr. Carl would be coming very shortly, she reasoned.


    "I can't," said Nick, staring wistfully at her. "You know I can't."


    "Why not?”


    "I promised. You remember — I promised Dr. Horker I'd not see you except in his presence."


    "So you did," said Pat doubtfully. The promise offered escape from a distressing situation, she thought, and yet — somehow, seeing Nick standing pathetically there, she couldn't imagine anything harmful emanating from him. There had been many and many evenings in his company that had passed delightfully, enjoyably, safely. She felt a wave of pity for him; after all, the affliction was his, most of the suffering was his.


    "We needn't take it so literally," she said almost reluctantly. "He'll be home very soon now."


    "I know," said Nick soberly, "but it was a promise, and besides, I'm afraid."


    "Never mind, Honey," she said, after a momentary hesitation. "Come up and sit here on the steps, then —here beside me. We can talk just as well as there on the settee."


    He climbed the steps and seated himself, watching Pat with longing eyes. He made no move to touch her, nor did she suggest a kiss.


    "I read your poem, Honey," she said finally. "It worried me."


    "I'm sorry, Pat. I couldn't sleep. I kept wandering around the house, and at last I wrote it and took it out and mailed it. It was a vent, a relief from the things I'd been thinking."


    "What things, Honey?”


    "A way, mostly," he answered gloomily, "of removing myself from your life. A permanent way."


    "Nick!"


    "I didn't, as you see, Pat. I was too cowardly, I suppose. Or perhaps it was because of this forlorn hope of ours. There's always hope, Pat; even the condemned man with his foot on the step to the gallows feels it."


    "Nick dear!" she cried, her voice quavering in pity. "Nick, you mustn't think of those things! It might weaken you — make it easier for him!"


    "It can't. If it frightens him, I'm glad."


    "Honey," she said soothingly, "we'll give Dr. Carl a chance. Promise me you'll let him try, won't you?”


    "Of course I will. Is there anything I'd refuse to promise you, Pat? Even," he added bitterly, "when reason tells me it's a futile promise."


    "Don't say it!" she urged fiercely. "We've got to help him. We've got to believe — There he comes!" she finished with sudden relief.


    The Doctor's car turned up the driveway beyond his residence. Pat saw his face regarding them as he disappeared behind the building.


    "Come on, Honey," she said. "Let's get at the business."


    They moved slowly over to the Doctor's door, waiting there until his ponderous footsteps sounded. A light flashed in the hall, and his broad shadow filled the door for a moment before it opened.


    "Come in," he rumbled jovially. "Fine evening we're spoiling, isn't it?”


    "It could be," said Pat as they followed him into the library, "only it'll probably rain some more."


    "Hah!" snorted the Doctor, frowning at the mention of rain. "The course was soft. Couldn't get any distance, and it added six strokes to my score. At least six!"


    Pat chuckled commiseratingly. "You ought to lay out a course in Greenland," she suggested. "They say anyone can drive a ball a quarter of a mile on smooth ice."


    "Humph!" The Doctor waved toward a great, low chair. "Suppose you sit over there, young man, and we'll get about our business. And don't look so woebegone about it."


    Nick settled himself nervously in the designated chair; the Doctor seated himself at a little distance to the side, and Pat sat tensely in her usual place beside the hearth. She waited in strained impatience for the black magic of psychoanalysis to commence.


    "Now," said Horker, "I want you to keep quiet, Pat — if possible. And you, young man, are to relax, compose yourself, get yourself into as passive a state as possible. Do you understand?"


    "Yes, sir," The youth leaned back in the great chair, closing his eyes.


    "So! Now, think back to your childhood, your earliest memories. Let your thoughts wander at random, and speak whatever comes to your mind."


    Nick sat a moment in silence. "That's hard to do, sir," he said finally.


    "Yes. It will take practice, weeks of it, perhaps. You'll have to acquire the knack of it, but to do that, we'll have to start."


    "Yes, sir." He sat with closed eyes. "My mother," he murmured, "was kind. I remember her a little, just a little. She was very gentle, not apt to blame me. She could understand. Made excuses to my father. He was hard, not cruel — strict. Couldn't understand. Blamed me when I wasn't to blame. Other did it. I wasn't mischievous, but got the blame. Couldn't explain, he wouldn't believe me." He paused uncertainly.


    "Go on," said Horker quietly, while Pat strained her ears to listen.


    "Mrs. Stevens," he continued. "Governess after Mother died. Strict like Father, got punished when I wasn't to blame. Just as bad after Father died. Always blamed. Couldn't explain, nobody believed me. Other threw cat in window, I had to go to bed. Put salt in bird seed, broke leg of chair to make it fall. Punished — I couldn't explain." His voice droned into silence; he opened his eyes. "That all," he said nervously.


    "Good enough for the first time," said the Doctor briskly. "Wait a few weeks; we'll have, your life's history out of you. It takes practice."


    "Is that all?” queried Pat in astonishment.


    "All for the first time. Later we'll let him talk half an hour at a stretch, but it takes practice, as I've mentioned. You run along home now," he said to Nick.


    "But it's early!" objected Pat.


    "Early or not," said the Doctor, "I'm tired, and you two aren't to see each other except here. You remember that."


    Nick rose from his seat in the depths of the great chair. "Thank you, sir," he said. "I don't know why, but I feel easier in your presence. The — the struggle disappears while I'm here."


    "Well," said Horker with a smile, "I like patients with confidence in me. Good night."


    At the door Nick paused, turning wistful eyes on Pat. "Good night," he said, leaning to give her a light kiss. A rush of some emotion twisted his features; he stared strangely at the girl. "I'd better go," he said abruptly, and vanished through the door.


    "Well?" said Pat questioningly, turning to the Doctor. "Did you learn anything from that?"


    "Not much," the other admitted, yawning. "However, the results bear out my theory."


    "How?”


    "Did you notice how he harped on the undeserved punishment theme? He was punished for another's mischief?”


    "Yes. What of that?”


    "Well, picture him as a timid, sensitive child, rather afraid of being punished. Afraid, say, of being locked up in a dark closet. Now, when he inadvertently commits a mischief, as all children do, he tries desperately to divert the blame from himself. But there's no one else to blame! So what does he do?”


    "What?”


    "He invents this other, the mischievous one, and blames him. And now the other has grown to the proportions of a delusion, haunting him, driving him to commit acts apart from his normal inclinations. Understand? Because I'm off to bed whether you do or not."


    "I understand all right," murmured Pat uncertainly as she moved to the door. "But somehow, it doesn't sound reasonable."


    "It will," said the Doctor. "Good night."


    Pat wandered slowly down the steps and through the break in the hedge, musing over Doctor Horker's expression of opinion. Then, according to him, the devil was nothing more than an invention of Nick's mind, the trick of a cowardly child to evade just punishment. She shook her head; it didn't sound like Nick at all. For all his gentleness and sensitivity, he wasn't the one to hide behind a fabrication. He wasn't a coward; she was certain of that. And she was as sure as she could ever be that he hated, feared, loathed this personality that afflicted him; he couldn't have created it.


    She sighed, mounted the steps, and fumbled for her key. The sound of a movement behind her brought a faint gasp of astonishment. She turned to see a figure materializing from the shadows of the porch. The light from the hall fell across its features, and she drew back as she recognized Nicholas Devine — not the being she had just kissed good night, but in the guise of her tormentor, the red-eyed demon!


    


    25


    


    The Demon Lover


    


    [image: Picture]AT DREW BACK, LEANING AGAINST THE DOOR, and her key tinkled on the concrete of the porch. She was startled, shocked, but not as completely terrified as she might have expected. After all, she thought rapidly, they were standing in full view of a public street, and Dr. Carl's residence was but a few feet distant. She could summon his help by screaming.


    "Well!" she exclaimed, eyeing the figure inimically. "Your appearances and disappearances are beginning to remind me of the Cheshire Cat."


    "Except for the grin," said the other in his cold tones.


    "What do you want?” snapped Pat.


    "You know what I want."


    "You'll not get it," said the girl angrily. "You —you're doomed to extinction, anyway! Go away!"


    "Suppose," said the other with a strange, cold, twisted smile, "it were he that's doomed to extinction — what then?"


    "It isn't!" cried Pat. "It isn't!" she repeated, while a quiver of uncertainty shook her. "He's the stronger," she said defiantly.


    "Then where is he now?”


    "Dr. Carl will help us!"


    "Doctor!" sneered the other. "He and his clever theory! Am I an illusion?" he queried sardonically, thrusting his red-glinting eyes toward her. "Am I the product of his puerile, vaccilating nature? Bah! I gave you the clue, and your Doctor hasn't the intelligence to follow it!"


    "Go away!" murmured Pat faintly. The approach of his face had unnerved her, and she felt terror beginning to stir within her. "Go away!" she said again. "Why do you have to torment me? Any one would serve your purpose — any woman!"


    "You have an aesthetic appeal, as I've told you before," replied the other in that toneless voice of his. "There is a pleasure in the defacement of black hair and pale skin, and your body is seductive, most seductive. Another might afford me less enjoyment, and besides, you hate me. Don't you hate me?" He peered evilly at her.


    "Oh, God — yes!" The girl was shuddering.


    "Say it, then! Say you hate me!"


    "I hate you!" the girl cried vehemently. "Will you go away now?”


    "With you!"


    "I'll scream if you come any closer. You don't dare touch me; I'll call Dr. Horker."


    "You'll only damage him — your lover."


    "Then I'll do it! He'll understand."


    "Yes," said the other reflectively. "He's fool enough to forgive you. He'll forgive you anything — the weakling!"


    "Go away! Get away from here!"


    The other stared at her out of blood-shot eyes. "Very well," he said in his flat tones. "This time the victory is yours."


    He backed slowly toward the steps. Pat watched him as he moved, feeling a surge of profound relief. As his shadow shifted, her key gleamed silver at her feet, and she stooped to retrieve it.


    There was a rush of motion as her eyes left the form of her antagonist. A hand was clamped violently over her mouth, an arm passed with steel-like rigidity about her body. Nicholas Devine was dragging her toward the steps; she was half-way down before she recovered her wits enough to struggle.


    She writhed and twisted in his grasp. She drove her elbow into his body with all her power, and kicked with the strength of desperation at his legs. She bit into the palm across her mouth — and suddenly, with a subdued grunt of pain, he released her so abruptly that her own struggles sent her spinning blindly into the bushes of the hedge.


    She turned gasping, unable for the moment to summon sufficient breath to scream. The other stood facing her with his eyes gleaming terribly into her own; then they ranged slowly from her diminutive feet to the rumpled ebony of her hair that she was brushing back with her hands from her pallid, frightened face.


    "Obstinate," he observed, rubbing his injured palm.


    "Obstinate and unbroken — but worth the trouble. Well worth it!" He reached out a swift hand, seizing her wrist as she backed against the bushes.


    Pat twisted around, gazing frantically at Doctor Horker's house, where a light had only now flashed on in the upper windows. Her breath flowed back into her lungs with a strengthening rush.


    "Dr. Carl!" she screamed. "Dr. Carl! Help me!"


    The other spun her violently about. She had a momentary glimpse of a horribly evil countenance, then he drew back his arm and shot a clenched fist to her chin.


    The world reeled into a blaze of spinning lights that faded quickly to darkness. She felt her knees buckling beneath her, and realized that she was crumpling forward toward the figure before her. Then for a moment she was aware of nothing.


    She didn't quite lose consciousness, or at least for no more than a moment. She was suddenly aware that she was gazing down at a moving pavement, at her own arms dangling helplessly toward it. She perceived that she was lying limply across Nicholas Devine's shoulder with his arms clenched about her knees. And then, still unable to make the slightest resistance, she was bundled roughly into the seat of his coupe; he was beside her, and the car was purring into motion.


    She summoned what remained of her strength. She drew herself erect, fumbling at the handle of the door with a frantic idea of casting herself out of the car to the street. The creature beside her jerked her violently back; as she reeled into the seat, he struck her again with the side of his fist. It was a random blow, delivered with scarcely a glance at her; it caught her on the forehead, snapping her head with an audible thump against the wall of the vehicle. She swayed for a moment with closing eyes, then collapsed limply against him, this time in complete unconsciousness.


    That lapse too must have been brief. She opened dazed eyes on a vista of moving street lights; they were still in the car, passing now along some unrecognized thoroughfare lined with dark old homes. She lay for some moments uncomprehending; she was completely unaware of her situation.


    It dawned on her slowly. She moaned, struggled away from the shoulder against which she had been leaning, and huddled miserably in the far corner of the seat. Nicholas Devine gave her a single glance with his unpleasant eyes, and turned them again on the street.


    The girl was helpless, unable to put forth the strength even for another attempt to open the door. She was still only half aware of her position, and realized only that something appalling was occurring to her. She lay in passive misery against the cushions of the seat as the other turned suddenly up a dark driveway and into the open door of a small garage. He snapped off the engine, extinguished the headlights, and left them in a horrible, smothering, silent darkness.


    She heard him open the door on his side; after an apparently interminable interval, she heard the creak of the hinges on her own side. She huddled terrified, voiceless, and immobile.


    He reached in, fumbling against her in the darkness. He found her arm, and dragged her from the car. Again, as on that other occasion, she found herself reeling helplessly behind him through the dark as he tugged at her wrist. He paused at a door in the building adjacent to the garage, searching in his pocket with his free hand.


    "I won't go in there!" she muttered dazedly. The other made no reply, but inserted a key in the lock, turned it, and swung open the door.


    He stepped through it, dragging her after him. With a sudden access of desperate strength, she caught the frame of the door, jerked violently on her prisoned wrist, and was unexpectedly free. She reeled away, turned toward the street, and took a few faltering steps down the driveway.


    Almost instantly her tormentor was upon her, and his hand closed again on her arm. Pat had no further strength; she sank to the pavement and crouched there, disregarding the insistent tugging on her arm.


    "Come on," he growled. "You only delay the inevitable. Must I drag you?”


    She made no reply. He tugged violently at her wrist, dragging her a few inches along the pavement. Then he stooped over her, raised her in his arms, and bore her toward the dark opening of the door. He crowded her roughly through it, disregarding the painful bumping of her shoulders and knees. She heard the slam of the door as he kicked it closed, and she realized that they were mounting a flight of stairs, moving somewhere into the oppressive threatening darkness.


    Then they were moving along a level floor, and her arm was bruised against another door. There was a moment of stillness, and then she was released, dropped indifferently to the surface of a bed or couch. A moment later a light flashed on.


    The girl was conscious at first only of the gaze of the red eyes. They held her own in a fascinating, unbreakable, trance-like spell. Then, in a wave of dizziness, she closed her own eyes.


    "Where are we?” she murmured. "In Hell?”


    "You should call it Heaven," came the sardonic voice. "It's the home of your sweetheart. His home —and mine!"
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    The Depths


    


    [image: Picture]EAVEN AND HELL ALWAYS WERE THE SAME place," said Nicholas Devine, his red eyes glaring down at the girl. "We'll demonstrate the fact."


    Pat shifted wearily, and sat erect, passing her hand dazedly across her face. She brushed the tangled strands of black hair from before her eyes, and stared dully at the room in which she found herself.


    It had some of the aspects of a study, and some of a laboratory, or perhaps a doctor's office. There was a case of dusty books on the wall opposite, and another crystal-fronted cabinet containing glassware, bottles, little round boxes suggestive of drugs or pharmaceuticals. There was a paper-littered table too; she gave a convulsive shudder at the sight of a bald, varnished death's head, its lower jar articulated, that reposed on a pile of papers and grinned at her.


    'Where —" she began faintly.


    "This was the room of your sweetheart's father," said the other. "His and my mutual father. He was an experimenter, a researcher, and so, in another sense, am I!" He leered evilly at her. "He used this chamber to further his experiments, and I for mine — the carrying on of a noble family tradition!"


    The girl scarcely heard his words; the expressionless tone carried no meaning to the chaos which was her mind. She felt only an inchoate horror and a vague but all-encompassing fear, and her head was aching from the blows he had dealt her.


    "What do you want?” she asked dully.


    "Why, there is an unfinished experiment. You must remember our interrupted proceedings of a week ago! Have you already forgotten the early steps of our experiment in evil?"


    Pat cringed at the cold, sardonic tones of the other. "Let me go," she whimpered. "Please!" she appealed. "Let me go!"


    "In due time," he responded. "You lack gratitude," he continued. "Last time, out of the kindness that is my soul, I permitted you to dull your senses with alcohol, but you failed, apparently, to appreciate my indulgence. But this time" — His eyes lit up queerly — "this time you approach the consummation of our experiment with undimmed mind!"


    He approached her. She drew her knees up, huddling back on the couch, and summoned the final vestiges of her strength.


    "I'll kick you!" she muttered desperately. "Keep back from me!"


    He paused just beyond her reach. "I had hoped," he said ironically, "if not for your cooperation, at least for no further active resistance. It's quite useless; I told you days ago that this time would come."


    He advanced cautiously; Pat thrust out her foot, driving it with all her power. Instantly he drew back, catching her ankle in his hand. He jerked her leg sharply upwards, and she was precipitated violently to the couch. Again he advanced.


    The girl writhed away from him. She slipped from the foot of the couch and darted in a circle around him, turning in an attempt to gain the room's single exit —the door by which they had entered. He moved quickly to intercept her; he closed the door as she backed despairingly away, retreating to the far end of the room. Once more he faced her, his malicious eyes gleaming, and moved deliberately toward her.


    She drew back until the table halted her; she pressed herself against it as if to force her way still further. The other moved at unaltered pace. Suddenly her hand pressed over some smooth, round, hard object; she grasped it and flung the grinning skull at the more terrible face that approached her. He dodged; there was a crash of glass as the gruesome missile shattered the pane of the cabinet of drugs. And inexorably, Nicholas Devine approached once more.


    She moved along the edge of the table, squeezed herself between it and the wall. Behind her was one of the room's two windows, curtainless, with drawn shades. She found the cord, jerked it, and let the blind coil upward with an abrupt snap.


    "I'll throw myself through the window!" she announced with a sort of desperate calm. "Don't dare move a step closer!"


    The demon paused once more in his deliberate advance. "You will, of course," he said as if considering. "Given the opportunity. Your body torn and broken, spotted with blood — that might be a pleasure second only to that I plan."


    "You'll suffer for it!" said the girl hysterically. "I'll be glad to do it, knowing you'll suffer!" "Not I — your sweetheart."


    "I don't care! I can't stand it!"


    The other smiled his demoniac smile, and resumed his advance. She watched him in terror that had now reached the ultimate degree; her mind could bear no more. She turned suddenly, raised her arm, and beat her fist against the pane of the window.


    With the surprising resistance glass sometimes displays, it shook at her blow but did not shatter. She drew back for a second attempt, and her upraised arm was caught in a rigid grip, and she was dragged backward to the center of the room, thrown heavily to the floor. She sat dazedly looking up at the form standing over her.


    "Must I render you helpless again?” queried the flat voice of the other. "Are you not yet broken, convinced of the uselessness of this struggle?”


    She made no answer, staring dully at his immobile features.


    "Are you going to fight me further?” As she was still silent, he repeated, "Are you?”


    She shook her head vaguely. "No," she muttered. She had reached the point of utter indifference; nothing at all was important enough now to struggle for.


    "Stand up!" ordered the being above her.


    She pulled herself wearily to her feet, leaning against the wall. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them dully as the other moved.


    "What — are you — are you going to do?” she murmured.


    "First," said the demon coldly, "I shall disrobe you somewhat more completely than on our other occasion. Thereafter we will proceed to the consummation of our experiment."


    She watched him indifferently, uncomprehendingly, as he crooked a thin finger in the neck of her frock. She felt the pressure as he pulled, heard the rip of the fabric, and the pop of buttons, but she was conscious of no particular sensation as the garment cascaded into a black and red pool at her feet. She stood passive as he hooked his finger in the strap of her vest, and that too joined the little mound of cloth. She shivered slightly as she stood bared to the waist, but gave no other sign.


    Again the thin hand moved toward her; from somewhere in her tormented spirit a final shred of resistance arose, and she pushed the questing member feebly to one side. She heard a low, sardonic laugh from her oppressor.


    "Look at me!" he commanded.


    She raised her eyes wearily; she drew her arm about her in a forlorn gesture of concealment. Her eyes met the strange orbs of the other, and a faint thrill of horror stirred; other than this, she felt nothing. Then his eyes were approaching her; she was conscious of the illusion that they were expanding, filling all the space in front of her. Their weird glow filled the world, dominated everything.


    "Will you yield?” he queried.


    The eyes commanded. "Yes," she said dully.


    She felt his hands icy cold on her bare shoulders. They traveled like a shudder about her body, and suddenly she was pressed close to him.


    "Are you mine?” he demanded. For the first time there was a tinge of expression in the toneless voice, a trace of eagerness. She made no answer; her eyes, held by his, stared like the eyes of a person in a trance, unwinking, fascinated.


    "Are you mine?" he repeated, his breath hissing on her cheek.


    "Yes." She heard her own voice in automatic reply to his question.


    "Mine — for the delights of evil?"


    "Yours!" she murmured. The eyes had blotted out everything.


    "And do you hate me?"


    "No."


    The arms about her tightened into crushing bands. The pressure stopped her breath; her very bones seemed to give under their fierce compression.


    "Do you hate me?" he muttered.


    "Yes!" she gasped. "Yes! I hate you!"


    "Ah!" He twisted his hand in her black hair, wrenching it roughly back. "Are you ready now for the consummation? To look upon the face of evil?"


    She made no reply. Her eyes, as glassy as those of a sleep-walker, stared into his.


    "Are you ready?”


    "Yes," she said.


    He pressed his mouth to hers. The fierceness of the kiss bruised her lips, the pull of his hand in her hair was a searing pain, the pressure of his arm about her body was a suffocation. Yet — somehow — there was again the dawning of that unholy pleasure — the same degraded delight that had risen in her on that other occasion, in the room of the red-checked table cloth. Through some hellish alchemy, the leaden pain was transmuting itself into the garish gold of a horrible, abnormal pleasure. She found her crushed lips attempting a feeble, painful response.


    At her movement, she felt herself swung abruptly from her feet. With his lips still crushing hers, he raised her in his arms; she felt herself borne across the room. He paused; there was a sudden release, and she crashed to the hard surface of the couch, whose rough covering scratched the bare flesh of her back. Nicholas Devine bent over her; she saw his hand stretch toward her single remaining garment. And again, from somewhere in her harassed soul, a spark of resistance flashed.


    "Nick!" she moaned. "Oh, Nick! Help me!"


    "Call him!" said the other, a sneer on his face. "Call him! He hears; it adds to his torment!"


    She covered her eyes with her hands. She felt his hand slip coldly between her skin and the elastic about her waist.


    "Nick!" she moaned again. "Nick! Oh, my God! Nick!"
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    Two in Hell


    


    [image: Picture]HE COLD HAND AGAINST PAT WAS STILL; SHE felt it rigid and stiff on her flesh. She lay passive with closed eyes; having voiced her final appeal, she was through. The words torn from her misery represented the final iota of spirit remaining to her; and her bruised body and battered mind had nothing further to give.


    The hand quivered and withdrew. For a moment more she lay motionless with her arms clutched about her, then she opened her eyes, gazing dully, hopelessly at the demon standing over her. He was watching her with a curious abstracted frown; as she stirred, the scowl intensified, and he drew back a step.


    His face contorted suddenly in a spasm of some unguessable emotion. His fists clenched; a low unintelligible mutter broke from his lips. "Strange!" she heard him say, and after a moment, "I'm still master here!"


    He was master; in a moment the emotion vanished, and he was again standing over her, his face the same impassive demoniac mask. She watched him in a dull stupor of despair that was too deep for even a whimper of pain as he wrenched at the elastic about her waist, and it cut into her flesh and parted. He tore the garment away, and the red eyes bored down with a wild elation in their depths.


    "Mine!" the being muttered, a new hoarseness in his voice. "Are you mine?"


    Pat made no answer; his voice croaked in more insistent tones. "Are you mine?"


    She could not reply. She felt his fingers bite into the flesh of her shoulder. She was shaken roughly, violently, and the question came again, fiercely. The eyes flamed in command, and she felt through her languor and weakness, the stirring of that strange and unholy fascination that he held over her.


    "Answer!" he croaked. "Are you mine?"


    The torture of his searing grip on her shoulder wrung an answer from her.


    "Yes," she murmured faintly. "Yours."


    She closed her eyes again in helpless resignation. She felt the hand withdrawn, and she lay passive, waiting, on the verge of unconsciousness, numb, spirit-broken, and beaten.


    Nothing happened. After a long interval she opened her eyes, and saw the other standing again with clenched fists and contorted countenance. His features were writhing in the intensity of his struggle; a strange low snarl came from his lips. He backed away from her, step by step; he leaned against the bookshelves, and beads of perspiration formed on his scowling face.


    He was no longer master! She saw the change; imperceptibly the evil vanished from his features, and suddenly they were no longer his, but the weary, horrorstricken visage of her Nick! The red eyes were no longer satanic, but only the blood-shot, troubled, gentle eyes of her sweetheart, and the lips had lost their grimness, and gasped and quivered and trembled. He reeled against the wall, staggered to the chair at the table, and sank weakly into it.


    Pat was far too exhausted, far too dazed, to feel anything but the faintest sensation of relief. She realized only dimly that tears were welling from her eyes, and that sharp sobs were shaking her. She was for the moment unable to stir, and it was not long until the being at the table turned stricken eyes on her that she moved. Then she drew her knees up before her, as if to hide her body behind their slim, chiffon-clad grace.


    Nick rose from the table, approaching her with weary, hesitant tread. He seized a cover of some sort that was folded over the foot of the couch, shook it out and cast it over her. She clutched it about her body, sat erect and leaned back against the wall in utter exhaustion. Many minutes passed with no word from either of the occupants of the unholy chamber. It was Nick who broke the long silence.


    "Pat," he murmured in low tones. "Pat — Dear. Are you — all right?"


    She stared at him dazedly without answer. "Honey!" he said. "Honey! Tell me you're all right!"


    "All right?" she repeated uncomprehendingly. "Yes. I guess I'm all right."


    "Then go, Pat! Get away from here before he —before anything happens! Put your clothes on and hurry away!"


    "I can't!" she faintly. "I — can't!"


    "You must, Honey!"


    "I'm just — not able to. I will soon, Nick —honest. When I — when I get my breath back."


    "Pat!" There was anguish in the cry. "Oh, God —Pat! We mustn't ever be together again — not ever!"


    "No," she said. A bit of sanity was returning to her; comprehension of her position sent a shudder through her. "No, we mustn't."


    "I couldn't bear another night like this — watching! I'd go mad!"


    "Oh!" she choked, tears starting. "If you hadn't come back, Nick!"


    "I conquered him," he said. "I don't think I could do it again. It was your call that gave me the strength, Pat." He shook his head as if bewildered. "He thought it was being in love with you that weakened me, but in the end it was that which gave me the strength to subdue him."


    "I'm scared!" said the girl suddenly. "Oh, Nick! I'm frightened!"


    "You'd better go. You'd better dress and leave at once, Honey. Here." He gathered her clothes from the floor, depositing them beside her on the couch. "There are pins in the tray on the table, Pat. Fix yourself up as well as you can, dear — and hurry out of here!"


    He turned toward the door as if to leave, and a shock of terror shook her.


    "Nick!" she cried. "Don't go away! I'm more afraid when I can't see you — afraid that he —" She broke off sobbing.


    "All right, Honey. I'll turn my back."


    She slipped out from under the blanket, found the pins, and repaired her ruined costume. The frock was torn, crushed and bedraggled; she pinned it together at the throat, though her trembling fingers made the task difficult. She pulled it on and took a tentative step toward the door.


    "Nick!" she called as a wave of dizziness sent her swaying against the wall.


    "What's the matter, Honey?" He turned anxiously at her cry.


    "I'm dizzy," she moaned. "My head aches, and — I'm scared!"


    "Pat, darling! You can't go out alone like this —and," he added miserably, "I can't take you!" He slipped his arm around her tenderly, supporting her to the couch. "Honey, what'll we do?”


    "I'll be — all right," she murmured. "I'll go in a moment." The dizziness was leaving her; strength was returning.


    "You must!" he said dolefully. "What a parting, Pat! Never to see you again, and then having this to remember as farewell!"


    "I know, Nick. You see, I love you too." She turned her dark, troubled eyes on him. "Honey, kiss me good-bye! We'll have that to remember, anyway!" Tears were again on her cheeks.


    "Do I dare?" he asked despondently. "After the things these lips of mine have said, and what these arms have done to you?”


    "But you didn't, Nick! Could I blame you for —that other?"


    "God! You're kind, Pat! Honey, if ever I win out in this battle, if ever I know I'm the final victor, I'll — No," he said his tones dropping abruptly. "I'll never come back to you, Pat. It's far too dangerous, and -can I ever be certain? Can I?"


    "I don't know, Nick. Can you?”


    "I can't be, Pat! I'll never be sure that he isn't just dormant, as he was before, waiting for my weakness to betray me! I'll never be certain, Honey! It has to be good-bye!"


    "Then kiss me!"


    She clung to him; the room that had been so recently a chamber of horrors was transformed. As she held him, as her lips were pressed to his, she thought suddenly of the words of the demon, that Heaven and Hell were always the same place. They had taken on a new meaning, those words; she drew away from Nick and turned her tear-bright eyes tenderly on his.


    "Honey," she murmured, "I don't want you to leave me. I don't want you to go!"


    "Nor do I want to, Pat! But I must."


    "You mustn't! You're to stay, and we'll fight it out together — be married, or any way that permits us to fight it through together."


    "Pat! Do you think I'd consent to that?"


    "Nick," she said. "Nick darling — It's worth it to me! I'm realizing it now; I thought it wasn't —but it is! I can't lose you, Nick — anything, even that other, is better than losing you."


    "You're sweet, Pat! You know I'd trade my very soul for that, but — No. I can't do it! And don't Honey, torture me by suggesting it again."


    "But I will, Nick!" She was speaking softly, earnestly. "You're worth anything to me! If he should kill me, you'd still be worth it!" She gazed tenderly at him. "I'd want to die anyway without you!"


    "No more than I without you," he muttered brokenly. "But I won't do it, Pat! I won't do that to you!"


    "I love you, Nick!" she said in a low voice. "I don't want to live without you. Do you understand me, dear? I don't want to live without you!"


    He stared at her somberly. "I've thought of that too," he said. "Pat — if I only believed that we'd be together after, together anywhere, I'd say yes. If only I believed there were an afterwards!"


    "Doesn't he prove that by his very existence?" "Your Doctor would deny that."


    "Doctor Carl never saw him, Nick. And anyway, even oblivion together would be better than being separated, and far better than this!"


    He gazed at her silently. She spoke again. "That doesn't frighten me, Nick. It's only losing you that frightens me, especially the fear of losing you to him."


    He continued his silent gaze. Suddenly he drew her close to him, held her in a tight, tender embrace.
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    Lunar Omen


    


    [image: Picture]FTER A CONSIDERABLE INTERVAL, DURING which Nick held the girl tightly and silently in his arms, he released her, sat with his head resting on his cupped palms in an attitude of deep study. Pat, beside him, fell mechanically to repinning the throat of her frock, which had opened during the moments of the embrace. He rose to his feet, pacing nervously before her.


    "It isn't a thing to do on the impulse of a moment, Pat," he muttered, pausing at her side. "You must see that."


    "It isn't the impulse of a moment."


    "But one doesn't abandon everything, the whole world, so easily, Honey. One doesn't cast away a last hope, however forlorn a hope it may be!"


    "Is there a hope, Nick?” she asked gently. "Is there a chance left to us?”


    "I don't know!" His voice held an increasing tenseness. "Before God — I — don't know!"


    "If there's a chance, the very slightest shadow of the specter of a chance, we'll take it, won't we? Because the other way is always open to us, Nick."


    "Yes. It's always open."


    "But we won't take that chance," she continued defiantly, "if it involves my losing you, Honey. I meant what I said, Nick: I don't want to live without you!"


    "What chance have we?”he queried somberly. "Those are our alternatives — life apart, death together."


    "Then you know my choice!" she cried desperately. "Nick, Honey — don't let's draw it out in futile talking! I can't stand it!"


    He moved his hand in a gesture of bewilderment and frustration, and turned away, striding nervously toward the window whose blind she had raised. He leaned his hands on the table, peering dejectedly out upon the street below.


    "What time," he asked irrelevantly in a queer voice, "did the Doctor say the moon rose? Do you remember?”


    "No," she said tensely. "Oh, Honey! Please —don't stand there with your back to me now, when I'm half crazy!"


    "I'm thinking," he responded. "It rises a little earlier each night — or is it later ? No matter; come here, Pat."


    She rose wearily and joined him; he slipped his arm about her, and drew her against him.


    "Look there," he said, indicating the night-dark vista beyond the window.


    She looked out upon a dim-lit street or court, at the blind end of which the house was apparently situated. Far off at the open end, across a distant highway where even at this hour passed a constant stream of traffic, flashed a narrow strip of lake; and above it, rising gigantic from the coruscating moon-path, lifted the satellite. She watched the remote flickering of the waves as they tossed back the broken bits of the light strewn along the path. Then she turned puzzled eyes on her companion.


    "That's Heaven," he said pointing a finger at the great flowing lunar disk. "There's a world that never caught the planet-cancer called Life, or if it ever suffered, it's cured. It's clean — burned clean by the sun and scoured clean by the airless zero of space. A dead world, and therefore not an unhappy one."


    The girl stared at him without comprehension. She murmured, "I don't understand, Nick."


    "Don't you, Pat?" He pointed again at the moon. "That's Heaven, the dead world, and this is Hell, the living one. Heaven and Hell swinging forever about their common center!" He gestured toward the sparkling moon-path on the water. "Look, Pat! The dead world strews flowers on the grave of the living one!" Some of his bitter ecstasy caught the girl; she felt his somber mood of exaltation.


    "I love you, Nick!" she whispered, pressing closely to him.


    "'What difference does it make — our actions?" he queried. "There's the omen, that lifeless globe in the sky. Where we go, all humanity now living will follow before a century, and in a million years, the human race as well! What if we go a year or a million years before the rest? Will it make any difference in the end?" He looked down at her. "All we've been valuing here is hope. To the devil with hope! Let's have peace instead!"


    "I'm not afraid, Nick."


    "Nor I. And if we go, he goes, and he's mortally afraid of death!"


    "Can he — prevent you?"


    "Not now! I'm the stronger now. For this time, I'm master."


    He turned again to stare at the glowing satellite as it rose imperceptibly from the horizon. "There's nothing to regret," he murmured, "except one thing — the loss of beauty. Beauty like that — and like you, Pat. That's bitterly hard to foreswear!" He leaned forward toward the remote disk of the moon; he spoke as if addressing it, in tones so low that the girl, pressed close to him, had to quiet the sound of her own breath to listen. He said:


    


    "Long miles above cloud-bank and blast,


    And many miles above the sea,


    I watch you rise majestically


    Feeling your chilly light at last —


    Cold beauty in the way you cast


    Split silver fragments on the waves,


    As if this planet's life were past,


    And all men peaceful in their graves."


    


    Pat was silent for a moment as he paused, then she murmured a low phrase. "Oh, I love you, Nick!" she said.


    "And I you, dear," he responded. "Have we decided anything? Are we — going through with it?”


    "I've not faltered," she said soberly. "I meant it, Nick. Without you, life would be as empty as that airless void you speak of. I'm not afraid. What's there to be afraid of?”


    "Only the transition, Pat. That and the unknown — but no situation could possibly be more terrible than our present one. It couldn't be! Oblivion, annihilation — they're preferable, aren't they?”


    "Oh, yes! Nothing I can imagine could be other than a change for the better."


    "Then let's face it!" His voice took on a note of determination. "I've thought to face it a dozen times before this, and each time I've hesitated. The hesitation of a coward, Pat."


    "You're no coward, dear. It was that illusion of hope; that always weakens one. No one's strong who hasn't given up hope."


    "Then," he repeated, "let's face it!"


    "How, Nick?”


    "My father has left us the means. There in the cabinet are a hundred deaths — swift ones, lingering ones, painful, and easy! I don't know one from the other; our choice must be blind." He strode over to the case, sending slivers of glass from the shattered front glistening along the floor. "I'd choose an easy one, Dear, if I knew, for your sake. Euthanasia!"


    He stared hesitantly at the files of mysterious drugs with their incomprehensible labels.


    Suddenly the scene appeared humorous to the girl, queerly funny, in some unnatural horrible fashion. Her nerves, overstrained for hours, were on the verge of breaking; without realization of it, she had come to the border of hysteria.


    "Shopping for death!" she choked, trying to suppress the wild laughter that beat in her throat. "Which one's most suitable? Which one's most becoming? Which one" — an hysterical laughing sob shook her —"will wear the longest?"


    He turned, gazing at her with an illogical concern in his face.


    "What's the difference?" she cried wildly. "I don't care — painful or pleasant, it all ends in the same grave! Close your eyes and choose!"


    Suddenly he was holding her in his arms again, and she was sobbing, clinging to him frantically. She was miserably unstrung; her body shook under the impact of her gasping breath. Then gradually, she quieted, and was silent against him.


    "We've been mad!" he murmured. "It's been an insane idea — for me to inflict this on you, Pat. Do you think I could consider the destruction of your beauty, Dear? I've been lying to myself, stifling my judgment with poetic imagery, when all the while it was just that I'm afraid to face the thing alone!"


    "No," she murmured, burying her face against his shoulder. "I'm the coward, Nick. I'm the one that's frightened, and I'm the one that broke down! It's just been — too much, this evening; I'm all right now."


    "But we'll not go through with this, Pat!"


    "But we will! It's better than life without you, Dear. We've argued and argued, and at last forgotten the one truth, the one thing I'll never retract: I can't face living without you, Nick! I can't!"


    He brushed his hand wearily before his eyes. "Back at the starting point," he muttered. "All right, Honey. So be it!"


    He strode again to the cabinet. "Corrosive sublimate." he murmured. "Cyanide of Potassium. They're both deadly, but I think the second is rapid, and therefore less painful. Cyanide let it be!"


    He extracted two small beakers from the glassware on the shelf. He filled them with water from a carafe on the table, and, while the girl watched him with fascinated eyes, he deliberately tilted a spoonful or so of white crystals into each of them. The mixture swirled a moment, then settled clear and colorless, and the crystals began to shrink as they passed swiftly into solution.


    "There it is," he announced grimly. "There's peace, oblivion, forgetfulness, and annihilation for you, for me, and — for him! Beyond all doubt, the logical course for us, isn't it? Do we take it?”


    "Please," she said faintly. "Kiss me first, Honey. Isn't that the proper course for lovers in this situation?" She felt a faint touch of astonishment at her own irony; the circumstances had ceased to have any reality to her, and had become merely a dramatic sequence like the happenings in a play.


    He gathered her again into his arms and pressed his lips to hers. It was a long, tender, wistful kiss; when at last it ended, Pat found her eyes again filled with tears, but not this time the tears of hysteria.


    "Nick!" she murmured. "Nick, darling!"


    He gave her a deep, somber, but very tender smile, and reached for one of the deadly beakers, "To another meeting!" he said as his fingers closed on it.


    Suddenly, amazingly, the strident ring of a doorbell sounded, the more surprising since they had all but forgotten the existence of a world about them. Interruption! It meant only the going through once more of all that they had just passed.


    "Drink it!" exclaimed Pat impulsively, seizing the remaining beaker.
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    Scopolamine for Satan


    


    [image: Picture]HE GLASS WAS STRUCK FROM PAT'S HAND, AND the water-clear contents streamed into pools and darkening blots over the table and its litter of papers. She stared unseeingly at the mess, without realizing that it was Nick who had dashed the draught from her very lips. She felt neither anger nor relief, but only a numbness, and a sense of anti-climax. Somewhere below the bell was ringing again, and a door was resounding to violent blows, but she only continued her bewildered, questioning gaze.


    "I can't let you, Pat!" he muttered, answering her unspoken query.


    "But Nick — why?”


    "There's somebody at the door, isn't there? Mustn't we find out who?”


    "What difference can it make?" she asked wearily. "I don't know. I want to find out."


    "It's that illusion of hope again," she murmured. "That's all it is, Nick — and it means now that it's all to do over again! The whole thing, from the beginning — and we were no near — the end!"


    "I know," he said miserably. "I know all that, but —" He paused as the insistent racket below was redoubled. "I'm going to answer that bell," he ended.


    He moved away from her, vanishing through the room's single door. She watched his disappearance without moving, but no sooner had he passed from sight than a curious feeling of fear oppressed her. She cast off the numbness and languor, and darted after him into the darkness of the hall.


    "Nick!" she called. Somewhere ahead a light flashed on; she saw the well of a stair-case, and heard his footsteps descending. She followed in frantic haste, gaining the top step just as the pounding below ceased. She heard the click of the door, and paused suddenly at the sound of a familiar voice.


    "Where's Pat?" The words drifted up in low, rumbling, ominous tones.


    "Dr. Carl!" she shrieked. She ran swiftly down the stairs to Nick's side, where he stood facing the great figure of the Doctor. "Dr. Carl! How'd you find me?" The newcomer gave her a long, narrow-eyed, speculative survey. "I spent nearly the whole night doing it," he growled at last. "It took me hours to locate Mueller and get this address from him." He stepped forward, taking the girl's arm. "Come on!" he said gruffly, without a glance at Nick standing silently beside her. "I'm taking you home!"


    She held back. "But why?”


    "Why? Because I don't like the company you keep. Is that reason enough?"


    She still resisted his insistent tug. "Nick hasn't done anything," she said defiantly, with a side glance at the youth's flushed, unhappy features.


    "He hasn't? Look at yourself, girl! Look at your clothes, and your forehead! What's more, I saw enough from my window; I saw him bundle you into that car!" His eyes were flashing angrily, and his grip on her arm tightened, while his free hand clenched into an enormous fist.


    "That wasn't Nick!"


    "No. It was your devil, I suppose!" said Horker sarcastically. "Anyway, Pat, you're coming with me before I do violence to what remains of your devil!"


    Nick spoke for the first time since the Doctor's entrance. "Please do, Pat," he said softly. "Please go with him."


    "I won't!" she snapped. The sudden shifts of situation during the long hours of that terrible evening were irritating her. She had alternated so rapidly between horror and hope and despair that her frayed nerves had seized now at the same reality of anger.


    Her mind, so long overstrained, was now deliberately forgetting her swing from the pit of terror to the verge of death. "You come up like a hero to the rescue!" she taunted the doctor. "Hairbreadth Harker!"


    "You little fool!" growled the Doctor. "A fine reception, after losing a night's sleep! I'll drag you home, if I have to!" He moved ponderously toward the door; she gave a violent wrench and freed her arm from his grasp.


    "If you can, you mean!" she jeered. She looked at his exasperated face, and suddenly, with one of her abrupt changes of mood, she softened. "Dr. Carl, Honey," she said in apologetic tones, "I'm sorry. You're very sweet, and I'm really grateful, but I can't leave Nick now." Her eyes turned troubled. "Not now."


    "Why, Pat?” Mollified by the change in her mien, his voice rumbled in sympathetic notes.


    "I can't," she repeated. "It's — it's getting worse."


    "Bah!"


    "So it's 'Bah'!" she flared. "Well, if you're so contemptuous of the thing, why don't you cure it? What good did your psychoanalysis do? You don't even know what it is!"


    "What do you expect?” roared the Doctor. "Can I diagnose it by absent treatment? I haven't had a chance to see the condition active yet!"


    "All right!" said Pat, her strained nerves driving her to impatience. "You're here and Nick's here! Go on with your diagnosis; get it over with, and let's see what you can do. You ought at least to be able to name the condition — the outstanding authority in the Middle West on neural and mental pathology!" Her tone was sardonic.


    "Listen, Pat," said Horker with exaggerated patience, in the manner of one addressing a stupid child, "I've explained before that I can't get at the root of a mental aberration when the subject's as unstrung as your young man here seems to be. Psychoanalysis just won't work unless the subject is calm, composed, and not in a nervous state. Can you comprehend that?”


    "Just dimly!" she snapped. "You ought to know another way — you, the outstanding authority —"


    "Be still!" he interrupted gruffly. "Of course I know another way, if I wanted to drag all of us back to my office, where I have the equipment! — which I won't do tonight," he finished grimly.


    "Then do it here."


    "I haven't what I need."


    "There's everything upstairs," said Pat. "It's all there, all Nick's father's equipment."


    "Not tonight! That's final."


    The girl's manner changed again. She turned troubled, imploring eyes on Horker. "Dr. Carl," she said plaintively, "I can't leave Nick now." She seized the arm of the silent, dejected youth, who had been standing passively by. "I can't leave him, really. I'd not be sure of seeing him again, ever. Please, Dr. Carl!"


    "If these frenzies of yours," rumbled Horker, "are so violent and malicious, you ought to be confined. Do you know that, young man?"


    "Yes, sir," mumbled Nick wretchedly.


    "And I've thought of it," continued the Doctor. "I've thought of it!"


    "Please!" cried Pat imploringly. "Won't you try, Dr. Carl?”


    "The devil!" he growled. "All right, then."


    He followed the girl up the stairs, while Nick trailed disconsolately behind. She led him back into the chamber they had quitted, where a curious odor of peach pits seemed to scent the air. Horker sniffed suspiciously, then seized the remaining beaker, raising it cautiously to his nostrils.


    "Damnation!" he exploded. "Prussic acid — or cyanide! What in —" He caught sight of Pat's tragic eyes, and suddenly replaced the container. "Pat!" he groaned. "Pat, Honey!" He drew her into the circle of his great arm. "I'll help you, dear! All I can, with all my heart, since it means that much to you!" He groaned again under his breath. "Oh, my God!"


    He held her a moment, patting her tousled black head with his massive, delicate fingered hand. Then he released her, turning to Nick.


    "This the stuff?” he asked, brusquely, indicating the cabinet of bottles, with its splintered front.


    Nick nodded. Pat sank to the chair beside the table and watched Horker as he scanned the array of containers. He pulled out a tiny wooden case and snapped it open to reveal a number of steel needles that glinted brightly in the yellow light. He grunted in satisfaction and continued his inspection.


    "Atropine," he muttered, reading the labeled boxes. "Cocaine, daturine, hyoscine, hyoscyamine — won't do!"


    "What do you need?" the girl queried faintly.


    "A mild hypnotic," said the Doctor abstractedly, still searching. "Pretty good substitutes for psychoanalysis — certain drugs. Dulls the conscious mind, but not to complete unconsciousness. Good means of getting at the subconscious. See?”


    "Sort of," said Pat. "If it only works!"


    "Oh, it'll work if we can find — ah!" He seized a tiny cardboard box. "Scopolamine! This'll do the work."


    He extracted a tiny glassy something from one or other of the boxes he held, and frowned down at it. He seized the carafe of water, plunged something pointed and shiny into it.


    "Antiseptic," he muttered thoughtfully. He seized a brown bottle from the case, held it toward the light, and shook it. "Peroxide's gone flat," he growled. "Nothing but water."


    He pulled a silver cigar-lighter from his pocket and snapped a yellow flame to it. He passed the point of the hypodermic rapidly back and forth through the little spear of fire. Finally he turned to Nick.


    "Take off your coat," he ordered. "Roll up your shirt sleeve — the left one. And sit over there." He indicated the couch along the wall.


    The youth obeyed without a word. The only indication of emotion was a long, miserable, wistful look at Pat as he seated himself impassively on the spot that the girl had so recently occupied.


    "Now!" said the Doctor briskly, approaching the youth. "This will make you drowsy, sleepy. That's all it'll do. Don't fight the effect. Just relax, let the thing take its course, and I'll see what I can get out of you."


    Pat gasped and Nick winced as he drove the needle into the bared arm.


    "So!" he said. "Now relax. Lean back and close your eyes."


    He stepped to the door, dragged in a battered chair from the hall, and occupied it. He sat beside Pat, watching the pale features of the youth, who sat quietly with closed eyes, breathing slowly, heavily.


    "Long enough," muttered Horker. He raised his voice. "Can you hear me?” he called to the motionless figure on the couch. There was no response, but Pat fancied she saw a slight change in Nick's expression.


    "Can you hear me?" repeated Horker in louder tones.


    "Yes, I can hear you," came in icy tones from the figure on the couch. Pat started violently as the voice sounded. The eyes opened, and she saw in sudden terror the ruddy orbs of the demon!
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    The Demon Free


    


    [image: Picture]AT EMITTED A SMALL, STARTLED SHRIEK, AND heard it echoed by a surprised grunt from Dr. Horker.


    "Queer!" he muttered. The stuff must be mislabeled. Scopolamine doesn't act like this; it's a narcotic."


    "He's — the other!" gasped Pat, while the being on the couch grinned sardonically.


    "Eh? An attack? Can't be!" The Doctor shook his head emphatically.


    "It's not Nick!" cried the girl in panic. "You're not, are you?” she appealed to the grim entity.


    "Not your sweetheart?" queried the creature, still with his mocking leer. "A few hours ago you were lying here all but naked, confessing you were mine. Have you forgotten?”


    She shuddered at the reference, and shrank back in her chair. She heard the Doctor's ominous, angry rumble, and the evil tittering chuckle of the other.


    "Pathological or not," snapped Horker, "I can resent your remarks! I've considered several times varying my treatment with another solid cut to the jaw!" He rose from his chair, stamping viciously toward the other.


    "A moment," said Nicholas Devine. "Do you know what you've done? Have you any idea what you've done?" He turned cool, mocking, red-glinting eyes on the Doctor.


    "Huh?" Horker paused as if puzzled. "What I've done? What do you mean?”


    "You don't know, then." The other gave a satyric smile. "You're stupid; I gave you the clue, yet you hadn't the intelligence to follow it. Do you know what I am?” He leaned forward, his eyes leering evilly into the Doctor's. "I'll tell you. I'm a question of synapses. That's all — merely a question of synapses!" He tittered again, horribly. "It still means nothing to you, doesn't it, Doctor?”


    "I'll show you what it means!" Horker clenched a massive fist and strode toward the figure, whose eyes stared, steadily, unwinkingly into his own.


    "Back!" the being snapped as the great form bent over him. The Doctor paused as if struck rigid, his arm and heavy fist drawn back like the conventional fighting pose of a boxer. "Go back!" repeated the other, rising. Pat whimpered in abject terror as she heard Horker's surprised grunt, and saw him recede slowly, and finally sink into his chair. His bewildered eyes were still fixed on those of Nicholas Devine.


    "I'll tell you what you've done!" said the strange being. "You've freed me! There was nothing wrong with your scopolamine. It worked!" He chuckled. "You drugged him and freed me!"


    Horker managed a questioning grunt.


    "I'm free!" exulted the other. "For the first time I haven't him to fight! He's here, but helpless to oppose me — he's feeble — feeble!" He gave again the horrible tittering chuckle. "See how weak the two of you are against my unopposed powers!" he jeered. "Weaklings — food for my pleasures!"


    He turned his eyes, luminous and avid, on Pat. "This time," he said, "there'll be no interruptions. A witness to our experiment will add a delicate touch of pleasure —"


    He broke off at the Doctor's sudden movement. Horker had snatched a glistening blue revolver from his pocket, held it leveled at the lust-filled eyes.


    "Huh!" growled the Doctor triumphantly. "Do you think I come trailing a maniac without some protection? Especially a vicious one like you?"


    Nicholas Devine turned his eyes on his opponent. He stared long and intently.


    "Drop it!" he commanded at length. Pat felt a surge of chaotic terror as the weapon clattered to the floor. She turned a frightened glance on Horker's face, and her fright redoubled at the sight of his straining jaw, the perspiration-beaded forehead, and his bewildered eyes. The demon kicked the gun carelessly aside.


    "Puerile!" he said contemptuously. He backed away from them, re-seating himself on the couch whence he had risen. He surveyed the pair in sardonic mirth.


    "Pat!" muttered the Doctor huskily. "Get out of here, Honey! He's got some hellish trick of fascination that's paralyzed me. Get out and get help!"


    The girl moved as if to rise. Nicholas Devine shifted his eyes for the barest instant to her face; she felt the strength drain out of her body, and she sank weakly to her chair.


    "It's useless," she murmured hopelessly to the Doctor. "He's — he's just what I told you — a devil!"


    "I guess you were right," mumbled Horker dazedly.


    There was a burst of demonic mirth from the being on the couch. "Merely a matter of synapses," he rasped, chuckling. His face changed, took on the familiar coldness, the stony expression Pat had observed there before. "This palls!" he snapped. "I've better amusement — after we've rendered your friend merely an interested on-looker." He narrowed his red eyes as if in thought. "Take off a stocking," he ordered. "Tie his hands to the back of the chair."


    "I won't!" said the girl. The eyes shifted to her face. "I won't!" she repeated tremulously as she kicked off a diminutive pump. She shuddered at the gleam in the evil eyes as she stripped the long silken sheath from a white, rounded limb. She slipped a bare foot into the pump and moved reluctantly behind the chair that held the groaning Horker. She took one of the clenched, straining hands, and drew it back, fumbling with shaking fingers as she twisted the strip of thin chiffon. The demon moved closer, standing over her.


    "Loose knots!" he snarled abruptly. He knocked her violently away with a stinging slap across her cheek, and seized the strip in his own hands. He drew the binding tight, twisting it about the lowest rung of the chair's ladder back. Horker was forced to lean awkwardly to the rear; in this unbalanced position it was quite impossible to rise.


    Nicholas Devine turned away from the straining, perspiring Doctor, and advanced toward Pat, who cowered against the shattered cabinet.


    "Now!" he muttered. "The experiment!" He chuckled raspingly. "What delicacy of degradation! Your lover and your guardian angel — both helpless watchers! Excellent! Oh, very excellent!"


    He grasped her wrist, drawing her after him to the center of the room, into the full view of the horrified, staring eyes of Horker.


    "Always before," continued her tormentor, "these hands have prepared you for the rites — the ceremony that failed on two other occasions to transpire. Would it add a poignancy to the torture if I made you strip this body of yours with your own hands? Or will they suffer more watching me? Which do you think?"


    Pat closed her eyes in helpless resignation to her fate. "Nick!" she moaned. "Oh, Nick dearest!"


    "Not this time!" sneered the other. "Your friend and protector, the Doctor, has thoughtfully eliminated your sweetheart as a factor. He struggles too feebly for me to feel."


    "Nick!" she murmured again. "Dr. Carl!"


    But the Doctor, now pulling painfully at his bonds, could only groan in distraction, and curse the unsuspected strength of sheer chiffon. He writhed miserably at the chafing of his wrists; his strange paralysis had departed, but he was quite helpless to assist Pat.


    "I think," said the cold tones of Nicholas Devine, "that the more delicate torture lies in your willingness. Let us see."


    He drew her into his arms. He twisted a hand in her hair, jerked her head violently backward, and pressed avid lips to hers. She struggled a little, but hopelessly, automatically. At last she lay quite passive, quite motionless, supported by his arms, and making not the slightest response to his kiss.


    "Are you mine?" he queried fiercely, releasing her lips. "Are you mine now?"


    She shook her head without opening her eyes. "No," she said dully. "Not now, or ever."


    Again he crushed her, while the Doctor looked on in helpless, bewildered, voiceless anger. This time his kiss was painful, burning, searing. Again that unholy fascination and unnatural delight in her own pain stirred her, and it took what little effort she was able to make to keep from responding. After a long interval, his lips again withdrew.


    "Are you mine?" he repeated. She made no answer; she was gasping, and tears glistened under her closed eyelids, from the pain of her crushed lips. Again he kissed her, and again the wild abandonment to evil suffused her. She was suddenly responding to his agonizing caress; she was clinging fiercely to his torturing lips, feeling an unholy exaltation in the pain of his tearing fingers in the flesh of her back.


    "Yours!" she murmured in response to his query. She heard her voice repeat madly, "Yours! Yours! Yours!"


    "Do you yield willingly?" came the icy tones of the demon.


    "Yes — yes — yes! Willingly!"


    "Take off your clothes!" sounded the terrible, overpowering voice. He thrust her from him, so that she staggered dizzily backward. She stood swaying; the voice repeated its command.


    The girl's eyes widened wildly; she had the appearance of one in an ecstasy, a religious fervor. She raised her hand with a jerky impulsive gesture to the neck of her frock, still pinned together in the makeshift repairs of the evening.


    There came a strange interruption. The Doctor, helpless on-looker, had at length evolved an idea out of the bewilderment in his mind. He opened his mouth and emitted a tremendous, deep, ear-shattering bellow!


    Nicholas Devine sent the girl spinning to the floor with a vicious shove, and turned his blazing eyes on Horker, who was drawing in his breath for a repitition of his roar. "Quiet!" he rasped, his red orbs boring down at the other. "Quiet, or I'll muffle you!" Closing his eyes, the Doctor repeated his mighty shout.


    The demon snatched the blanket from the couch, tossing it over the figure of the Doctor, where it became a billowing, writhing heap of brown wool. He turned his gaze on Pat, who was just struggling to her feet, and moved as if to advance toward her.


    He paused. She had retrieved the Doctor's revolver from the floor, and now faced him with the madness gone out of her eyes, supporting the weapon with both hands, the muzzle wavering toward his face.


    "Drop it!" he commanded. She felt a recurrence of fascination, and an impulse to obey. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Doctor's head emerging from the blanket as he shook it off.


    "Drop it!" repeated Nicholas Devine.


    She closed her eyes, shutting out the vision of his dominant visage. With a surge of terror, she squeezed the trigger, staggering back to the couch at the roar and the recoil.


    She opened her eyes. Nicholas Devine lay in the center of the room on his face; a crimson spot was matting the hair on the back of his head. She saw the Doctor raise a free hand; he was working clear of his bonds.


    "Pat!" he said softly. He looked at her pale, sickened features. "Honey," he said, "sit down till I get free. Sit down, Pat; you look faint."


    "Never faint!" murmured the girl, and pitched backward to the couch, with one clad and one bare leg hanging in curious limpness over the edge.
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    "Not Humanly Possible"


    


    [image: Picture]AT OPENED WEARY EYES AND GAZED AT A blank, uninformative ceiling. It was some moments before she realized that she was lying on the couch in the room of Nicholas Devine. Somebody had placed her there, presumably, since she was quite unaware of the circumstances of her awakening. Then recollection began to form—Dr. Carl, the other, the roar of a shot. After that, nothing save a turmoil ending in blankness.


    A sound of movement beside her drew her attention. She turned her head and perceived Dr. Horker kneeling over a form on the floor, fingering a white bandage about the head of the figure. Her recollections took instant form; she remembered the catastrophes of the evening — last night, rather, since dawn glowed dully in the window. She had shot Nick! She gave a little moan and pushed herself to a sitting position.


    The Doctor glanced at her with a sick, shaky smile. "Hello," he said. "Come to, have you? Sorry I couldn't give you any attention." He gave the bandage a final touch. "Here's a job I had no heart for," he muttered. "Better for everyone to let things happen without interference."


    The girl, returning to full awareness, noticed now that the bandage consisted of strips of the Doctor's shirt. She glanced fearfully at the still features of Nicholas Devine; she saw pale cheeks and closed eyes, but indubitably not the grim mien of the demon.


    "Dr. Carl!" she whispered. "He isn't — he isn't —"


    "Not yet."


    "But will he —?”


    "I don't know. That's a bad spot, a wound in the base of the brain. You'd best know it now, Pat, but also realize that nothing can happen to you. I'll see to that!"


    "To me!" she said dully. "What difference does that make? It's Nick I want saved."


    "I'll do my best for you, Honey," said Horker with almost a hint of reluctance. "I've phoned Briggs General for an ambulance. Your faint lasted a full quarter hour," he added.


    "What can we tell them?" asked the girl. "What can we say?"


    "Don't you say anything, Pat. I'm not on the board for nothing." He rose from his knees, glancing out of the window into the cool dawn. "Queer neighborhood!" he said. "All that yelling and a shot, and still no sign of interest from the neighbors. That's Chicago, though," he mused. "Lucky for us, Pat; we can handle the thing quietly now."


    But the girl was staring dully at the still figure on the floor. "Oh God!" she said huskily. "Help him, Dr. Carl!"


    "I'll do my best," responded Horker gloomily. "I was a good surgeon before I specialized in psychiatry. Brain surgery, too; it led right into my present field."


    Pat said nothing, but dropped her head on her hands and stared vacantly before her.


    "Better for you, and for him too, if I fail," muttered the Doctor.


    His words brought a reply. "You won't fail," she said tensely. "You won't!"


    "Not voluntarily, I'm afraid," he growled morosely. "I've still a little respect for medical ethics, but if ever a case —" His voice trailed into silence as from somewhere in the dawn sounded the wail of a siren. "There's the ambulance," he finished.


    Pat sat unmoving as the sounds from outdoors detailed the stopping of the vehicle before the house. She heard the Doctor descending the steps, and the creak of the door. Though it took place before her eyes, she scarcely saw the white-coated youths as they lifted the form of Nicholas Devine and bore it from the room on a stretcher, treading with carefully broken steps to prevent the swaying of the support. Dr. Horker's order to follow made no impression on her; she sat dully on the couch as the chamber emptied.


    Why, she wondered, had the thought of Nick's death disturbed her so? Wasn't it but a short time since they had both contemplated it? What had occurred to alter that determination? Nick was dying, she thought mournfully; all that remained was for her to follow. There on the floor lay the revolver, and on the table, glistening in the wan light, reposed the untouched lethal draft. That was the preferable way, she mused, staring fixedly at its glowing contuor.


    But suppose Nick weren't to die — she'd have abandoned him to his terrible doom, left him to face a situation far more ominous than any unknown terrors beyond death. She shook her head distractedly, and looked up to meet the eyes of Dr. Horker, who was watching her gravely in the doorway.


    "Come on, Pat," he said gently.


    She rose, followed him down the stairs and out into the morning light. The driver of the ambulance stared curiously at her dishevelled, bedraggled figure, but she was so weary and forlorn that even the effort of brushing away the black strands of hair that clouded her smoke-dark eyes was beyond her. She slumped into the seat of the Doctor's car and sighed in utter exhaustion.


    "Rush it!" Horker called to the driver ahead. "I'll follow you."


    The car swept into motion, and the swift cool morning air beating against her face from the open window restored some clarity to her mind. She fixed her eyes on the rear of the speeding vehicle they followed.


    "Is there any hope at all?” she queried despondently.


    "I don't know, Pat. I can't tell yet. When you closed your eyes, he half turned, dodged; the bullet entered his skull near the base, near the cerebellum. If it had pierced the cerebellum, his heart and breathing must have stopped instantly. They didn't, however, and that's a mildly hopeful sign. Very mildly hopeful, though."


    "Do you know now what that devil — what the attack was?”


    "No, Pat," Horker admitted. "I don't. Call it a devil if you like; I can't name it any better." His voice changed to a tone of wonder. "Pat, I can't understand that paralyzing fascination the thing exerted. I — any medical man — would say that mental dominance of that sort doesn't exist."


    "Hypnotism," the girl suggested.


    "Bah! Every psychiatrist uses hypnotism in his business; it's part of some treatments. There's nothing of fascination about it; no dominance of one will over another, despite the popular view. That's natural and understandable; this was like — well, like the exploded claims of Mesmerism. I tell you, it's not humanly possible — and yet I felt it!"


    "Not humanly possible," murmured Pat. "That's the answer, then, Dr. Carl. Maybe now you'll believe in my devil."


    "I'm tempted to."


    "You'll have to! Can't you see it, Dr. Carl? Even his name, Nick — that's a colloquialism for the devil, isn't it?”


    "And Devine, I suppose," said Horker, "refers to his angelic ancestry. Devils are only fallen angels, aren't they?”


    "All right," said Pat wearily. "Make fun of it. You'll see!"


    "I'm not making fun of your theory, Honey. I can't offer a better one myself. I never saw nor heard of anything similar, and I'm not in position to ridicule any theory."


    "But you don't believe me."


    "Of course I don't, Pat. You're weaving an intricate fairy tale about a pathological condition and a fortuitous suggestiveness in names. Whatever the condition is — and I confess I don't understand it — it's something rational, and those things can be treated."


    "Treated by exorcism," said the girl. "That's the only way anyone ever succeeded in casting out a devil."


    The Doctor made no answer. The wailing vehicle ahead of them swung rapidly out of sight into an alley, and Horker halted his car before the gray facade of Briggs General.


    "Come in here," he said, helping Pat to alight. "You'll want to wait, won't you?”


    "How long," she queried listlessly, "before — before you'll know?”


    "Perhaps immediately. The only chance is to get that bullet out at once — if there's still time for it."


    She followed him into the building, past a desk where a white-clad girl regarded her curiously, and up an elevator. He led her into a small office.


    "Sit here," he said gently, and disappeared.


    She sat dully in the chair he had indicated, and minutes passed. She made no attempt to think; the long, cataclysmic night had exhausted her powers. She simply sat and suffered; the deep scratches of fingernails burned in the flesh of her back, her cheek pained from the violent slap, and her head and jaw ached from that first blow, the one that had knocked her unconscious last evening. But these twinges were minor; they were merely physical, and the hurts of the demon had struck far deeper than any physical injury. The damage to her spirit was by all odds the more painful; it numbed her mind and dulled her thoughts, and she simply sat idle and stared at the blank wall.


    She had no conception of the interval before Dr. Horker returned. He entered quietly, and began rinsing his hands at a basin in the corner.


    "Is it over?” she asked listlessly.


    "Not even begun," he responded. "However, it isn't too late. He'll be ready in a moment or so."


    "I wish it were over," she murmured. "One way or the other."


    "I too!" said the Doctor. "With all my heart, I wish it were over! If there were anyone within call who could handle it, I'd turn it to him gladly. But there isn't!"


    He moved again toward the door, leaning out and glancing down the hall.


    "'You stay here," he admonished her. "Don't try to find us; I want no interruptions, no matter what enters that mind of yours!"


    "You needn't worry," she said soberly. "I'm nut fool enough for that." She leaned wearily back in the chair, closing her eyes. A long interval passecr, she was vaguely surprised to see the Doctor still standing in the doorway when she opened her eyes. She had fancied him already in the midst of his labor.


    "What will you do?" she asked.


    "About what?”


    "I mean what sort of operation will it need ? Probing or what?"


    "Oh," he said. "I'll have to trephine him. Must get that bullet."


    "What's that — trephine?"


    He glanced down the hall. "They're ready," he said, and turned to go. At the door he paused. "Trephining is to open a little door in the skull. If your devil is in his head, we'll have it out along with the bullet."


    His footsteps receded down the hall.


    


    32


    


    Revelation


    


    [image: Picture]S IT OVER NOW?” QUERIED PAT TREMULOUSLY as the Doctor finally reappeared. The interminable waiting had left her even more worn, and her pallid features bore the marks of strain.


    "Twenty minutes ago," said Horker. His face too bore evidence of tension; moreover, there was a puzzled, dubious expression in his eyes that frightened Pat. She was too apprehensive to risk a question as to the outcome, and simply stared at him with wide, fearful, questioning eyes.


    "I called up your home," he said irrelevantly. "I told them you left with me early this morning. Your mother's still in bed, although it's after ten." He paused. "Slip in without anyone seeing you, will you, Honey? And rumple up your bed."


    "If I haven't lost my key," she said, still with the question in her eyes.


    "It's in the mail-box. Magda found it on the porch this morning. I talked to her."


    She could bear the uncertainty no longer. "Tell me!" she demanded.


    "It's all right, I think."


    "You mean — he'll live?”


    The Doctor nodded. "I think so." He turned his puzzled eyes on her.


    "Oh!" breathed Pat. "Thank God!"


    "You wanted him back, Honey, didn't you?” Horker's tone was gentle.


    "Oh, yes!"


    "Devil and all?”


    "Yes — devil and all!" she echoed. Suddenly she sensed something strange in the other's manner. She perceived the uncertainty in his visage, and felt a rising trepidation. "What's the matter?” she queried anxiously. "You're not telling me everything! Tell me, Dr. Carl!"


    "There's something else," he said. "I'm not sure, Pat, but I think — I hope — you've got him back without the devil!"


    "He's cured?” Her voice was incredulous; she did not dare accept the Doctor's meaning.


    "I hope so. At least I located the cause."


    "What was it?” she demanded, an unexpected vigor livening her tired body. "What was that devil? Tell me! I want to know, Dr. Carl!"


    "I think the best name for it is a tumor," he said slowly. "I told them in there it was a tumor. I wish I knew myself."


    "A tumor! I don't understand!"


    "I don't either, Pat — not fully. It's something on or beyond the border of medical knowledge. I don't think any living authority could classify it definitely."


    "But tell me!" she cried fiercely. "Tell me!"


    "Well, Honey — I'll try." He paused thoughtfully. "Cancers and tumors — sarcomas — are curious things, Dear. Doctors aren't at all sure just what they are. And one of their peculiarities is that they sometimes seem to be trying to develop into separate entities, trying to become human by feeding like parasites on their hosts. Do you understand?”


    "No," said the girl. "I'm sorry, Dr. Carl, but I don't."


    "I mean," he continued, "that sometimes these growths seem to be trying to develop into — into organisms. I've seen them, for instance — every surgeon has — with bones developing. I've seen one with a rather perfect jaw-bone, and little teeth, and hair. As if," he added, "it were making a sort of attempt to become human, in a primitive, disorganized fashion. Now do you see what I mean?”


    "Yes," said the girl, with a violent shudder. "Dr. Carl, that's horrible!"


    "Life sometimes is," he agreed. "Well," he continued slowly, "I opened up our patient's skull at the point where the fluoroscope indicated the bullet. I trephined it, and there, pierced by the shot, was this—" He hesitated, "— this tumor."


    "Did you — remove it?”


    "Of course. But it wasn't a natural sort of brain tumor, Honey. It was a little cerebrum, apparently joined to a Y-shaped branch of the spinal cord. A little brain, Pat — no larger than your small fist, but deeply convoluted, and with the pre-Rolandic area highly developed."


    "What's pre-Rolandic, Dr. Carl?”asked Pat, shivering.


    "The seat of the motor nerves. The home, you might say, of the will. This brain was practically all will — and I wonder," he said musingly, "if that explains the ungodly, evil fascination the creature could command. A brain that was nothing but pure willpower, relieved by its parasitic nature of all the distractions of a directing body! I wonder —" He fell silent.


    "Tell me the rest!" she said frantically.


    "That's all, Honey. I removed it, and I guess I'm the only surgeon in the world who ever removed a brain from a human skull without killing the patient! Luckily, he had two of them!"


    "Oh God!" murmured the girl faintly. She turned to Horker. "But he will live?”


    "I think so. Your shot killed the devil, it seems." He frowned. "I said it was a tumor; I told them it was a tumor, but I'm not sure. Perhaps, just as some people are born with six fingers or toes on each member, he was born with two brains. It's possible; one developed normally, humanly, and the other — into that creature we faced last night. I don't know!"


    "It's what I said," asserted Pat. "It's a devil, and what you've just told me about tumors proves it. They're devils, that's all, and some day some student is going to cut one loose and raise it to maturity outside a human body, and you'll see what a devil is really like! And go ahead and laugh!"


    "I'm not laughing, Pat. I'd be the last one to laugh at your theory, after facing that thing last night. It had satanic powers, all right — that paralyzing fascination! You felt it too; it wasn't just a mental lapse on my part, was it?”


    "I felt it, Dr. Carl! I'd felt it before that; I was always helpless in the presence of it."


    "Could it," he asked, "have imposed its will actively on yours? I mean, could it have made you actually do what it asked there at the end, just before I recovered enough sense to let out that bellow?”


    "To take off — my dress?” She shivered. "I don't know, Dr. Carl. — I'm afraid so." She looked at him appealingly. "Why did I yield to it so?” she cried. "What made me find such a fierce pleasure in its kisses — in its blows and scratches, and the pain it inflicted on me? Why was that, Dr. Carl?”


    "Why," he countered, "do gangsters' girls and apache women enjoy the cruelties perpetrated on them by their men? There's a little masochism in most women, and that — creature was sadistic, perverted, abnormal, and somehow dominating. It took an unfair advantage of you, Pat; don't blame yourself."


    "It was — utterly evil!" she muttered. "It was the ultimate in everything unholy."


    "It was an aberrant brain," said Horker. "You can't judge it by human standards, since it wasn't actually human. It was, I suppose, just what you said — a devil. I didn't even keep it," he added grimly. "I destroyed it.''


    "Do you know what it meant by saying it was a question of synapses?” she asked.


    "That was queer!" The Doctor's voice was puzzled. "That remark implies that the thing itself knew what it was. How? It must have possessed knowledge that the normal brain lacked."


    "Was it a question of synapses?”


    "In a sense it was. The nerves from the two rival brains must have met in a synaptic juncture. The oftener the aberrant brain gained control, the easier it became for it to repeat the process, as the synapse, so to speak, wore thin. That's why the attacks intensified so horribly toward the end; the habit was being formed."


    "Last night was the very worst!"


    "Of course. As the thing itself pointed out, I made the mistake of drugging the normal brain and giving the other complete control of the body. At other times, there'd always been the rivalry to weaken whichever was dominant."


    "Does that mean," asked Pat anxiously, "that Nick's character will be changed now?”


    "I think so. I think you'll find him less meek, less gentle, than heretofore. More spirited, perhaps, since his energies won't be drained so constantly by the struggle."


    "I don't care!" she said. "I'd like that, and anyway, it doesn't make a bit of difference to me as long as he's just — my Nick."


    The Doctor gave her a tender smile. "Let's go home," he said, pinching her cheek in his great hand. "Can you leave him?"


    "I'll run back after a while, Honey. I think he'll do." He took her hand, drawing her after him. "Don't forget to slip in unseen, Pat, and rumple up your bed."


    "Rumple it!" She gave him a weary smile. "I'll be in it!"


    "Good idea. You look a bit worn out, Honey, and we can't have you getting sick now, or even pull a temporary faint like that one last night."


    "I didn't faint!"


    "Maybe not," grinned Horker. "Perhaps the proceedings grew a little boring, and you just lay down on the couch for a nap. It was a dull evening.
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    THE DICTATOR


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    STEEL JEFFERS, PRESIDENT OF America, was not a large man. But no one thought of size, when confronted with his fiery eyes, his thin implacable lips, and his firm jaw.


     At the moment, however, as he sat at his desk in the bay window of the Blue Room of the White House, he permitted himself to relax a little, and his face lost some of its grimness. No one else was present except his athletic military aide, Lieutenant Jack Adams, in the trim black uniform of the Federal Guards; and the hawk-faced, bearded Secretary of State, James Dougherty. Two soldiers were pacing up and down on the sunlit lawn outside.


     President Jeffers passed a tired hand across his eyes, then looked up inquiringly at the scowling Dougherty. 'Do you, really think, Mr. Secretary, that I should sign the death warrant of those two young men?' he asked, with a touch of sadness. 'They thought they were influenced by patriotism. Isn't there some other way in which we can maintain our regime, without putting to death everyone who plots against us?'


     Lieutenant Adams tensed. These men awaiting sentence had been closely associated with him — secretly, of course. For Adams was an important cog in the conspiracy to rid the country of its undemocratic President. Was there nothing he could do to save his pals?


     'Excellency,' he ventured eagerly, 'would not a little mercy–'


     'Nonsense!' snapped Secretary Dougherty, his red lips leering through his black beard. 'Mercy, bah! What mercy would this rabble show to us, if they ever got the upper hand? Excellency, we must be firm.'


     The President sighed. 'I suppose you are right; but, even so, I hate to do it.'


     A white-coated, bullet-headed man, with thick-lensed glasses, appeared in the doorway of the Blue Room, and announced with a Teutonic accent, 'Excellency, your medicine.'


     'Excuse me, gentlemen,' said President Jeffers, rising with what Adams could almost swear was a trapped expression, and stepping out into the hall.


     Adams had witnessed the rubbing-out of a number of patriots in the two years during which he had served as personal aide to this autocratic President. And to think that he himself had been one of the large number of young enthusiasts who only four years ago had helped elect Steel Jeffers to the presidency, as a reaction to the autocracy of President Hanson!


     The rise of Steel Jeffers had been spectacular. Elected Governor of Iowa in the same election at which John R. Hanson had been made President, Jeffers was among the first to protest against Hanson's attempted increase in executive powers. Meanwhile his astute campaign manager, State Senator Dougherty, had been building political fences. In the election Of 1956, Jeffers defeated Hanson on this issue of executive usurpation, and had carried into office scores of yesmen — Senators, Congressmen, Governors, and minor officials — all carefully handpicked because of their subserviency.


     Two years later, in the Congressional election of 1958, opposition candidates were intimidated or bought off, or else mysteriously disappeared. Vacancies in the judiciary, as they occurred, were filled with willing tools. The pay of the Army was raised, its size increased, and the ranks gradually padded with high grade mercenaries. The F.B.I. was disbanded; and the Intelligence Service of the Army expanded, to an extent unknown because they now went about dressed as civilians.


     Yet, because of his espousal of popular causes and his ingratiating personality, Steel Jeffers had retained and increased his hold on the proletariat; for he had carefully studied his predecessors, adopting their outstanding characteristics — from the charming manner and pseudo-liberalism of Roosevelt, to the inflexible and ruthless egotism of Hanson.


     After the 1958 election placed him in undisputed control of all three branches of the government, and he had arrogantly established the Roman salute and put the Army into black uniforms, there came the first rumblings against his dictator-like power. But a few ruthless blood-purges, followed by his persuasive voice on television attacking the character and loyalty of the deceased, quickly drove the opposition to cover.


     Lieutenant Jack Adams, participating in some of these, purges, had helplessly witnessed independent newspaper editors and statesmen lined up before machine-guns in the soundproof basement of the State War and Navy Building. And so he could now vividly picture to himself the end of his two pals. Their death would be of the clear-eyed, defiant variety. Well, if they had the courage thus to die for American freedom, he could have the courage to keep a stiff upper lip and let them die. The success of the conspiracy depended on his continuing in the good graces of President Jeffers.


     Just then Jeffers strode back into the room, once more seating himself at his desk. A strange Jekyll-Hyde sort of personality Jeffers! A few moments ago human, almost wavering, now fierce and ruthless. Briskly he scrawled his flowing signature across than foot of the death warrant. Then he turned his cold eyes toward his aide. 'Here, Adams, take this paper over to the War Department.'


     'Yes, sir,' replied the Lieutenant, raising his right hand in a Roman salute. His fine features were expressionless, but he could not conceal the deep pain in his gray eyes.


     'I know how you feel, Adams,' said the President. 'But you must be a good soldier — for the Cause.'


     As Adams left, with the warrant clenched in his fist, he muttered to himself, 'If Steel Jeffers only knew what a good soldier I'm being — for the Cause.'


     Returning to his house on P Street that evening, Adams changed from his trim black uniform into a loose gray Norfolk suit and hastened down into the cellar. The brick wall at one side was interlaced with many crisscross cracks. One irregular seam now swung open like a door. Adams felt a gust of cool musty air. A light shone dimly in the distance through the dark hole. Presently there crawled out a stocky dark young man with a serious face. Adams shook his hand.


     'Well, Godfrey, no one yet seems to have discovered that we know each other, even though we do live in adjoining houses. Have the rest of the crowd arrived?'


     'Here's Liam and Sim.' Two men, one tall and dark, the other short and roly-poly, crawled out through the hole.


     'Had a devil of a time getting here!' the former announced. 'Black-coated soldiers everywhere, damn them! No offense to you, Adams.'


     The short fat fellow chuckled. 'Never mind the black-coats, Liam,' he said. 'It's the Secret Service we ought to worry about.'


     Several more men emerged from the hole in the wall.


     Adams solemnly shook hands with everyone. 'Tom and Bill are dead,' be gravely announced. 'Shot against a wall. I myself carried their death-warrant over. Jeffers would have let them off with mere imprisonment, if it hadn't been for that fiendish Secretary of State of his.'


     'Don't make excuses for Jeffers!' snapped Liam Lincoln, his dark eyes glittering with fanatic light. He brushed back a trailing lock of black hair. 'Jeffers is a heartless usurper, though doubtless his experience in college theatricals when he was at Princeton enables him to put on an act. Sometimes, Adams, I begin to wonder if you–'


     'Well, you needn't,' the Lieutenant interrupted. 'I risk my life daily for the Cause, while you boss things in comparative safety.'


     'For cripes sake!' cut in roly-poly Simeon Baldwin. 'If we can't trust each other, fellows, who can we trust?'


     'You're right, Sim. I'm sorry, Jack,' Lincoln graciously apologized. 'Well, to business. Very gratifying secret reports are coming in from all over the country. Our organization is growing by leaps and bounds. The Governors of nearly half the states are either active members, or at least in sympathy. Patriotic leading citizens everywhere are waiting for the word from our little Washington group that the time has come for action. Meanwhile Sim here has completed his study of Jeffers' early life.'


     'I'll skip what you already know,' said Baldwin. 'What I've lately been working on is his sister.'


     'You mean the one who died on the day of Jeffers' election?' Adams asked.


     'Did she? I wonder,' Baldwin replied enigmatically.


     'Did she what?'


     'Did she really die? That's the angle I've been working on for the past few weeks. If she did die, old Svengali Dougherty killed her, and Steel Jeffers wouldn't have stood for that. So I believe she is hidden away somewhere to prevent her from influencing her brother.'


     'But why should Dougherty fear her influence?' asked one of the others. 'The three of them were hand-in-glove.'


     Liam Lincoln laughed harshly, and tossed back his long locks of black hair. 'That was back in the days when even we were following Jeffers toward 'the better economic day' for America.'


     'You're right, Liam,' Adams chimed in. 'The change in the President seems to date from the death — or disappearance — of his sister. You're on the track of something, Sim. Go on.'


     Baldwin continued. 'There's something fishy about the death of Helen Jeffers. The girl was in charge of her brother's campaign headquarters and apparently perfectly well, right up to election day. The coroner who signed her death-certificate hasn't been seen since. Her brother was reported prostrated by her death — went into seclusion immediately in a mountain camp — yet no doctor went with him.'


     'But — weren't Southworth and Vierecke there?' Adams interrupted.


     Baldwin replied, 'Southworth — now Rear Admiral and White House physician — didn't arrive at the mountain lodge until two weeks after election. Doctor Vierecke didn't land from Austria until a week after that.'


     'But if Jeffers wasn't ill, why doctors at all?' asked Lincoln. 'He seemed weak and shaken when he came back from the mountains, just before inauguration.'


     'That's the next point which I wish investigated,' Baldwin asserted. 'Just what is the why of Admiral Southworth and his Austrian assistant? Jack, can't you get a line on them? You're in the White House.'


     'I know something about them already,' Adams diffidently replied. 'Southworth did research work in hormones, before he went into the Navy. That's how he happened to know Vierecke, for hormones was Vierecke's specialty at Goettingen.'


     'Not much to go on,' said Lincoln. 'Do some spying, Jack. I understand that two of them have a fully equipped chemical and biological laboratory in the basement of the White House. Why should there be such an establishment there? We must investigate everything the least bit screwy about the President, in the hope of some day finding his weak spot. Well, go on, Sim.'


     Baldwin thrust his hand into a briefcase as fat as himself, and pulled out a photograph. The others clustered around. From the picture, there looked up at them the frank sweet face of a young girl. 'Helen Jeffers,' he announced, 'just before her death — or disappearance. You'd know she was a Jeffers, wouldn't you?'


     But Adams could see no resemblance to her brother. Soft wavy dark hair. Frank open eyes. Perfect features. Full alluring lips. Softly curved neck and shoulders.


     Strange that such a thoroughly feminine girl had formed a compatible member of that triumvirate — with Steel Jeffers, the popular and magnetic front; and Dougherty, the practical wirepulling organizer — which had pushed Steel Jeffers up to the position of supreme power in America!


     'Some baby!' murmured several of the conspirators, appraisingly.


     But a stronger feeling touched Lieutenant Adams. Of course, he had seen newspaper cuts of her at the time of her brother's campaign, but this was different. He squared his shoulders with determination. His gray eyes narrowed, and a whimsical smile played on his lips.


     'Gentlemen,' he announced, with mock solemnity, 'I am going to find Helen Jeffers for you.' In his mind he added: 'And for myself.'


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    The next morning, a bright sunlit June day, Lieutenant Adams swung through the streets with a determined stride on his way to his post at the White House. Mechanically he returned the Roman salutes of the black-uniformed military men whom he passed. Civilians were few on the streets of Washington these days. Washington had become a vast military establishment.


     Entering the executive mansion, he passed the shrewd-faced, bushy-eyebrowed old sea doctor, Admiral Southworth, going out. Adams reported to one of the Assistant Secretaries, and was informed that Steel Jeffers was not up yet. Fine! This would give him time on his own, to investigate the mysterious laboratory.


     As he approached the always-locked doors in the cellar, they opened. Ducking quickly behind a pillar, he saw the bullet-headed Dr. Vierecke emerge, hat on head and without his white smock, then turn, key in hand, and lock the doors. Glancing furtively around, the doctor shoved the key into the dirt of a potted plant standing nearby, then hurried off down the corridor. Adams slipped out from behind the pillar, and followed until Vierecke left the building. Then he hastened to the office wing, and asked the appointment clerk, 'Where are Admiral Southworth and Dr. Vierecke?'


     The girl consulted a memorandum book and replied, 'They've both gone to a conference over at the Public Health Service. Won't be back until after lunch.'


     Grinning to himself, Adams strode back, extricated the key, from the dirt of the plant pot, unlocked the laboratory, and entered, locking the door behind him.


     His gray eyes were alight with anticipation. What an opportunity! The only two men who ever entered the laboratory would be safely out of the way for the rest of the morning. And if the President wished Adams, the autocall bells throughout the White House would ring his number, and he could come running.


     Most conspicuous in the room were two long workbenches with sinks, Bunsen burners, retorts, glass and rubber piping, and test tubes.


     A squeaking noise in one end of the laboratory attracted his attention to dozens of caged guinea pigs. Adams strode over to the cage. On each cage was posted a sign on which each individual was identified by symbols, including some Adams had never seen. Thoughtfully he scratched his blond head, grinned, and then copied several of the charts into a little pocket notebook as samples — he could return and copy more if these few should hold any significance for the biologist among the conspirators.


     He looked in the ice-chest, but found nothing there except some small unlabeled bottles.


     Next he inspected a cabinet of surgical tools. The large number of hypodermic needles impressed him. His mind flashed back to the change which had come over Steel Jeffers when, wavering on the question of executing the young traitors, he had been called out of the Blue Room by Herr Doktor Vierecke, and had returned, filled with merciless determination. Could the secret of the power of the sinister cabal lie in drugs?


     Adams shuddered. The brother of Helen Jeffers a drug addict? Incredible!


     Nevertheless the possibility must be investigated. So, with sinking heart, Adams turned to a bank of open shelves, stacked with labeled bottles.


     To his relief, he found no morphine, opium, heroin, cocaine, or any other substance the name of which he recognized as being that of a narcotic. He copied down the names of several chemicals which he did not recognize. These might be narcotics.


     Then his attention was directed to several large drums, labeled 'Cholesterol.'


     He was just jotting down the word, together with the name and address of the supply company, when a bell in the corridor outside clicked his autocall! The President wanted him.


     Hurrying to the door, he was about to unlock it, when he heard voices outside. Putting his ear to the crack, he listened. In crisp tones, the old Admiral was saying, 'You fat-headed fool! Why didn't you hide the key where I told you to?'


     'Ve haf two keys.'


     'I left mine in my other suit. It is at the cleaners.'


     'Unt I did put der key in der pot.'


     'Ding! Ding — ding — ding!' insistently rang the autocall. If Adams didn't hurry, embarrassing inquiries would be made.


     'Now listen, you fat-head,' said the sharp incisive voice of the old sea-dog. 'Go to the head housekeeper, and tell her to find out pronto who's been messing around that flowerpot. I'll send someone over to the tailors for my key. Report to me in the executive offices. Now vamoose!'


     Footsteps of both men could be heard moving off down the corridor. Adams unlocked the door, and peered out. No one in sight; so he hastily emerged, locked the door, thrust the key in his pocket, and dog-trotted to the Blue Room.


     Stopping just outside the room, he smoothed down his black uniform, and entered unconcernedly. Stepping up to the desk in the bay window, he raised his arm in a brisk Roman salute. Steel Jeffers looked up.


     'Oh, yes,' Jeffers absently announced. 'Here are some papers to be taken over to the War Department.'


     Adams' set jaw relaxed, and he drew a deep breath of relief. Taking the papers, he raised his arm again in salute, faced about, and strode from the room.


     In the big hall outside, he ran across Admiral Southworth. The bushy-browed old sea-doctor was visibly agitated. 'Oh! Ah! Lieutenant, you going anywhere in particular?'


     'War Department sir,' Adams briskly replied; and he couldn't resist adding, 'But I thought that the Admiral was at a conference.'


     Southworth bent narrow eyes of scrutiny at him. 'Meeting called off. Not that it's any business of yours, you young whelp.'


     'Can I do anything for the Admiral?' Adams asked innocently.


     'Why, ah, yes. Step over to that tailor shop on 17th between G and F, and get a key for me. I left it in a suit. It's — it's the key to my locker at the Army and Navy Club, and I'm going to need it this noon.'


     'Yes, sir,' said Adams, with expressionless face.


     He took the President's papers to the War Department, and then retrieved the Admiral's laboratory key. On his way back to the White House, he racked his brains for some excuse not to deliver this key; but finally he reflected that, if he kept both keys this would merely result in Southworth having a new lock fitted.


     So he handed Admiral Southworth his key.


     The rest of the morning he had to attend the President; but, after that, he hurried to the stenographic office of the White House.


     Seating himself at one of the desks he penned a brief note, reading: 'P.N. Investigate White House purchases of cholesterol. J.Q.A.' Then, clapping his black military cap onto his head, he strode out of the White House, and down the left-hand driveway to the corner of West Executive and Pennsylvania Avenues, where he stopped to buy a bag of peanuts from the old Italian who kept a stand there.


     'Giuseppe,' said Adams, as his eye happened to light on the man's tin license plate, 'the Federal Peanut Commission wouldn't let you stay in business, if they knew what your business really was.'


     'I do not understand, Signore,' solemnly replied the Italian, stroking his long gray mustaches; but there was a twinkle in his beady black eyes as he said it. 'My business is to sella da peanut, no?'


     'No!' Adams replied, laughing. 'Well, here you are.' He handed over a dollar bill, folded to conceal the note which he had written.


     'Grazzia, Signore,' said Giuseppe, with a bow.


     Then Adams ambled back to the White House, ruminatively cracking peanuts and eating them, and wondering what Philip Nordstrom, a conspirator who held a small clerkship in the office of the Comptroller General, would be able to learn on the subject of cholesterol.


     Adams was famous in White House circles for the large quantities of peanuts which he consumed; but he was fortunately not famous for the large number of notes which he left with, and received from, the grizzled old peanut-vendor.


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    That evening when the little band of patriots gathered again in Adams' cellar, Nordstrom, a tall blond youth with pale blue eyes, was ready to report.


     'I got your note from Giuseppe, Jack,' he said, 'but why your sudden interest in cholesterol?'


     'Why Steel Jeffers' sudden interest in it?' Adams grimly asked.


     'His interest isn't sudden,' Nordstrom replied. 'The White House has been buying cholesterol in quantities ever since Jeffers first became President four years ago.'


     Liam Lincoln ran one slim hand through his long black hair. 'Cabot,' he said, addressing that solemn-faced individual, 'you're a chemist of sorts. What possible use can Steel Jeffers have for so much what-you-call-it?'


     Roly-poly Simeon Baldwin eagerly cut in, 'I believe we are getting somewhere!' His fat face was alight with interest. 'Maybe this cholesterol, or whatever, will furnish us the clue we're after.'


     'Well,' said Cabot judicially, 'let's first hear from Jack how he got a line on this.'


     Adams then related how he had explored the laboratory.


     'Did you find any small bottles capped with a rubber diaphragm?' Cabot asked.


     'Why-er-no,' the Lieutenant replied. 'Ought I have?'


     'Well rather! All those hypodermic needles! Lots of guinea pigs, to experiment on! President getting pepped up by Dr. Vierecke every time Secretary Dougherty wants him to do something particularly diabolical'


     'Come to think of it,' Adams replied, 'there were some small bottles in the ice-chest. But I didn't notice them particularly — they weren't labeled.'


     'Can you get in there again?'


     'Yes.'


     'Then bring me one of those bottles.'


     The next day at the first opportunity Adams headed for the laboratory. Admiral Southworth and his Prussian assistant were talking together just outside the door as he drew near. Their heads were close, and their manner seemed furtive.


     'Now while I am in the Adirondacks,' the old sea doctor was saying in an undertone, 'are you sure that you have on hand enough–'


     'Sh!' admonished the bullet-headed Vierecke, catching sight of Adams. 'Yes, ve haf plenty.' He nodded vigorously.


     Southworth smiled a wind-swept smile, and held out his hand. 'Well, goodbye Franz. Take good care of everything.'


     'What!' Adams exclaimed, stepping up. 'You going away Admiral?'


     'Just for a couple of week's fishing.' Southworth replied.


     'But look here, Sir,' Adams persisted, with the sudden hope of getting a line on Southworth's White House activities, 'you are responsible for the President's health. What if he should get sick while you're away?'


     The Admiral knotted his bushy eyebrows. 'I shall be in telephonic touch with the White House at all times,' he said. 'There will be an amphibian plane on the lake, always in readiness.'


     'Good,' said Adams, but not with much enthusiasm. Vierecke scowled from behind thick-lensed glasses. Southworth cast a sharp beetle-browed glance. Then the two of them moved off together down the corridor, resuming their whispered conversation.


     As soon as they had turned the corner, Adams took the key from his pocket and let himself into the laboratory.


     In the ice chest he found a half dozen small bottles capped with rubber diaphragms, as described by Godfrey Cabot. But only one of them had a label — a strip of adhesive tape, bearing a blurred word, of which only the first four letters remained legible: 'Test–' This bottle, Adams slipped into his pocket.


     Suddenly he had an idea. If he could cut off the supply of this drug even temporarily, he might get a line on its effect on Steel Jeffers. So, piercing every diaphragm with his pocket knife, he poured the contents down the sink, and threw all the emptied bottles into the incinerator chute.


     The corridor was empty when he emerged. On a sudden impulse, he shoved the key back into the plant-pot in which he had originally found it. Then, as the President didn't need his immediate presence, he ambled out to the street corner and bought some peanuts. Returning some time later, he reported to the Blue Room.


     What a scene of confusion he found there! The hook-nosed black-bearded Secretary of State, pacing up and down, his face a thundercloud of wrath. Franz Vierecke, clad in his stiff white laboratory smock standing helplessly by, with a lost look on his pudgy fish-eyed face. President Jeffers seated at his desk, an expression of mingled concern and amusement on his finely chiseled features.


     'Can't I do something?' Adams respectfully inquired, stepping up.


     'Yes,' snapped the sinister Secretary. 'Get Admiral Southworth back here at once.'


     'Oh!' said Adams, with well feigned surprise. Then wheeling around on Vierecke, 'How long has the Admiral been gone?'


     'About an hour.'


     'Where was he flying from?'


     'Der Potomac Field.'


     'By your leave, sir.' Stepping briskly over to the desk, Adams picked up the phone. 'Naval Base — Emergency.'


     He got his number, ascertained that the plane had been gone for nearly an hour, and commanded that it be immediately recalled by radio.


     A pause, during which he held the line. Then, rigidly suppressing any indication of the joy which the news gave him, he turned and reported, 'They say that the plane doesn't answer. That its radio must be out of order.'


     'Ausser ordnung! Ach, mein Gott!' wailed Vierecke.


     'And now,' said Adams briskly to the pacing Dougherty, 'hadn't you better tell me what this is all about?'


     'Fresh young puppy!' spat the Secretary through his big black beard.


     'Well, you don't seem to be being very helpful yourself, Jim,' asserted President Jeffers with some asperity. Then, turning to his aide, 'Lieutenant Adams, someone has gained access to Admiral-Southworth's private laboratory, and has stolen some small bottles containing chemicals of great value to the peace of America. The exact nature of those chemicals is known only to Southworth, Vierecke, Dougherty, and myself.'


     'I can serve you without knowing, Excellency,' asserted Adams. 'Am I in charge?'


     Secretary Dougherty ceased his pacing, and glared at the young officer. 'Certainly not!' he hissed.


     'I happen to be the President, Jim,' Steel Jeffers interrupted incisively. 'Yes, Adams, you are in charge.'


     'Good!' cried the Lieutenant. 'Excellency, will you please phone the airport, and order them to continue trying to contact the plane. Herr Doktor, come with me:'


     'But — but–' spluttered Dougherty. 'Am I, or am I not, the Secretary of State?'


     And, as Lieutenant Adams pushed the white-coated Vierecke from the room, he heard Steel Jeffers wearily yet firmly assert, 'Yes, Jim, you are still the Secretary of State. But it is I who am the President.'


     First Adams rushed to the Executive Offices, where he summoned the entire corps of White House guards, and gave orders that no one was to leave or enter the building. Then he led the bewildered Vierecke down to the basement, and made him unlock the laboratory, and hand over a sample empty bottle.


     Next Adams called the War Department for a detachment of officers from the Intelligence Service, showed them the sample bottle, and turned them loose to find the stolen ones. Then he returned to the Blue Room, to report to President Jeffers, his keen gray eyes sparkling with enjoyment of the success of his make-believe.


     He was wholly unprepared for the chilling reception which was awaiting him. Steel Jeffers and his sinister pal were seated together. As Adams stepped up to the desk and gave the customary Roman salute, both men looked up, transfixing him with narrowed eyes.


     Then Dougherty smiled an evil twisted smile. His rat eyes glittered. 'Where had you been, Lieutenant,' he demanded, 'just before you burst in on us and took charge of this case?'


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    From the doorway behind Adams came a smooth cold voice, 'I can answer that question, Mr. Secretary.'


     Adams wheeled, and saw the clean-cut inscrutable features of Captain Silva of the Intelligence Service. Chilling as was the sight of this notorious ace of inquisitors, yet it came as a welcome diversion. For Dougherty would have had the admission out of Adams in another moment.


     Silva continued, 'Lieutenant Adams was buying peanuts at the corner in front of the White House.'


     Secretary Dougherty growled, and Steel Jeffers laughed a brief cold laugh.


     Captain Silva, twirling one of his pointed black mustaches, went on, 'Naturally my first step when assigned to this investigation was to check up on Mr. Adams.' Then, as Adams bristled, 'No offense, Lieutenant. One should always suspect the man who calls the police. The doorman saw you distinctly. You walked briskly to old Giuseppe's stand, bought a bag of peanuts without even stopping to chat with the Italian, as I am informed you usually do; and then returned, munching your purchase. You met no one either coming or going.'


     Adams, smiling confidently now, reached inside his blouse toward his left shoulder.


     'Stop him!' shrieked the Secretary.


     Captain Silva leaped forward. But, before he could reach Adams, the latter had brought out a half-empty paper bag, and held it toward the Secretary, 'Have a peanut, Mr. Dougherty,' he invited.


     'Bah!' spat the Secretary, knocking the bag aside with one claw-like hand. 'Peanuts! Bah!'


     Steel Jeffers sniffed contemptuously. 'What did you expect? A gun? He'd have reached for his hip, not his shoulder, if he'd wanted to pot you. He's an Army officer, not a gangster. Cut out the jitters, Jim, or you'll have me jittery too.'


     'Can you joke, Mr. President, when the fate of the nation is at stake? Sometimes — I wonder–' He caught himself. Then suddenly his evil eyes narrowed, as he wheeled around to Captain Silva, and pointed at Adams. 'Search him!' he commanded.


     As Adams held his arms above his head, he grinned with thankful recollection of having put the laboratory key back into the plant-pot where he had found it. The search over, he asked, ignoring the discomfited Secretary, 'And now, Excellency, am I still in charge of the investigation?'


     Receiving the President's nod, he swept from the room, followed by Captain Silva.


     Newsboys were crying an extra on the Avenue. Adams sent one of the White House guards to buy a paper. The headlines read: 'ADMIRAL SOUTHWORTH CRASHES.' Adams hurriedly perused the item. It related that, on nosing down for a landing at the Adirondack lake where the Admiral had his lodge, his plane had grazed a tree. The Admiral had suffered a severe head injury and was unconscious, but was expected to live.


     Adam's gray eyes flashed. It was too bad that something had to happen to the fine old sea-dog; but Southworth's incapacity would be worthwhile, if it should disclose just what part he had been playing in the life of the President!


     Newspaper in hand, and with a synthetic expression of concern on his face, Adams rushed to the Blue Room. As he entered, Steel Jeffers was saying, '–which means a good long rest for me, Jim.'


     'Unless that scamp Adams succeeds in finding the missing test–' added Secretary Dougherty, breaking off abruptly, as he saw the Lieutenant. 'Oh, it's you? We know the news, and are already in touch with Southworth's lodge.'


     Lieutenant Adams carefully failed to find the missing bottles. He felt a bit guilty when, later in the day, Jeffers complained of a slight attack of dizziness, and retired to his bedroom. For, in spite of Adams' unquestioned loyalty to the revolutionary cause, he had developed a real affection and admiration for the chief whom he was supposed to be serving. Adams could not help believing that, if the evil influence of Secretary of State Dougherty were removed, the President would revert to the idealistic program of economic and social reform originally mapped out for him by his now-missing sister.


     But, whatever good the purloined bottle of 't-e-s-t–' might have done to the President, it gave very little information to the members of the conspiracy. No methods of organic chemistry of which even the expert Godfrey Cabot was capable, produced any analysis other than simple cholesterol dissolved in alcohol. The stocky young chemist was a biologist as well, and positively asserted that cholesterol could not have any bearing on Jeffers' condition.


     'I looked it up in the Pharmacopoeia and in the dispensary,' he stated. 'No mention of it at all in the former. Latter merely says it is a constituent of cod liver oil. Can be isolated by first saponifying the oil, and then exhausting the resulting soap with ether. Cholesterol in cod liver oil runs about 0.46 to 1.32 per cent.'


     Simeon Baldwin's chubby face beamed with a sudden idea. 'Cod liver oil!' he exclaimed. 'The very thing. I'll bet that Southworth and Vierecke have discovered what causes cod liver oil to pep people up.'


     'I doubt it,' Cabot thoughtfully replied, shaking his massive head. 'I injected some into some guinea-pigs over at Public Health Service. Didn't pep 'em up a bit.'


     Baldwin's face fell.


     Liam Lincoln shook back his black forelock, and inquired, 'Did the label give you any clue, Godfrey?'


     Cabot pursed up his lips. Nothing in either book, beginning with 'T-E-S-T',' he said, 'except, of course, the whole range of test solutions.'


     'What are those?'


     'Solutions of reagents.'


     'And what are reagents?'


     'Things used in tests.'


     'Well, couldn't the 'T-E-S-T' stand for that?'


     'No,' judicially, 'don't think so. Cholesterol not a reagent. Test solutions are usually kept in glass-stoppered bottles, not diaphragm-covered ones. Official abbreviation for 'test solution' is 'T. S.,' not 'T-E-S-T.' No. Sim's hunch best; but the guinea-pigs don't react.'


     The conspirators seemed no closer to the solution of the mystery. Nevertheless, the destruction of Dr. Vierecke's supply of little bottles, and the enforced absence of Admiral Southworth, had certainly in some unexplainable way contributed to the illness of Steel Jeffers! He remained shut up in his room, and refused to see anyone except Vierecke and Dougherty. Not even his aide, Jack Adams, or any of the servants.


     Adams marveled at the speed with which, all over the country, unrest came to the surface, the moment that the iron grip of Steel Jeffers was relaxed. The Liberty League and the Civil Liberties Union staged demonstrations, of course expressing complete loyalty to President Jeffers, but disapproval of the way the country was being run during his temporary incapacity; and the dread Secret Service did not pounce upon them. 'Freedom of the press' appeared again. Several Governors raised their voices in opposition to Federal encroachment.


     A whispering campaign of rumors, as to the state of the President's health and even of his mind, swept from coast to coast. One yarn had it that Jeffers had become hopelessly insane, and that the executive orders which were being issued over his signature were forgeries perpetrated by the much-hated Secretary of State, with the collusion of 'that foreigner,' Franz Vierecke.


     Senator Anders of New Hampshire had the temerity to introduce a resolution declaring the Presidency vacant and calling upon Vice President Nieman to assume control.


     Meanwhile Godfrey Cabot's guinea-pigs continued unaffected by the sample of the mysterious chemical which Adams had stolen from the White House laboratory. The conspirators, although still at a loss to explain the President's illness, nevertheless started a rumor, which spread and obtained a credence, to the effect that Steel Jeffers was afflicted with some obscure malady, with which only one physician in the whole world, the stricken Southworth, was capable of coping.


     Admiral Southworth had finally come out of his coma, but was too weak to be moved. His assistant made a rush trip to his mountain cabin, and came back very much depressed. Rumor had it that Vierecke had gone in search of certain information, but that the Admiral had refused to talk.


     At one of the secret evening meetings in the cellar of Adams' house on P Street, he and Liam Lincoln disagreed over tactics. The latter had reached the conclusion that now was the time for their movement to come out into the open and throw its forces into the scales against the national administration. Many prominent public officials throughout America, who were in touch with this Washington group, eagerly awaited Liam Lincoln's assurance that the time for rebellion had arrived.


     But Adams advised further delay. 'Wait until we absolutely know just how dependent Steel Jeffers is on Admiral Southworth. Their simultaneous illnesses may be a mere coincidence.'


     'Adams, I doubt your loyalty,' the fanatic Lincoln declared.


     Adams leaped at him. Their pals separated them. The two apologized. But the row rankled; and it rankled especially in Liam Lincoln, for the group endorsed Adams' Fabian policy.


     Leaving the White House the next evening, Adams happened to pass through the servants' entrance. His foot was on the bottom step, when the door opened behind him. He turned at the sound, and the light from within momentarily illumined a feminine figure, shrouded in a hooded cape. Dainty silver slippers and the edge of a blue evening gown protruded below the bottom of the cape, but it was the brief glimpse of the girl's face which arrested Adams' attention. Tendrils of dark hair twined beneath the edges of her hood. Her resemblance to the President was striking; but, where Steel's face was firm and masculine, hers was delicately rounded and feminine and alluring.


     'Helen Jeffers!' Adams declared to himself as she passed him and dodged into the shadows.


     With sudden determination, he followed her.


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    The mysterious girl from the White House hurried furtively through the trees toward the Parkway, then along its winding stretches to the Hotel Washington. Never for an instant did Lieutenant Adams let her out of his sight. He entered the hotel only a few steps behind her.


     As she paused and gazed around the lobby, Adams got a better view of her face. Unquestionably it was the face of the photograph from Sim Baldwin's dossier. But where the photograph had showed a mere pretty girl, this face had the maturity and charm of a ravishingly beautiful woman — exactly the change that the four years since her supposed death could be expected to bring.


     Jack Adam's heart missed several beats, and then raced madly. The girl turned full toward him. He flushed, looked away, and stepped backward stumbling over the end of a stone bench in the lobby.


     'Oh, I'm so sorry!' she explained in delicious tones. 'Did I bump into you, or something?'


     'Er — no,' Adams hastily replied. 'I guess it's just that I can't stand so much sheer beauty, that's all.'


     'Oh,' stiffening a bit. 'Do I know you or something?'


     'I guess it must have been two other fellows,' laughed Adams. And the girl laughed too.


     Adams squared his broad shoulders. Here was opportunity — for the Cause, of course. He must not misplay. The twinkle in his gray eyes, and the whimsical twist of his handsome mouth, belied his fixed determination.


     'After all, I do believe that we've met,' he began.


     'You're making me very conspicuous,' she objected, yet she did not move away.


     'I'm so sorry!' he explained. 'Let's sit down over here.' He led her to a chair in a far corner of the lobby. As she seated herself, and glanced inquiringly up at him, Adams added, 'And now that we are so well acquainted, perhaps you will tell me your name.'


     He sat down beside her, and leaned across, intently studying her perfect features. She smiled back at him — provocatively. She let her cloak fall back from her shoulders, disclosing a summer evening gown of flowered blue chiffon, gently clinging, revealing.


     'No,' she replied, but with the light of mischief in her violet eyes. 'I'm a stranger here — a school-teacher on a holiday. I don't pick up men — usually. I think I'm going to like you, but let's not spoil this charming interlude by knowing too much about each other. Just call me 'you'.'


     'Hey, you!' said Adams laughing, though his pulses were pounding madly because of her nearness. 'Are you staying at this hotel, you?'


     'You sound like a detective from the Army Intelligence Service, or something, though your crossed guns indicate Coast Artillery. Perhaps you are one of the secret agents of the President?'


     'Heaven forbid!' he exclaimed.


     She was watching him intently. 'So you don't approve of Steel Jeffers?' she asked, innocently.


     Did she know his identity? The President's sister ought to know by sight the President's aide. But was she Helen Jeffers? In fact, was Helen Jeffers even still alive?


     Then suddenly a thought occurred to him. Might not her presence in Washington, rather than the theft of the missing bottles, be the cause of the slackening of Jeffers' ruthlessness? Down tumbled all the preconceived notions of the conspiracy. For a moment Adams felt depressed, then brightened again at the thought that maybe this new explanation could be turned to some use.


     'A penny for your thoughts,' said the girl. 'When I asked you just now whether you approve of Steel Jeffers, you went into a blind daze. Yet that is a question which any loyal American ought to be able to answer offhand — without study.'


     'Yes,' Adams replied, his eyes gazing intently into hers. 'I am a deep admirer of the President. And I am a sincere believer in the policies which elected him.' This line ought to go good with the girl who had outlined those policies, if indeed this were she. 'But I believe that he is unfortunate in the choice of some of his advisers.'


     'I'm glad you like my — er — Steel Jeffers,' the girl exclaimed. 'But I am surprised that you do not approve of Secretary Dougherty.'


     'I mentioned no names,' Adams hastily interposed.


     'No?' She laughed her tingling silvery laugh.


     'Let's not talk politics,' begged the young Lieutenant. 'Have you eaten?'


     'Yes.


     'Then how about a movie?'


     She nodded and smiled.


     At the theater, the newsreel dealt very guardedly with the President's illness, exhibiting 'canned' flashes of Jeffers himself; of the sinister Dougherty; and of the flea-bitten old sea doctor, whom it reported as rapidly convalescing.


     The audience greeted the picture of Jeffers with applause, at which the girl seemed to thrill. Dougherty drew hisses and some boos, at which the girl stiffened. Southworth evoked merely a rustling interest.


     After the show Adams took the girl to the Washington Roof. Several of the diners turned and stared at the distinguished-looking blond young man in black uniform and his stunning darkhaired partner in blue.


     The head-waiter greeted him effusively by name. Adams tried to silence the man by a glance, but the man kept on bowing and scraping and calling him 'Lieutenant Adams.'


     'Oh, so you're the President's aide!' the girl announced, as the waiter seated her. 'How banal of me to have asked what you thought of him! And how dangerous of you to have revealed your disapproval of Secretary Dougherty. How do you know that I am not a Secret Service agent, or something?'


     'I'd trust you anywhere,' breathed Adams.


     'So?'


     'Yes! And look here, Helen, why can't we–'


     'Helen'? Why do you call me 'Helen'?'


     Adams bit his lip. The name had come so naturally! His face took a hunted look. 'Helen of Troy, 'the face that launched a thousand ships', you know.'


     Her purple eyes narrowed and her face became grave, as, ignoring the compliment, she snapped, 'That's not the truth, Adams. Why did you call me 'Helen'?'


     Cornered he stammered, 'I saw a picture once of the President's sister. Her name was Helen. You look so like her that I've been thinking of her all evening.'


     'Well, of all the complimentary men!' she commented sarcastically.


     But he was not to be laughed off. 'You are Helen Jeffers,' he insisted.


     She sobered suddenly. 'Helen died four years ago. She was my sister.'


     Adams gasped. 'I didn't know there were two girls in the Jeffers family.'


     'There weren't. Helen was the only one.'


     'But you said–'


     'I said Helen was my sister. So she was.' Suddenly her voice became deep and guttural and male. 'I am Steel Jeffers.'


     She paused to let that information sink in, as Adams stared in horrified silence. Then the disguised President continued, in feminine tones again, 'I played girl parts in Triangle Club shows at Princeton, and have not forgotten the art of make-up and impersonation. And so, in these hectic times, I disguise myself and go out among my subjects, like Haroun Al Raschid, to learn firsthand what they think of me. The results have been gratifying. And particularly gratifying, permit me to say, has been your own expression of loyalty to me — and to the principles which made me President.'


     Adams continued to stare. Finally he found his voice, and gasped out, 'But, Excellency, you were reported too ill to leave your room. How is it safe for you to be out alone and unguarded like this?'


     'I am neither alone nor unguarded, thanks to you. As to whether I am safe — Secretary Dougherty does not know that I am out,' the disguised President enigmatically replied.


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    'And now that you know who I really am,' Jeffers continued in his feminine falsetto, 'my Arabian Nights masquerade is at an end. Let us return to the White House.'


     Just then the waiter bustled up. Adams handed the man a dollar bill, saying, 'I'm sorry, but the lady suddenly feels faint.'


     He and his partner got up and made for the exit.


     The head waiter rushed over. 'Lieutenant Adams, is there anything wrong?'


     'Not at all, Pierre,' Adams assured him.


     The President flashed the man a dazzling feminine smile, and murmured, 'I just feel a little faint, Pierre; but we certainly shall return some other evening.'


     'I do hope so, Mademoiselle.'


     Adams, still stunned, helped Jeffers on with his wrap, and escorted him to the elevator.


     As they walked slowly back to the White House, Adams shuddered, sighed, and said, 'You can never know, Excellency, what a blow it was to me to find that you are not your sister. I saw a photograph of her once, and I believe that I actually fell in love with it. She must have been a wonderful girl!'


     Steel Jeffers stiffened suddenly — Adams could feel it in his fingertips on the President's elbow. Then he relaxed. 'Helen and I placed the welfare of America ahead of anything else — I still do. But events — and James Dougherty — have hemmed me in. Well, anyway, I am glad that you feel as you do about Helen. Don't give up hope, Jack. Some day, perhaps–' He stopped abruptly.


     'Is Helen still alive?' Adams eagerly exclaimed.


     Steel Jeffers passed his hand in a tired gesture across his face, and shivered. 'I don't know just what I'm saying.' His voice broke strangely. 'In the language of the younger generation, let's skip it.'


     He remained in moody silence the rest of the way to the White House, and dismissed his escort at the steps of the servants' entrance.


     Lieutenant Adams stood at the foot of the steps, and gazed up at the seeming girl, until the door closed. Then he hastened to his own quarters on P Street, his mind a turmoil of emotions. All night long he tossed on his bed, longing for the girl whom he had thought he had found, only to lose again.


     The next day, when Adams reported for work at the White House he learned that Admiral Southworth's condition had improved, and that a special amphibian ambulance-plane was already on its way to the Adirondacks to bring him back. Suppressed excitement pervaded the executive mansion. Secretary Dougherty smiled jeeringly through his black beard, and his eyes twinkled brightly.


     He even slapped Adams jovially on the shoulder, and ejaculated, 'Well, my boy, back to normalcy, eh?' Then stiffened guiltily, as though he said too much. But Adams's thoughts were on Helen Jeffers, and he hardly noticed.


     Shortly after lunch a motor-ambulance arrived at the White House from the Potomac naval air base, and two gobs with Red Cross brassards on their sleeves carried in a sheet-covered figure on a stretcher.


     Secretary Dougherty bustled officiously up to the bearers, and was about to give some order, when Franz Vierecke, with unusual assertion shining in his pale blue eyes, elbowed him to one side, exclaiming, 'Nein! He moost haf rest!'


     So the shrouded figure was carted off to one of the guestrooms of the White House.


     But the return of Admiral Southworth did not immediately bring matters back to normalcy. The next day strikes broke out in Boston, New York and San Francisco. The police and State troops held aloof. But black-coated Federal soldiery moved in, and kept the strikers effectively in check, handling the situation with such finesse and regard for popular sympathy as to make evident that Secretary Dougherty was not in charge at the White House, and that Steel Jeffers was still running things.


     Doctors and nurses were provided for Admiral Southworth, but still a black-uniformed military guard, placed in front of the door of the Presidential bedroom, denied admittance to all except Dougherty and Vierecke.


     Students rioted and staged demonstrations at Harvard, Columbia, and Stanford. The ring-leaders promptly disappeared, but there were no wholesale executions.


     That evening someone heaved a brick at Lieutenant Adams in the street. And all through the night he could hear sporadic popping noises throughout the city, as on the night before the Fourth. Each pop signified to his ears the elimination of one more potential enemy of the existing regime.


     The next morning on his way back to work, he had to pick his way through the remains of several barricades, and once he slipped on a dark red slimy puddle. He shook his head sadly. Poor misguided individuals!


     That day three things of note happened. First, an investigating committee from the Senate, headed by Senator Anders of New Hampshire, and accompanied by armed guards loaned by the State of Maryland, called at the White House, demanded to see President Jeffers, and were denied admittance. Lieutenant Adams marveled that the Marylanders were not arrested for treason. Secondly, Admiral Southworth, in a wheelchair, was pushed to the basement laboratory by Dr. Vierecke, and remained there for several hours. And that evening Liam Lincoln accused Jack Adams of disloyalty to the Cause for refusing to divulge to his fellow-conspirators the inside dope on the President's illness. Hot words again ensued, and the others narrowly averted a fight between the two of them.


     The next day Senator Anders' resolution, declaring the Presidency vacant, was called-up for a vote in Congress. The leaderless yes-men of House and Senate did not know which way to turn. The few really intelligent members of the Administration forces began to wonder how to take advantage of this situation to advance their own ambition.


     Then suddenly in the midst of the debate Steel Jeffers went on the air. His well-known voice boomed out of the little radio in the Senate restaurant. Instantly, the news swept up to the cloakrooms. A loudspeaker on the clerk's table was turned loose on the startled assemblage.


     As the ringing appeal for peace and tranquility and loyalty resounded through the chamber, the opposition crumbled, although some die-hards still refused to believe.


     'It's a trick!' cried Senator Anders. 'A tape recording of the President's voice is being used to fool us!' He rushed from the chamber, phoned the White House, and was informed that Steel Jeffers was broadcasting from his sickroom. 'But has anyone actually seen him, to know that it is he?' Anders demanded.


     Over the air came the answer, in the unmistakable voice of Jeffers himself, 'You still doubt that I am back in the saddle? Then let the Senate Committee call tomorrow at 2:15. I shall receive them in person.'


     The next afternoon Senator Anders and his colleagues, with their bodyguard of Maryland State troops, arrived at the White House. The doors were thrown open by the Negro attendant, and they marched in.


     The large hall was empty of any other persons, and had a closed-for-the-season look: shades drawn, musty smell, furniture shrouded with sheets. But, as the attendant closed — and locked — the doors, the sheets were whisked off of the supposed furniture-machine-guns, manned by black — uniformed troops.


     A door opened at one side, and Secretary Dougherty emerged, grinning evilly through his black beard, his eyes snapping. Behind him there debauched into the hall a score of Federal soldiers. Rubbing his hands gleefully together, the Secretary commanded, 'Gentlemen, please reach for the ceiling.'


     But the Captain of the Marylanders stepped resolutely forward. 'By whose authority?' he demanded.


     'By the authority of the President!'


     'It's a lie!' shouted Senator Anders. 'Steel Jeffers is dead!'


     The Captain of the Marylanders snatched out his revolver, leveled it at the Secretary of State, and squeezed the trigger. A jet of flame roared forth.


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    An answering roar came from the gun of one of the black uniformed Federal soldiers, and the Maryland officer pitched forward, dead.


     Secretary Dougherty staggered backward and his dark eyes rolled. He straightened. His red lips parted in an animal snarl. 'I wear a bulletproof vest,' he snapped. 'And fortunately the Maryland militia still carry only thirty-eights, instead of forty-fives. Gentlemen, surrender.'


     The entire delegation promptly raised their hands aloft, and were disarmed. The militiamen were then herded away, and the doors of the Blue Room swung open to admit the Senators.


     At his desk in the bay window sat the President, pale and frail-looking, but eyes snapping with old-time vigor. At his side stood Lieutenant Adams; and banked behind him was a full squad of black-coated Federals, with automatic pistols in their hands.


     'Ah!' Steel Jeffers commented, in tones appropriate to his name. 'I am highly honored. Is it true that you gentlemen have the temerity to doubt my existence?'


     Senator Anders coughed embarrassedly. 'Well-er-you see, Excellency, it was quite natural-er–'


     'Cannot the President of the United States take a slight rest,' snapped Jeffers, 'without a pack of jackals snarling for his corpse?' His voice broke. His eyes wavered huntedly for an instant. Then he coughed, lowered the pitch of his voice, and continued incisively, 'Kindly return to the Senate, and inform your associates that Steel Jeffers is alive — and in good health and sane! Another occurrence like this will compel me to dissolve the Congress!'


     'But, Excellency,' interposed Secretary Dougherty, 'ought these traitors be permitted to leave?'


     Jeffers sighed, then drew himself erect. 'Let them leave while the leaving is good!'


     As Dougherty ushered out the thoroughly cowed delegation, the President turned his eyes toward his aide, and asked with a grim smile, 'Well, Jack Adams, do you approve?'


     Surprised, Adams stammered, 'You — you know my views about reprisals. I am glad that you spared them.'


     Jeffers smiled the ghost of a smile. 'I have set my hand to the plow, and must go on to the end of the furrow. Ah, Dr. Vierecke. You take me back to my bedroom.'


     The white-coated doctor strode across the room, assisted Jeffers into his wheel-chair, and wheeled him out.


     Before nightfall Governor Carter of Maryland and Senator Anders of New Hampshire had been mysteriously assassinated. America was rapidly getting back to normal.


     That evening in Adams' quarters, the Lieutenant was crowing over his discomfited co-conspirator, Liam Lincoln. 'Hasn't it all turned out just as I prophesied? The time had not yet arrived for us to strike the blow for freedom. Fellows, if you'd taken Liam's advice instead of mine, where would we all be now? In a wooden box like the Governor of Maryland and the Senator from New Hampshire. As it is, both we and our conspiracy still live.'


     Lincoln viciously pushed back his black forelock. His dark eyes snapped with fanaticism. 'Jack, why don't you shoot the President?' he sneered. 'You're not afraid, are you?'


     Adams stared back contemptuously. 'Don't be an ass, Lincoln! If we make a martyr of Steel Jeffers, his regime will live on. And you know how much worse Secretary Dougherty would be than Jeffers.'


     'But Vice President Nieman would succeed to the Presidency, wouldn't he?' asked roly-poly Simeon Baldwin.


     'Not if Nieman happened to die conveniently. In that event, the Secretary of State would take over.'


     'Then why doesn't Dougherty arrange both assassinations?' asked Cabot the chemist, ruminatively.


     'Because, so long as Jeffers displays just the right combination of ruthlessness and proletarian appeal, Dougherty is sitting pretty. Say, that gives me something to keep in mind.' Adams' gray eyes narrowed thoughtfully. 'If Steel Jeffers should ever become permanently ill, Dougherty will bear watching.'


     'You will bear watching right now,' asserted Liam Lincoln under his breath.


     Adams ignored him.


     In the days which followed, the President became more and more his old forceful self. Once again he took sadistic delight in the ruthless pacification of America. One by one the individuals who had raised their voices against him, either disappeared or precipitately fled the country. Those newspapers which had had the temerity to assert the freedom of the press, found their stock and bonds bought-up by the Federal Finance Corporation.


     Admiral Southworth, too, recovered his health, and again devoted himself to his basement laboratory as of old.


     Adams resented the growing influence of Dougherty and the resulting ever-increasing ruthlessness of the President. And he puzzled over the fact that Steel Jeffers seemed to take an amused interest in him. Formerly he had treated Adams as a mere appurtenance of the executive offices; but now, whenever he spoke to his aide, there was a twinkle in his cold eyes, with perhaps a trace of scorn and contempt in it.


     At Adam's first opportunity, when Admiral Southworth and Dr. Vierecke were both absent, he hastened to the potted plant in the basement corridor. He plunged his fingers deep into the soil of the pot, he carefully sifted the earth; but the key was gone!


     That night, when he reported this loss to the meeting of the conspirators, there occurred his bitterest break thus far with the fanatic Liam Lincoln, who heatedly accused him of lying — of being an admirer and a supporter of the President.


     And there was just enough shadow of truth to this accusation, so that Adams could not reply very forcefully. He merely gave his usual rather lame retort about his daily risking his life in the very den of the enemy while Liam Lincoln sulked in the background.


     The meeting broke up with considerable bad feeling, Lincoln's parting shot being, 'If you are really on the level, Jack, you can prove it in just one way. Get into that laboratory, and find out what is going on.'


     'I will!' Adams rashly retorted.


     All night he lay awake, thinking, worrying, discarding one plan after another. By morning he had evolved an idea.


     So he carried a suit of overalls and a pair of telephone linemen's spurs with him to the White House, and at the first opportunity sneaked down into the subcellar, the floor below the one on which the laboratory was located. Hurriedly he donned the overalls, strapped the spurs onto his legs with the spikes outside. Noiselessly as possible, he crowded himself into the ventilator shaft and struggled up. It was tough going. The shaft was narrow and the spikes on his cleats did not bite very easily into its walls.


     But finally he made it! His head reached the level of the grating of the laboratory outlet. He heard the voices of Southworth and Steel Jeffers. Peering through the grating, he almost uttered an exclamation of exultance. For Southworth held poised in one hand a hypodermic needle, and in the other a diaphragm capped bottle. By sheer luck, Adams had finally obtained sure proof of the fact that Jeffers was being inoculated regularly with the strange substance in the bottles.


     Holding his breath tensely, he watched Southworth jab the needle into Jeffers' arm. The President, his coat off, and his sleeves rolled up, jerked his slim, unmuscular arm back with an exclamation, then laughed nervously.


     'Guess I'll never get up enough backbone to take that needle without wincing,' he remarked a bit hoarsely.


     The injection was completed in silence that remained until Jeffers had again donned his coat. Then, with an almost curt shortness, he left the laboratory, his lips tight, and his face set in an expression of stoniness and determination.


     Southworth went about cleaning up the laboratory, restoring the needle and bottle to its place. Adams remained motionless in his position behind the grating.


     A sound at the laboratory door attracted his attention, and he turned his gaze to see the Prussian, Vierecke enter. Southworth turned to face him.


     On Viereck's face was a triumphant grin as he closed the door carefully behind him, then drew a gun from his pocket.


     Southworth stiffened. 'What does this mean, Franz?' he asked.


     'It means, we haf come to der parting of der ways, Southworth. No longer are you necessary to my blans.'


     In a voice level but charged with emotion, Southworth replied, 'Go ahead and kill me; but, as sure as God made little fishes, you'll lose by it. You still don't know the complete formula.'


     'Don'd I? Vell, lissen to dis.' There followed a string of chemical language, quite meaningless to the man concealed in the chute.


     Admiral Southworth gasped; and that gasp was a complete admission that his assistant had at last learned the whole of the secret which the Admiral had thus far so jealously guarded.


     'Ha!' rang out the triumphant voice of Franz Vierecke, followed by a shot, a thud, and a gurgling groan.


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    


    With a sudden resolution Adams groped within his overalls with his left hand for the automatic pistol on his right hip, then shifted it to his right hand. Quietly opening the grating of the ventilator, he peered out.


     The bullet-headed Franz Vierecke was standing with his back to the grille, holding a smoking thirty-eight, as he stared down at the sprawled corpse of the Admiral.


     Adams reached out, leveling his automatic. Remembering Secretary Dougherty's bulletproof vest, he took careful aim at Vierecke's head: 'Hands up, Doctor!' he commanded.


     The white-coated Prussian wheeled catlike, firing as he turned. But Adams fired first. Both weapons roared, and the laboratory assistant fell backward across the body of the Admiral. Adams scrambled hastily out of the shaft and thrust his gun into its holster. The two bodies still lay inert. He had to work fast! He unbuckled his climbing irons, stripped off his overalls, and thrust them all down the shaft. He took all the small bottles from the ice chest, emptied them in the laboratory sink, and threw them after his discarded equipment. He hastily wiped the dirt from his face and hands on a towel at the sink. Taking the key from the pocket of the dead Admiral, he unlocked the door, stepped out, and locked it behind him.


     As he turned, and slid the key into his pocket, one of the White House guards came pattering around the corner. The man halted and raised his arm in salute. 'I thought I heard shots, Sir.'


     'Correct,' Adams grimly replied. 'Vierecke and Southworth have killed each other. I go to report to the President.'


     Stunned horror widened the man's eyes. Then they narrowed suspiciously, and he reached for his hip. But Adams' fist caught him on the point of the jaw. Down he went in a heap. Adams ran along the corridor toward the stairs.


     In the Blue Room he found Steel Jeffers and the Secretary of State conversing together at the big desk in the bay window.


     Raising his arm in salute, Adams panted, 'Things will be popping around here in a few moments, and I want to report before they pop.'


     Dougherty glared at him, but Jeffers calmly said, 'Go on, Lieutenant.'


     'I 'ened to be in the basement,' Adams replied, 'when I heard Admiral Southworth and Dr. Vierecke quarreling in the laboratory. The door was ajar, so I looked in. Vierecke was pointing a pistol at the Admiral, and the Admiral was saying, 'The injections are all gone. If you kill me, there will be no more.'


     'What!' Dougherty's face went white. 'Did he–'


     But Adams interrupted. 'Just a moment. I heard Vierecke retort, 'I know the formula!' He recited a lot of chemical gibberish. The Admiral nodded and admitted, 'Yes, you've got it right.'


     Dougherty settled back in his chair, the color flooding his cheeks again. Steel Jeffers was watching Adams like a cat.


     Adams continued, 'And then Vierecke shot the Admiral. I dashed in, but too late to save him. Of course I shot Vierecke. You'll find the two bodies lying in a heap on the floor of the laboratory. Here is the key.' He flung it down on the desk. 'And here is my gun, Sir, with one cartridge exploded.' He pulled it from its holster, laid it down beside the key, and drew himself up to attention. 'Private Jones tried to arrest me, Sir, but I thought I had better report to you.'


     The two men at the desk stared at him with fascinated horror. Then suddenly Dougherty reached inside his coat, and yanked out a gun.


     'The Presidency is ended!' he shouted, as he fired at Steel Jeffers.


     But a split second ahead of his shot, another shot roared forth in the echoing Blue Room. Adams had snatched up his own weapon from the President's desk, and fired. The impact of its forty-five-caliber bullet smashed the forehead of the Secretary of State and hurled him backward.


     There was a tinkle of glass behind the President as two black-uniformed guards crashed in through the French windows. 'Are you all right, Excellency?' they cried.


     'Perfectly,' Jeffers calmly replied. 'He never touched me.'


     'I — I'm glad,' breathed Adams.


     'Take out the body!' the President crisply ordered. Then, as the two guards departed with their grisly burden, he turned to his aide, and said sharply, 'They do not live long, who stand in the way of Steel Jeffers. And, now, Adams, I want the truth about what happened in the laboratory. The truth, mind you!'


     Suddenly, as it dawned on Adams that Dougherty's death had removed the only reason for not killing the President, he leveled his gun at Steel Jeffers. 'The truth is that I destroyed all the little bottles.'


     Watching the President intently, keeping him covered with the automatic, Adams backed toward the main door of the Blue Room. He groped behind him for the knob. But suddenly the door was flung open. He was seized from behind, and his arms were pinioned to his sides. Like a flash, Jeffers dashed around the desk, and disarmed him. His captor was the guardsman whom he had slugged in the basement corridor.


     The President now fired three shots in the air, and other soldiers came running.


     'Take him to the War Department,' Jeffers commanded, and lock him in a cell. Don't let any harm come to him. I want him saved for public execution.'


     Manacles were snapped onto Adams' wrists, and he was dragged, kicking and struggling away.


    


    CHAPTER IX


    


    Adams soon saw that there was no use to struggle, and so he went peaceably. 'Let's buy some peanuts,' he proposed, as they reached the street.


     'What!' exclaimed the Sergeant in charge, halting.


     The old Italian on the corner shuffled up, with a couple of paper bags of nuts in his hand. 'Peanuts, Meester?' But Adams shrugged his broad shoulders, and held up his manacled hands. 'You see, Giuseppe, I can't buy. I'm a prisoner.'


     'Whata for, Signore Adams?'


     As they dragged him away, Adams shouted, 'For killing Southworth and Vierecke and Dougherty. They're all dead, Giuseppe! All, all dead!'


     'Shut up!' shouted the Sergeant, felling him with a blow from his automatic.


     Adams awoke in a windowless unlit cell. His head ached terribly. For a while he sat in darkness, and nursed his throbbing head. Then a soldier came, and brought him some food, and turned on a light. 'Well, fellow,' said the man, 'you certainly started something!'


     'What do you mean?' Adams asked.


     'Say!' the voluble soldier replied. 'There's hell broke-loose already, all over the country. Some crazy yap, who thinks he's Abraham Lincoln, has sent out a bunch of hooey, hollering for all patriots to rally to his standard, or some such rot. And are they rallying?'


     'Well, I'll bite. Are they?'


     'I'll say they are! Several Governors have seceded from the Union already, and it's funny — these were Governors who stayed loyal in the last ruckus.'


     Adams chuckled. He could have named the exact Governors. For they were men who had been in touch with the Washington group of conspirators, and so had the sense to lay off until Liam Lincoln gave the word. Quite evidently Giuseppe had passed along the news of the triple killing, and the conspirators had at once sent out instructions that the time had come.


     'Well, how are they making out?' Adams asked.


     'Not so hot!' stoutly declared the soldier. 'You just wait until Steel Jeffers gets hold of 'em! He'll shoot 'em all against a wall! '


     'How long was I unconscious?'


     'You were out cold for about four hours.'


     'And all this has happened in that short time?'


     'Yes.'


     'Phew! Lincoln certainly worked quickly!'


     'Say,' asserted the soldier suspiciously, 'I'll bet you was in cahoots with that guy.' He refused to talk any further, and left.


     Adams was much surprised when, later in the day, the soldier returned, all eyes, and informed him that the Dictator wanted to see him. Manacled, he was led to the White House.


     As he walked with his guards the short distance from the War Department to the executive mansion, he noted a marked overnight change in the city. No street cars were running. The streets were practically deserted, except for patrolling soldiers, and an occasional marching contingent of troops. And these troops were clad in khaki service uniforms, in place of the snappy peacetime black.


     In the sky above, planes circled through the cloudless blue.


     Adams could hear in the distance the occasional crack of rifles, and the boom of cannons.


     Sixty or so enlisted men lay on the White House lawn beside a row of neat stacks of rifles. Two armed guards marched back and forth across the front step. A khaki-clad figure on a motorcycle roared up the circular drive, delivered a dispatch to one of the sentries, and roared off again.


     Indoors the White House was a strictly military headquarters. Gone were all the civilian attendants and clerks and stenographers. In their stead were khaki-clad members of the military, tense and precise.


     Adams was taken direct to the Blue Room. Here again were guards. Soldiers rushed in and out with messages. And, seated at the large desk in the bay window beside the Dictator, was a leonine Army Officer with bushy gray mustaches, and four silver stars on each shoulder. The two men were busily engaged in arranging pushpins on a map.


     'As Adams entered under guard, Jeffers looked up. To Adams's surprise, the Dictator appeared perfectly well — in fact, younger and in better health than when Adams had been taken to prison. But, looking more closely, Adams noticed that the Dictator's checks had a slightly feverish tinge, and that his eyes were unduly bright.


     'Sorry I can't salute, Sir,' said the prisoner. 'But, with these contraptions on my wrists, it's a bit difficult.'


     Steel Jeffers laughed, but his face remained grave. 'The usually immaculate Jack Adams seems to have slept in his uniform, and to have gone without shaving. I may have to get myself a new military aide.' Then, to the Sergeant in charge of the squad, 'Unlock him, and withdraw.'


     'But, Excellency–'


     'Unlock him!'


     'Yes, Excellency.' The Sergeant removed Adams's handcuffs, and then marched his men out of the room. Adams promptly held up his arm in salute.


     'General Peters,' said Jeffers, 'would you mind receiving your dispatches in the next room for a few minutes? And please give orders that I am not to be disturbed. I wish a few words alone with the prisoner.'


     The General stood up, gave a stiff Roman salute, and strode out.


     As the doors closed behind him, the Dictator snapped, 'Sit down, Lieutenant!' Adams took a chair across the desk from Steel Jeffers. The latter continued, 'Did you know that your fanatical comrade Liam Lincoln has invited England and France to invade this country, to help suppress my Dictatorship?'


     'I don't believe it, Sir,' Adams levelly replied.


     The Dictator's eyes narrowed, and the flush left his cheeks for a moment. 'You wouldn't!' he crisply asserted. 'But it's so. Why do you tie up with an erratic ass like Liam Lincoln? He hates you. The two of you have quarreled.'


     A look of startled surprise flashed into Adam's eyes.


     Steel Jeffers smiled coldly. 'A mere random guess of mine, but it struck home. Lincoln would double-cross you in a minute, to further his own ambitions. So why not side with me? I have the situation well in hand. The Regular Army is concentrating in Virginia, and the loyal Navy will soon be in the Chesapeake to clear the way for me to join the Army. Adams, I can offer you–'


     'I'm sorry, but nothing you could offer, would interest me.'


     'No?' Watching him like a cat, the Dictator's eyes narrowed. An amused superior smile played upon his lips, as — he studied his victim calculatingly. Then he purred, 'Adams, I offer you — my sister Helen.'


     Adams flushed eagerly, stammered, then resolutely asserted, 'Even that wouldn't tempt me!'


     'I wonder.' Jeffers seemed to be speaking to himself. 'How can you admire her, yet hate me so much?'


     'She had ideals–'


     'And I had those same ideals. You and the rest of your gang of young radicals were once followers of mine. Why did you desert me?'


     'It was you who deserted us, Sir. Secretary Dougherty made a fascist out of you.'


     Jeffers swung slowly around in his swivel chair, and stared moodily out through the big bay window. Then he turned slowly back again. 'Secretary Dougherty is dead, Adams,' he said in a low voice.


     'You mean– That, if you succeed in putting down this rebellion, there will be no reprisals, no more frightfulness?' Adams felt himself weakening, hypnotized. 'What do you wish me to do?'


     The Dictator leaned forward, his eyes shining eagerly. 'Give me back those bottles!' he demanded.


     The spell was broken. Adams laughed grimly. 'I poured every one of them down the sink,' he explained. 'You can find the bottles themselves in the ventilator shaft, to prove it.'


     The Dictator's face contorted with rage. He sprang to his feet, but instantly calmed as the door burst open, and General Peters rushed in, exclaiming, 'Excellency, all is lost! The Virginia State troops have captured Fort Monroe, and have taken over the coast defense guns and the mine fields. The Navy can't get into the Chesapeake. We're bottled up here in Washington!'


     'General,' Jeffers sternly replied, 'I told you that I did not wish to be interrupted.'


     Stunned and sputtering, the old war horse withdrew.


     Jeffers turned back to Adams, and passed a hand across his eyes with a weary gesture. 'It's all over, Jack,' he asserted 'What would you think of my abdicating?'


     'It would avoid further bloodshed.'


     Steel Jeffers shook his head. 'Not if I fall into the hands of Liam Lincoln, it wouldn't. And once he tasted my blood, other heads would fall by the hundreds. No. Help me to safety. Then, with me out of the picture, let General Peters negotiate for a general amnesty.'


     'Why should I do this for you?'


     'You will not be doing it for me. It will be for America and for Helen.'


     For Helen? Adams leaned forward eagerly. Then clamped his jaw and shook his head. 'Not for either you or Helen,' he declared levelly, 'but to put an end to the war. I may be making a terrible mistake, but — well, what are your plans?'


     'I want you to communicate with your fellow conspirators, and arrange for safe conduct for yourself and a girl through their lines. Then I shall disguise myself as a girl — you have already had proof of my abilities in that line — and you will take me in your car. I have friends who will protect me until the storm blows over.'


     'All right,' Adams agreed. 'I'll shave, and get my uniform pressed. Meanwhile you write me out a pass. Then I'll go to my own quarters, phone some of my pals, arrange for passes through their lines, and bring my car back here for you. Oh, and by the way, try to look less like your sister Helen than you did that time before.'


     'For the sake of your peace of mind?' Jeffers taunted him.


     'Please don't joke!' begged Adams seriously. 'No, it's for the sake of your own safety. The conspirators are all familiar with your sister's picture — Your name will be 'Mary Calvert'.'


     'Why not phone to your friends from here?'


     'And have your Secret Service operatives listen in? No thanks. Besides I have to go home to get the car. I'll let you know, when everything is ready.'


     He arose, extended his arm in salute, and left the room. The Dictator's eyes were filled with a strange amused light, as they followed the Lieutenant's departure.


     A half hour later, Lieutenant Adams left the White House, all shaved, cleaned, and pressed, with a Presidential pass in his pocket. Giuseppe Albertino was at his peanut-stand at the corner, the only civilian in sight. Adams bought a bag of nuts, but left no message. If he were being watched or followed, as he half suspected, he had no intention of implicating this ally.


     Steel Jeffers must have wondered why Adams should fear to be overheard if he telephoned from the executive mansion, and yet should not realize that it would be equally easy for the Secret Service to plug in on his home telephone.


     Adams chuckled. He had a scheme to test the sincerity of the Dictator. He hoped — he believed — that Steel Jeffers was sincere; but the lives of all of his pals depended on Adams guessing right, and so he was determined to make no mistakes.


     He was still turning his plans over in his mind as he unlocked and opened the front door of his P Street quarters. Then he halted on the threshold, and his jaw dropped.


     Chairs overturned. Drawers pulled out, and their contents strewn on the floor! Books swept from the shelves! The dread Secret Service had made a thorough search; and — finding nothing, had turned spitefully devastating.


     Finding nothing? There was nothing to find. Adams had carefully seen to that. And yet– With sinking heart, he rushed to the basement.


     Relief flooded over him. There was no sign that the secret hole in the brick wall had been disturbed. He swung the irregular section open. Cool musty air billowed out. It felt good to his hot cheeks.


     Groping on a shelf just to the left inside, he found, also undisturbed, a small electrical contraption of coils and wires and dials and switches. Then, his confidence restored, he proceeded down the tunnel to the adjoining cellar of Godfrey Cabot. Cabot's house had not been ransacked.


     Adams dashed upstairs, and called Simeon Baldwin's number on the phone. Then attached his bit of electrical apparatus. 'Hello S. B.,' he said. 'This is J. Q. A.'


     'Giuseppe reported that he saw you,' replied the voice of his friend. 'Say, you did a swell job bumping off Southworth and Vierecke and Dougherty! Is Liam Lincoln fit to be tied, for envy! But how come you are on the loose? We had authentic info that you were to be shot against a wall.'


     'I was. But Jeffers is pretending that he thinks I was falsely accused of the three murders. He has turned me loose in the hope that I'll lead his Secret Service men to your headquarters. But I've given them the slip, and am phoning from Godfrey Cabot's house, and using the tone-invertor, as you know. You can talk freely. Are you in touch with the Allied Governors?'


     'Am l?' exclaimed Baldwin's voice. 'Underground directional radio direct to Baltimore headquarters, with a tone-inverter at each end!'


     'Then,' said Adams, 'you arrange with them to let me through the lines in my car — District 5656. I can put them in touch with one of the Federal Generals, who is ready and willing to throw the works.'


     'Who?' exclaimed Baldwin excitedly.


     'Sorry, Sim, but this has to be arranged personally. I have given my word to the old General not to breathe a word to anyone but the Allied High Command in person.'


     'All right,' agreed Baldwin a bit grumpily.


     'And I want a special pass signed by you, identifying me and Mary Calvert.'


     'Who's she?'


     'A girl friend. Lives at the Wardman Park Inn. Has relatives in Baltimore. I promised to get her out.'


     'Why, you old Lothario! I thought you were in love with that dead-and-gone Helen Jeffers.'


     'No time for humor,' Adams snapped. 'Mary Calvert is an old friend of the family. Send the pass over to Giuseppe, and tell him to vamoose as soon as he hands it to me. There'll be no need of his hanging around the White House any longer after I've skipped out.'


     'But how'll you get through the Federal lines?'


     'Forge a pass from the Dictator. I know his signature and have access to his official stationery and seal.'


     'Fine. Good luck, Jack.'


     'Good luck, Sim.'


     Adams hung up, detached the tone-inverter, and carried it back to its niche in the secret tunnel. From his own house, he phoned Steel Jeffers, and told him that all was ready. Then he squared his broad shoulders, and smiled. 'If I've been followed and plugged in on,' he said to himself, 'Steel Jeffers will know that I've met none of my pals, and have sent out no phone calls from my house; so he won't believe that I have arranged for a pass, and he will refuse to go with me. Accordingly, if he comes along, it will be a sign that he is on the level.'


     He was still smiling, as he changed into his gray Norfolk suit, thrust his forty-five into his left hand coat pocket, packed his bag, and drove his car to the White House. Parking by the servant's entrance, he entered, and made directly for the offices. Here he was handed a note from the Dictator, commanding him to report at once to the Presidential bedroom.


     A totally strange girl, with curly yellow hair, let him in. She laughed at his open-mouthed amazement. Then said in the Dictator's voice, 'Well, Jack Adams, how do you like my blonde wig? Am I different enough to suit you?'


     'I'll say you are, Sir! The car is waiting at the rear. And I've arranged for safe passage through the enemy lines. But what about abdication?'


     'While you were telephoning from your home, I made all the necessary arrangements with General Peters. As soon as I am safe, he will contact the enemy and make the best peace possible.'


     'I intimated as much to my pals, when I phoned them,' said Adams. 'But I merely told them that someone high up in your organization was willing to betray the city into Allied hands, if they would give me a pass through the lines, to arrange it.'


     'Excellent!' laughed Steel Jeffers. There was a peculiar note in his laugh. Then, reaching for the phone, he called the Blue Room, and asked for General Peters. 'General, this is Steel Jeffers. If you don't hear from me by three o'clock, you know what to do.'


     Returning the instrument to its cradle, the disguised Dictator said in a high-pitched feminine voice, 'Well, Jack, I am ready. Here is a Presidential pass, made out to John Q. Adams and Mary Calvert.'


     'They'll never suspect you, Sir,' Adams admiringly asserted, as he picked up the bags, and led the way out to his parked car.


     Circling the White House, he stopped at the peanut-stand of old Giuseppe, and bought a large supply of the nuts.


     'Is the Lieutenant leaving?' asked the grizzled Italian.


     'Yes,' Adams replied, 'and, if you're depending on my trade for a living, you'd better give up your stand. I shan't be back for some time.'


     Driving north on 15th, to Scott Circle, Adams then cut east on Rhode Island Avenue. They hadn't gone more than a block or two, when they were halted by a squad of khaki-clad Federal soldiery. Adams flashed the pass which the Dictator had provided, and the soldiers let them through.


     This was repeated every block or two. Their luck seemed too good. And gradually there came to the surface of Adam's mind a thought which had been struggling for recognition. Just why was the great Steel Jeffers cravenly fleeing for his life, disguised as a woman, and passing up the chance of using Lieutenant Adams as a decoy to trap the leaders of the conspiracy?


     As Adams turned these thoughts over in his mind, the pretended girl beside him uneasily asked, 'When do we contact your friends? Here we are almost at the outskirts of the city, and you haven't yet secured the pass which is to let us through the Allied lines.'


     Adams instinctively glanced up at the rear-view mirror, and saw a large black sedan following them.


     'I'm going to chance it without an Allied pass,' he brusquely replied.


     Just then they were halted again. But this time, as Adams was about to hand over the paper which Jeffers had given him, Jeffers himself opened his handbag and drew forth another paper. A trick? A disclosure of their identity? Probably.


     'None of that!' shouted Adams, suddenly stepping on the gas, and scattering the surprised soldiery, as the car shot ahead. A few shots sounded behind them, but Adams was out of range before the soldiers could recover from their astonishment sufficiently to take good aim.


     'And now, girlie, hand me over that paper,' said Adams, grabbing it with his right hand.


     'Don't you call me 'girlie'!' raged the deep tones of the Dictator.


     'Trying to double-cross me, are you?' Adams raged back at him. 'Planning to have me lead your Secret Service to my pals? Well, I already have my pass, and am not going to my pals. You can't win, Steel Jeffers!'


     He shifted the seized paper to his left hand, took the wheel with his right, and stuffed the paper into his pocket. A glance in the mirror showed him that the big black sedan had come right past the squad of soldiers without being challenged, and now was rapidly gaining on him. Adams pushed the accelerator down to the floorboard.


     The Dictator reached suddenly beneath the hem of his skirt. From a knee-holster he drew a pearl-handled Luger-38. Raising the weapon, he cried, 'I can win, Jack Adams!'


     Adams' left hand came up like a flash from his coat pocket, grasping his Army-45. His right elbow shot out, throwing the Dictator off balance. The little Luger exploded harmlessly. Then Adams' gun crashed down on the blonde wig. Jeffers slumped in the seat.


     Adams grinned wryly, as he returned his gun to his pocket. 'I'd hate to have to hit a real girl.' Then he gave the car everything it had, and sped down the road away from the pursuing sedan.


     They were almost clear of the District, when a whole company of Federal soldiers, with drawn bayonets, loomed ahead, barring the road.


    


    CHAPTER X


    


    Adams set his jaw, and his gray eyes became slits. Leaning on the horn, he stepped on the gas, and drove his car roaring and shrieking straight toward the Federal soldiers.


     The soldiers parted in a mad scramble. He was through!


     Adams bent low over the wheel, unhurt. Bullets splintered the rear window. One crashed through the windshield. Then came two loud explosions — both rear tires blown out. The car lurched and bumped drunkenly. It required all of Adams' strength on the wheel to hold it to its course. In a few moments the enemy sedan would overhaul him.


     He glanced at the rearview mirror, and saw the soldiers massed in the road behind him, loading and firing.


     Then the big black pursuing sedan swung skiddingly around the group. Two startled soldiers stepped into its path. The sedan slid sidewise up onto the curb, ripping off two wheels, and rolled onto its side.


     Adams brought his eyes back to the road just in time to see a lone soldier standing by the curb ahead, with gun raised to fire. Adams swung toward him, and sent him diving for the gutter. Then sped bumping on.


     Ahead was open country. No more Federal soldiers. He was in no-man's land, between the two warring forces. Tanks lumbered about and shells crashed down all about.


     Slowing down, he rearranged the Dictator's twisted blonde wig. Next he glanced through the note which Steel Jeffers had attempted to pass to the sentry. Adams smiled grimly at learning that this note identified 'Mary Calvert' as an operative of the Secret Service, and himself as an enemy to be arrested on sight.


     He tore the note into little bits and scattered them from — the window of his car. 'Treacherous as usual!' he mused. 'And yet I wonder if Jeffers at the start planned to trick me. He seemed actually to weaken, to turn to me for help, when the old General burst into the room with the news that all was lost.'


     Adams reached into one of the bags of peanuts which he had purchased from Giuseppe, and pulled out the pass which Baldwin had provided for him, just in time! For a dozen soldiers in the uniform of the Maryland National Guard popped out of the bushes, and held up their hands for him to stop. He stopped, and showed them his Allied pass.


     'Is there a medical detachment anywhere near?' he asked. 'The last Federal who stopped us, got suspicious, and tried to stick me with his bayonet. I ducked, but the side of his rifle barrel bit Miss Calvert, and knocked her cold.'


     The Dictator stirred and groaned.


     'There's none closer than three miles,' said the Sergeant of the soldiers sympathetically, looking in at the crumpled feminine figure, 'and your car won't stand much more. But I tell you what. There's a State car down the road just a piece. I'll jump on the running-board and tell the guy in charge to take you.'


     They bumped along for about a hundred yards to the State car. Adams lifted the Dictator into the rear seat of the new conveyance, and got in beside him. The military chauffeur in the front seat started the car.


     And now what? The Allied surgeons would instantly discover that the disguised Dictator was a man. His identity would then become known. Death for him — and probably for John Q. Adams as well.


     The Dictator began to stir into life. He groaned weakly.


     Adams snatched out his forty-five, and thrust the muzzle against the back of the driver's head. 'Sorry buddy,' he said. 'Draw up alongside the road.' The startled soldier did so. 'Now get out.' The soldier got out, and Adams followed him.


     Quickly Adams relieved him of his gun. Then trussed him up with his belt, gagged him, and carried him a short distance into the woods.


     By the time that he returned to the car, the Dictator was sitting up and staring bewilderedly around. 'Where — am — I?' he asked in a cracked voice.


     'Get in front,' Adams commanded, helping him to do so. Then starting up the car, Adams continued, 'You're within the Allied lines, Jeffers. You tried to double-cross me, and I knocked you out.'


     'Well, what are you going to do with me? Turn me in?'


     Adams pondered for a time before answering. Finally he said, 'I suppose that I ought to, but somehow I can't. So I think I'll make you go through with your original proposal.'


     They drove on in silence, both of them thinking hard. Several times they were stopped by patrols of soldiers, but their official car and the pass from Sim Baldwin got them by.


     It was nearly three o'clock when they drew up before the City Hall in Baltimore. 'Miss Calvert,' said Adams pointedly, 'I can't trust you, but I'm going to give you a break. I shall have to take you into Allied Headquarters with me. But if you behave yourself, I shan't give you away.'


     Steel Jeffers agreed.


     General Saltonstall of Massachusetts was in charge of the Allied forces. He received Adams immediately.


     Adams instinctively extended his arm in the Roman salute.


     Then flushed guiltily, and brought the tips of his fingers smartly to his forehead.


     General Saltonstall grinned, but otherwise ignored the mistake.


     Adams,' he said, 'I'm glad to meet on. You struck a splendid blow for liberty when you did away with those three scoundrels at the White House. Too bad you couldn't have got the usurper too.'


     The pretended Mary Calvert made a wry face. Adams introduced the General to her. 'Miss Calvert was knocked unconscious by one of the Federal soldiers,' he explained, 'as we were making our escape. She's still a bit shaky. Can she sit down over in a corner, where I can keep an eye on her, while we attend to our business?'


     'My Staff Surgeon is–' Saltonstall began.


     But Adams interrupted, 'Our business will take only a minute, and then we'll go right to her folks. The kid's got a lot of courage. In spite of her weakness, she insisted on our coming here first.'


     With a smile of courteous appreciation, General Saltonstall held out his arm to the disguised Dictator and escorted him to a seat in one corner, while Adams watched the performance with an amused twinkle in his gray eyes.


     Turning back to Adams, Saltonstall asked, 'What do you propose?'


     'Get me General Peters on the phone at Washington. He is expecting the call.'


     'General Peters?' exclaimed Saltonstall eagerly. 'I can hardly believe it. Why, man, do you realize? If he will come over to our side, the war will be won!'


     'Exactly.' Adams glanced over to note the reaction of the disguised Dictator, and saw him bite his lip.


     Saltonstall barked out a command. A line was speedily put through to Washington, for communication between the two cities had not been wholly cut off, merely subjected to censorship by both sides.


     'General Peters,' said Adams into the phone. 'This is Lieutenant John Q. Adams, calling from Allied Headquarters in Baltimore.'


     There was a gasp on the other end of the line.


     'You don't believe it?' Adams continued. 'Well, I can prove it. I was with the Dictator when he phoned you from his bedroom at half past twelve today. He instructed you to do something at three. I don't know what he meant, but I do know that he tried to double-cross me. However, he didn't succeed. He is now a prisoner in the hands of the Allies.'


     'I don't believe it!' declared the voice of the old war horse; but he sounded hopeful, rather than dismayed.


     'I can prove it,' asserted Adams. 'Call the White House. Ask them if they have seen Steel Jeffers since noon.'


     'Is he really a prisoner?' Saltonstall interrupted, his eyes shining.


     The supposed Mary Calvert sat suddenly intensely erect. Adams placed his hand over the transmitter arid said, 'No! But I threw him off my trail. Evidently he hasn't yet got in touch with General Peters; and if he doesn't do so within the next few minutes, it will be too late to save the Dictatorship.' Then into the phone again, 'I give you the word of the Allied High Command that Steel Jeffers will not be harmed, if you will at once make peace.' Adams glanced at Mary Calvert, and saw her smile and relax.


     'I'll call you back, as soon as I check up the White House,' said the voice of the Federal General.


     While they waited for the return call, Saltonstall and his Staff conferred, and outlined the terms of peace.


     Finally Peters called back, and was turned over to Saltonstall. All the Allied Generals were clustered around their Chief. Adams considered it the psychological moment to fade out of the picture, before anyone could think to ask him any embarrassing questions. So he beckoned to 'Mary Calvert,' and together they tiptoed from the room.


     As he helped the disguised Dictator into the State car, he asked, 'Have you really some friends who will hide you?'


     'Yes,' said Steel Jeffers in feminine tones. 'In the mountains north of here, just across the Pennsylvania border. Keep right along east on this street, and turn north on Greenmount Avenue.'


     'Good!' said Adams, and soon they were speeding northward


     on the old York Road.


     'Just think,' mused Steel Jeffers, 'I'm no longer Dictator and somehow I prefer it this way.'


     He seemed younger, less careworn, than Adams had ever known him; but it was hard to tell, under his feminine disguise, how much was genuine, and how much was theatrical pose.


     They drove on for a couple of hours in silence.


     Suddenly Adams remarked, 'You know, we never ate those peanuts. I left them behind in my car.'


     'Let's stop for a bite in this coffee shop,' suggested Jeffers, and soon they were seated at the counter.


     The radio was playing a stirring march. Adams straightened his broad shoulders, and a wistful light crept into his companion's eyes.


     The music hushed slightly, and a voice announced, 'This is the Federal Radio Control. The Allied troops are just marching down Pennsylvania Avenue, with Vice President — er, President now — Nieman at their head. Oh, what a day! What a day!'


     Jeffers shuddered.


     'Please turn it off!' snapped Adams. 'The lady would like something lighter.'


     Surprised, the proprietor switched on some dance music. 'You two ain't pro-Dictator, be you?' he asked suspiciously.


     Adams smiled whimsically, and shook his head.


     For a while they ate in silence. Some advertising matter obtruded itself on the program, and the proprietor twirled the dials to another station. '–radio newscast. Liam Lincoln, leader of the Young Patriots, says that he now has positive proof that Lieutenant Adams, supposed hero, is a traitor; and that the supposed woman whom he brought through the Allied lines as 'Mary Calvert' is really Dictator Jeffers — ex-Dictator Jeffers, we should say — in disguise.'


     Without waiting to hear more, Adams hurriedly paid the bill, and piloted his companion out to their waiting car.


     A gray-shirted member of the Pennsylvania constabulary, with his motorcycle drawn up on the curb, and a broad smile on his tanned face, was leaning against the front door of the car.


     'Well, well!' he announced. 'Stolen car, and Mary Calvert, and little Jack Adams, and everything.'


     Adams gasped, and his hunted eyes swept rapidly around for means of escape.


     'Why, officer,' he said, 'I don't know what you're talking about.' His right fist suddenly flashed out squarely to the trooper's chin, knocking him back against the car. Then Adams' left fist swung, and caught the man on the car sweeping him off the car onto the sidewalk. 'Quick!' Adams shouted.


     In an instant, he and Jeffers were in the car, streaking down the road.


     A sharp crack sounded behind them. Something seared the side of Adams' head. Everything went black, and his hands dropped from the wheel.


     Adams, in a daze, felt strong capable hands reach across him, and seize the wheel. Nausea and unconsciousness swept over him in waves. He slumped down in a heap. Then oblivion.


    


    CHAPTER XI


    


    Ages later he came half awake again. It was night. Starlight. The cool windiness of high places.


     The car stopped. Voices: 'Uncle Eph.'


     'Aunt Martha.'


     'Steel, lad.'


     'Helen.' That name cut through the fog of his delirium. 'Helen!'


     Strong rawboned male arms were carrying him. Into a house. Up some stairs. Onto a bed. Then capable feminine fingers loosened his clothing, and tucked him in. Receding footsteps. Silence.


     Many days of illness, fever, delirium. Recurrent dreams of a mad flight from state troopers.


     And then, one afternoon, Jack Adams awoke as from a deep sleep, and looked around him. He was lying in an old-fashioned high-post bed in a tiny room. On him was a patchwork quilt, covered by a tufted spread of homespun linen. Straw-matting on the floor. Quaint old furniture all around.


     Very gingerly he pushed down the covers, and swung his long legs out of the bed. Shakily he walked to the window. Rolling tree-clad hills, bathed in sunlight, stretched away beneath his view. Where was he, anyhow? He went to the door of the room, and called down the stairs, not too loudly, 'Hi, there!'


     No one answered. He opened the door to a closet, found his clothes, and put them on. Then he essayed to descend the stairs.


     In the living-room he found a radio, turned it on, and sank exhausted into a chair. As the tubes warmed up, he caught, 'and this alleged hero had been sincere, would he not have turned Steel Jeffers over to the Allied Generals? Would he have fled with the Dictator in a stolen car belonging to the State of Maryland? Would he have kept in hiding? Only traitors hide, my friends. Patriots do not fear the light of day–'


     Loud handclapping. Then, in another voice, 'You have just been listening to the Federal Radio Control's debate on the subject: 'Was Lieutenant Adams a patriot or traitor?' And now for a news flash. The secret hide-out of Steel Jeffers has been found. Troops have surrounded it, and are closing in. This is the F. R. C. network.'


     Adams gasped. Surrounded even now? Closing in? With sudden resolution, he forced his fever-weakened body to stand. He must find and warn Steel Jeffers!


     'Why, what are you doing downstairs?' asked a sweet feminine voice, filled with concern.


     Adams wheeled. A young girl in a print dress and sunbonnet stood in the doorway. Her checks were smooth and unrouged. Her figure was delicately rounded. She took off her sunbonnet, and a wealth of brown curls fell about her high forehead.


     'You are Helen Jeffers?' he breathed.


     'Of course!' she exclaimed. 'Who else?'


     Helen! Alive and real! Helen Jeffers, as her brother Steel had promised him!


     But even in his joy at finding her at last, he did not forget the ominous news which he had just heard over the air. 'Where is your brother? I just got a news flash that the troops are closing in on us.'


     'My brother Steel? Steel is dead,' she replied with a touch of sadness.


     Adams sobered. 'Did that State Trooper get him?'


     'No, Jack.' Smiling sweetly, she stepped forward and placed her hands in his. 'Let's talk of other things, for Steel is safe from his enemies.'


     'But, Helen! Here we are talking together as though we had known each other for years. And yet I've never met you. Never even seen you. Fell in love with your photograph. Did Steel tell you–'


     Helen Jeffers smiled whimsically. 'We have known each other a long time, for I was the Dictator.'


     'You!' Adams stared blankly.


     'Yes, my brother Steel died on election-day four years ago. He and James Dougherty and I had pledged ourselves to put through our program at any cost. I closely resembled my brother. And so James Dougherty conceived the fantastic idea of turning me into a man. We reported that it was I who had died. Then I retired to a shack in the mountains; and there two biological experts, Admiral Southworth and Franz Vierecke, injected a certain derivative of the hormone testosterone into my veins–'


     'So that is what the letters 'T-E-S-T' meant on the little bottles!' Adams exclaimed.


     The girl nodded, and continued, 'This hormone made me to all outward appearances a man, and even made me ruthless.'


     'I see,' said Adams grimly, drawing away from her.


     'Don't blame me too much,' she begged. 'I did it all for the Cause to which my brother had been pledged, not foreseeing where dictatorship and the unprincipled ambition of my Secretary of State would lead me. Well, anyway, Franz Vierecke had worked with the great Ruzicka, when the latter discovered how to produce testosterone synthetically out of cholesterol.'


     'But, if the method was known,' Adams interrupted, 'then why all the mystery?'


     'If the White House had bought large quantities of testosterone, our secret might have been suspected. Furthermore, different derivatives react differently, some even have the opposite effect from the effect which we wished. I myself discovered this to my horror, when doing some frantic experimentation on my own hook, during Admiral Southworth's illness. So, the secret died with the Admiral and Vierecke, and my masquerade was at an end. Fortunately the sinister Dougherty did not long outlive them. Then I struggled on alone, a woman again, double-crossing even you, my only friend.' Her eyes fell.


     Adams tried to hate her, but be could not. She had been no more to blame for it all than Trilby had been under the spell of Svengali.


     'You poor girl!' he breathed, taking her in his arms. He kissed her as she clung close to him. Then gently he released her.


     An hour or so later, after he had met Uncle Eph and Aunt Martha, and had had a shave, he and Helen sat hand in hand on the front piazza of the little farmhouse, gazing off over the beautiful rolling mountain view. And waiting, silently waiting, for what they knew was closing in on them.


     Finally a cavalcade of cars drew up on the highway in front. Out of the front car leaped the fanatic Liam Lincoln, his black hair awry, his dark eyes flashing. 'There's the traitor!' Lincoln shouted, pointing a skinny finger at Adams. 'Seize him.'


     State soldiers poured out of the other cars, and cautiously approached the piazza. Also roly-poly Sim Baldwin, tall Phil Nordstrom, chunky Godfrey Cabot, and others of Adams' old crowd. Even Giuseppe Albertino, the peanut man.


     Studiously ignoring Lincoln's inflamed words, Adams casually remarked, 'Hello, fellows! Meet my fiancée, the girl whom I called 'Mary Calvert'. Her real name is Helen Jeffers.' Adams chuckled. 'I told you fellows that I'd get her in the end. And doesn't this explain a lot of things, Liam, which were puzzling you? For example, why the Dictator gave her and me a pass out of Washington, and why I was so anxious to keep her identity a secret, until peace was concluded.'


     Several of Adams' pals laughed — a nervous relieved laugh.


     Lincoln angrily thrust back his black forelock. 'That's all very well, but why did you steal the State car, and assault that trooper? You threw us off the trail for days and days!'


     'Well, you see, Liam, I didn't want to risk having a fanatic such as you butting in on my honeymoon.'


     More laughter.


     Liam Lincoln's prestige was rapidly slipping. He made one last attempt to regain it. 'Where is the Dictator?' he demanded.


     Adams shrugged his broad shoulders. 'How should I know?' he replied. 'I can truthfully say that I haven't seen or heard from Steel Jeffers since his sister Helen and I left the White House together on the day the Dictatorship ended.'


     


    THE END


     


    Authors Note: Ruzicka and Wettstein in 1935 succeeded in synthesizing the male secondary hormone, testosterone, from cholesterol. See Tice's loose-leaf encyclopedia, The Practice of Medicine, vol. VIII, pp. 351 and 357.


     Deansley and Parks in 1937 made the remarkable discovery that various testosterone derivatives act entirely differently from each other, not only in degree but also in kind. Some accentuate male characteristics; and others, strange to say, accentuate female characteristics, although this is a male hormone. Others accentuate either, according to the sex of the patient. See 'Comparison of Testosterone Derivatives,' Biochemical Journal, July, 1937, p. 1161.


     It is only a matter of time before the accomplishments of Southworth and Vierecke in the story will be duplicated in real life, perhaps by Drs. Vest and Howard, who are already working on the problem at Johns Hopkins.


     


    (Ed. Note: This story is also known as 'The Revolution of 1960.')
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    [image: ]ORDON announced, “Well, we’ve done it. Ketchie, we’ve insured a gem.”


    Bill Ketchall didn’t even withdraw his eyes from the fog-dimmed facade of Child and Co. and the Temple Bar memorial, visible through the moist window and the London murk. There was nothing in the least surprising about Gordon’s statement, considering that the sole business of the vast firm of Simon’s was insurance. So Bill stared in utter boredom at the September fog and wished himself somewhere else; he had been employed by the great marine insurance company for four years now—long enough to make an American feel expatriated— and that in spite of the fact that an investigator for Simon’s never lacked excitement. There were too many crooks and near crooks who considered an enormously wealthy insurance firm their proper prey.


    “A titillative situation,” continued Gordon.


    “Titillative!” snorted Bill. “Talk American instead of English, will you?”


    “Ticklish to you,” grinned his superior. “As I say, we’ve insured a gem.”


    “Extraordinary! That’s only the eighth or ninth thousandth time, isn’t it?”


    “Not for this sort of money, Ketchie. You see we’ve insured it for a hundred and forty thousand pounds!”


    Bill forgot London and America alike. “Whew! When’d they sell the Kohinoor?”


    “It isn’t the Kohinoor. It’s the Waterbury emerald.” Gordon paused and squinted at him. “Doesn’t mean a thing to you, I see.”


    “Never heard of it.”


    “Well, Ketchie, that goes to show the weakness of Yankee education. The Waterbury came back with the Crusades, and it’s been the property of one of our more important titles practically ever since, and if you don’t know which, I’m not tellin’. But here lately, what with Labor governments and Coalition both pilin’ taxes on ‘em, some of our titles are hard to put to keep a little gilt on the crest. So they sell their heirlooms to bloated American millionaires, and that, Ketchie, is the way of the Waterbury.”


    “Who bought it?”


    “Now,” observed Gordon, “we come to the titillative, or ticklish, part of it. Absolute secrecy is a condition of the sale on both sides. You see, the title is havin’ a synthetic copy made, so the neighbors won’t know. It’s very important that no news of the sale leaks out, understand, or the friends that think they’re flat might think they’re really flat, if you see what I mean. And as for the purchaser, he’s a collector, therefore balmy; so he wants his name kept out of it too, though I can’t blame him, seein’ he lives in the States. He probably wants to keep the stone a while since he’s paid for it.”


    Bill grunted. “It’d be Marlow or Jake Bromberg,” he said. “There aren’t many others could pay that price. Anyway, what do I do? Deliver it?”


    


    [image: ]OT EXACTLY. This secrecy angle complicates it. The stone was purchased through an agent— name of Oliver—and the insurance is in his name, though doubtless the real purchaser has an air-tight assignment of the indemnity to himself in case of loss. So as far as you’re concerned, Oliver bought the thing, and Oliver’s secretary is takin’ it across. A woman, name of Arlene Lowell. What you do, Ketchie, is sail on the Arcturus tomorrow and nurse our premium. Your job lasts from dock to customs; once the stone’s across, we’re through.”


    Bill groaned. “One of these hatchet-faced business women, I suppose.”


    “Don’t know, Ketchie. I never saw her, since the transfer is through the bank.”


    “Do I get acquainted with her?”


    “As you like. Just get our Waterbury safe across.”


    “You sound a bit doubtful. What’s the rest of the story?”


    “Well,” said Gordon, frowning, “it’s this, Ketchie. About five years ago we insured another item for the same purchaser, to be taken across by this same Oliver. A neat rope of pearls—and that was stolen. We had to settle.”


    “I see. You think it might have been faked.”


    “I’m not sayin”, though he could have had the pearls scot-free that way. Collectors are a balmy lot anyway, and you can’t tell.”


    “I used to collect stamps.”


    “Then you’re balmy the same way.” Gordon grinned. “Get your papers at the office, Ketchie, and don’t miss the Arcturus. It sails tomorrow.”


    Bill Ketchall didn’t miss the ship, but be had little enough time to spare. He scurried up the gangplank on the heels of a man in an ulster, who whistled as he walked. Bill glared at his plaid back; he detested people who whistled in public.


    The excitement of sailing left him indifferent from long experience, so he sought out the passenger list. A Miss Arlene Lowell was listed, true enough; her stateroom was on the same side as his, and the third door away, which was doubtless Gordon’s doing. Simon’s had ample influence to encompass such matters.


    And Gordon’s hand appeared again at luncheon. Bill found himself at the table with the chief engineer, a tall gaunt Scot named McKittric, but five minutes after the commencement of the meal he was staring into a pair of cool laughing, violet eyes, and listening nonplussed to McKittric’s gruff introduction of Miss Lowell.


    Back on deck in the afternoon, he scowled inwardly over his thoughts. Insurance is a queer proposition; people otherwise strictly honest will often cheat an insurance company without a qualm. Any sort of insurance; you dent a fender and have the whole car overhauled. In Bill’s line one had to suspect anybody, but he growled to himself that there were common sense limitations to any general thesis, and if there were any crooked work in this proposition, one thing he’d swear to was that Arlene Lowell wasn’t in it. And if she were— Best way to handle the affair, he mused, was not to get too friendly with her. Keep up a conversational acquaintance, watch her as closely as convenience permitted, and let things take their course. Then, if nothing happened, well and good. And having decided on this procedure, he blithely spent the entire evening in her company, talking and acting as he had not done since certain spring evenings at Columbia, five years in the past. The girl talked freely about herself; she was Oliver’s secretary, it appeared, but as to what Oliver’s affairs were she seemed more than a little vague.


    


    [image: ]T WAS PAST eleven when she rose to retire. Bill followed her down the companion way, bade a reluctant good-night, and moved on the few yards to his own door. He had scarcely opened it when a low cry brought him up short, staring back into the corridor.


    Arlene’s door was closed, but it opened instantly. The girl backed into the passage, her eyes wide in a glare of horror. She spun, saw Bill Ketchall as be emerged, and dashed frantically toward him, clinging wildly to his arm.


    “There’s a—there’s—” she gasped.


    He pulled her into his stateroom. “Easy!” he snapped sharply. “What is it?”


    “There’s a—a—dead man—in my room!”


    “A dead man!” echoed Bill, appalled. “Y-yes. On—the floor!” The girl sank pallid to the edge of his berth. “Oh!” she gasped weakly.


    “Wait here!” snapped Bill. He darted into the corridor to where the girl’s door still swung quietly on its hinges in the gentle roll of the ship. He pulled it wide and stared into an interior lighted only by the glow of the hail lamps. He saw nothing.


    He switched on the lights. Still nothing. Only the grained oaken furnishings, a suitcase open on the bench, and a bag on the berth. A dark mass caught his eye, and he started, but it was only a small steamer trunk below the berth.


    He scowled, re-surveyed the chamber, and turned away, closing the door carefully. It was possible, he thought, that Arlene had imagined the thing that had frightened her. Some chance arrangement of shadows, or perhaps merely the result of the strain of guarding a treasure as priceless as the Waterbury.


    He went quietly back to his own stateroom. The girl was still huddled on the berth, but part of her pallor had vanished, and the violet eyes regarded him steadily enough. “Well?” she asked. “Did you—?”


    “I saw nothing.”


    “Nothing! What do you mean?”


    “Just that. There’s nothing and nobody in your room.” He paused. “Look here, are you positive you saw anything? Couldn’t you have imagined it?”


    A trace of anger gleamed. “Do you think I’m a fool?” she snapped. “I saw him—or it. My foot touched it.”


    “Did you have the lights on?”


    “No, but—” She flushed faintly. “I’m sure.”


    “Well, the dear departed has departed,” he retorted. “There’s nobody, dead or otherwise, in your room now, which leads to the conclusion that you didn’t see a dead man.”


    “Are you trying to tell me—?”


    “Softly,” he said. “I mean only that whoever you saw wasn’t dead. Corpses don’t walk away, not outside of Poe’s stories.


    That fellow was either drunk, knocked out, or shamming.”


    “Or he was carried away.”


    “I doubt that. Not enough time between your coming in here and my going in there. He must have slipped out the moment you disappeared.”


    She stood up. “You must think I’m mad,” she said, “but I did see him. And thank you, and good night.”


    “Are you going back in there?”


    She shuddered a little. “I thought of a turn on deck; I’m still a bit nervous.”


    “Do you mind if I come?”


    She smiled. “You know I don’t.”


    


    [image: ]S THEY paced the deck, Ketchall frowned out at the glittering silver moon-path. “Suppose,” he said gently, “we rout out the room steward and get your stateroom changed. Would you feel better about it?”


    She shrugged, and shook her brown head. “No need of it. I’m not timid. Anyway, it was probably just what you said—some tipsy passenger.”


    “Did you get much of a look at him?”


    “Why—he was on his back. I don’t think I could recognize him with absolute certainty, though.”


    “Well, I suppose it isn’t of great importance. Will you report it to the Captain?”


    Her dainty lips, dark in the moonlight, compressed determinedly. “No. I won’t report it.”


    “Why not?” He knew well enough, of course.


    “Because—well, what proof is there? I’m not going to act like a hysterical child, seeing things in the dark. What could he do about it? And besides, it probably has no importance anyway.”


    Bill said nothing. They turned and walked slowly aft, while the man wondered silently if the event did have an importance he could not as yet perceive. That Arlene Lowell had seen something he did not for a moment doubt; he was thoroughly convinced of her sincerity. But whether it was a human, dead or otherwise, or whether she had been frightened only by a chance effect of light and shadow, he could not determine. If the former—well, it might be coincidence, or it might have some actual bearing on the great green crystal that had come back with the Crusaders. There was blood on all famous stones; men fought for jewels as they fought for gold.


    They passed a figure hunched against the rail, and a soft undertone of whistling came to Bill’s ears. He scowled in the darkness, gave up his attempt at logical reasoning, and followed Arlene as she turned toward the companionway.


    “I’m tired,” she said.


    “Sailing days are exhausting,” he agreed. “You’re sure you’re not nervous about your stateroom?”


    “I’m not nervous!” she said sharply. “I was a little startled, that’s all. I’m not the nervous sort.”


    Nevertheless, she unlocked her door with a trace of hesitancy. Bill stood at the entrance as she snapped on the lights, but the room was obviously empty of other occupant.


    She smiled back, and then froze suddenly. “My luggage!” she gasped, staring at the open suit-case. “It’s been ransacked.”


    


    [image: ]ILL KETCHALL sat smoking, and faced Arlene Lowell as she snapped the catch on her suitcase.


    “Well!” she said finally. “There’s nothing missing; not a thing.”


    “Nothing?” be echoed, watching her narrowly. Not by word or action had she given any indication of concern for the safety of the Waterbury, which meant, doubtless, that it was not hidden among her effects. Therefore it must be in the purser’s safe or—he frowned—on her person. It was part of his job to discover where.


    “You’re sure you’ve missed nothing?” he asked. “Have you any idea why anyone should search your things?”


    Her eyes flickered. “I—why, of course not! Unless it was to steal.”


    “A ship,” he persisted, “is a poor place for theft of anything except money. The crook has to figure on getting his loot past the Customs.”


    “Well, I—I don’t know what else—”


    “And will you report this to the Captain?”


    “I—no.” She flushed under the intent gaze of his eyes. “Why should I?” she proceeded defiantly. “Nothing was taken. How could I prove this any more than—that other?”


    “You don’t have to prove it; all you need to do is to report it, and they’ll keep an eye open for a repetition,”


    “But that’s just what I don’t—” She broke off abruptly. “Oh, all right,” she concluded, averting her eyes. “I’ll report it, then.”


    “I don’t believe you, Arlene.”


    She whirled on him. “You don’t believe me!” she snapped. “What right have you to question?”


    “I have a sort of right.” He puffed his cigarette as if in thought. Gordon, he mused, had not instructed him to conceal his identity from the girl. If be could perform his task better with her cooperation, then that was his privilege—even his duty. At the moment it seemed to him to proper course. “Yes,” he resumed, “I have the right.”


    “Indeed? On an acquaintance of less than a day?” she countered tartly.


    “No. On the knowledge of what your visitor was hunting for.” He rose and smiled down at her.


    She misinterpreted his movement. She paled suddenly and her hand went involuntarily to her breast; then she circled him swiftly and stood with her back against the door.


    “You don’t leave here,” she said steadily, “until you explain that.”


    “Agreed,” he grinned, and sat down again. “Suppose you take a look in the corridor first.”


    


    HE OPENED the door a crack. A faint undertone of whistling drifted in, but it was only the inveterate whistler Tormley, fumbling at the lock of his stateroom opposite. As Arlene peered out he opened his door and disappeared.


    She whirled back. “Well?” she asked, her violet eyes grim. “What do you think he—or they—wanted?”


    “The Waterbury emerald,” he announced placidly.


    Ketchall saw the girl suppress a quiver of fear. “The—— what?” she gasped. “What are you talking about?”


    He grinned reassuringly. “I guess it must look to you as if everybody on board knows about it. But I’m not after it, Arlene; I’m from Simon’s.”


    “F—from Simon’s?”


    “Yes.” He slipped an envelope from his pocket. “Here’s my credentials. Better look at ‘em.”


    She took the papers as gingerly as if they carried an electric charge. For a moment her eyes remained suspiciously on his face, and then she glanced briefly at the documents. She drew a deep breath. “Oh,” she said, “I’m glad. This whole day has been a terrible strain. I’m glad to share it.”


    “I knew you’d be. Now tell me— where is it?” His voice was very low.


    She hesitated. “I don’t think I’ll tell you,” she murmured.


    “You needn’t then; I guess. I saw you grab for it under stress of surprise, and if you’ll take my advice, you’ll give it to the purser, to be locked up.”


    “I will not. There’s such a thing as bribery, you know. When something runs into such values, you can’t trust anybody. Oliver said so.”


    “Oliver?”


    “The purchaser; I’m his secretary.”


    “The agent, you mean. Who’s the actual purchaser?”


    “I won’t tell that either.”


    “It’s Jake Bromberg, isn’t it?” he persisted.


    “What do you know about Bromberg?”


    “Pittsburgh steel operator.” said Bill, “but lives in New York. Rich as a Rothschild, self-made, and proud of it. Collects jewels, apparently purely for his own satisfaction, because he doesn’t care if nobody in the world knows he owns ‘em. My hunch is that it’s an inferiority complex; goes back to some peasant ancestry, so that jewels are to him a symbol of having lived down his humble origins.”


    Arlene Lowell gave him a wry smile. “All right,” she said in sudden yielding. “You know the facts, then. And you must know how important secrecy is to both parties. That’s why I’m taking the thing across, instead of Oliver. Nobody can connect me to Bromberg, but somebody might place Oliver. You see, the collections are kept at Bromberg’s home; he won’t keep them in a deposit box because he likes to handle them. I suppose you’d call it gloating over them.”


    “But,” he insisted, “you’d be better giving this one to the purser. It’s safer.”


    “Oliver thinks not. Anyway—you might as well know it— I’ve got it in a bag pinned inside my dress and hung about my neck by a chain. There’s not even a clasp to the chain; it slips over my head.”


    “It sounds safe, but—” He shrugged. “Well, somebody knows you have it. See that your door is bolted on the inside whenever you’re here, and see that it’s locked when you’re not. And for Heaven’s sake, if you see so much as a mouse, scream! I’ll hear you.”


    “If I see a mouse I certainly will,” she smiled. “I’m tired, Bill. Would you mind if we had another try at saying good-night? We might make it stick this time.”


    “You’re sure you’re not afraid?”


    She laughed. He stared down into her violet eyes, frowned thoughtfully, and then turned toward the door.


    The corridor was completely deserted. Ketchall slipped quietly into his own stateroom, pulled out his suitcase, and begin to prepare for bed. But no sooner had he opened his bag than a low whistle escaped him.


    His own luggage had been ransacked.


    


    [image: ]ILL MET Arlene at breakfast. She was quite gay and sparkling, and seemed to have spent a thoroughly restful night, which spoke well for her nerves. Neither of them mentioned the events of the preceding day until they bad finished the meal and were ensconced in deck-chairs, gazing out over the faint mist of a September seascape. Smooth blue swells pursued each other endlessly toward the stern. September, Bill mused, was the month of all months for a sea voyage.


    Finally be said, “Was there any further disturbance last night?”


    “Not a sign of any; I slept right through.”


    “I’m glad of that. I’m just as anxious as you are to get this trip over with successfully.”


    “Oh,” she said coolly, “so you’re anxious to get the trip over with.”


    He smiled. “You know what I meant. My job wouldn’t be worth a bent penny if anything happened.”


    “Nor mine.”


    “So,” he pursued, “the thing to do is to prevent anything from happening. One approach is to determine who our opposition is. Have you any ideas?”


    “Not a one. Of Course it’s a man. It was a man I saw lying on the floor.”


    “Of course. Can you describe him at all?”


    “Not very distinctly. I told you I was thoroughly startled. I did see his face, but dimly.”


    “His clothing? Do you recall that?”


    “It was dark in color. But what makes you think he’s connected with the affair? My room could have been searched afterwards, while we were here on deck:”


    “Too much of a coincidence. I think the fellow was shamming. If you’d stood your ground he’d have pretended to be drunk, but since we gave him the opportunity to slip away he took it.” Ketchall paused. “You’ve seen that pair opposite your stateroom—Tormley and Hotchkiss. Could this chap have been one of them?”


    She frowned. “I—don’t think so. I think be was dark-haired. They’re both light. Besides, why do you suspect them?”


    “No good reason,” he said slowly. “It just seems that every time I listen closely I hear that pest Tormley whistling. I hate public whistlers anyway; maybe I’m just prejudiced. But it has to be somebody, and somebody among the passengers, too, unless your visitor got out of uniform for the visit. The trouble is that the Arcturus is a one-class ship. That means it could be any one of the passengers.” He paused as a figure approached to the accompaniment of low whistling, and Tormley passed them with a friendly nod.


    “There goes your star suspect,” smiled Arlene.


    “Yeah, and the more I hear of his tooting the more I hope he’s the villain. It’d give me a great deal of pleasure to pin it on him.”


    


    [image: ]HE GIRL puckered her lips and began to whistle “A Life on the Ocean Wave”.


    Bill laughed. “I don’t mind it a bit when you do it,” he chuckled.


    Her violet eyes shifted to his face.


    “All I do is watch your lips,” be grinned. “They look like an invitation.”


    The tune ceased abruptly. “Back to business,” she said, but smiled as she said it. “What’s the next step?”


    “I still say trust the purser.”


    “I won’t; Oliver thinks otherwise.”


    “Then,” said Bill earnestly, “what about me? Would you consider letting me take care of the thing?”


    “I certainly would not.”


    “But—haven’t I convinced you yet that I’m on your side? My interests are the same as yours. All I want is to see the damn stone delivered to Oliver at the Customs. Once there, I’m through with it.”


    “Oh, your face looks honest,” said the girl tartly. “But it takes more than an honest face and a couple of letters to get this thing out of my hands. I’m doing the job the way my employer wants it done, and if he’d wanted Simon’s to deliver it, he’d have asked ‘em.” Then she smiled. “All the same I’m glad you’re aboard, Bill,” she added softly.


    But that was as much satisfaction as this day was to grant him. After lunch, Arlene appeared unexpectedly on deck in the company of young Sykes Mallory, and spent the afternoon at shuffleboard, greeting Ketchall with a smile friendly enough, but without giving him any opportunity of cutting in on her presence. Nor was he particularly pleased at dinner to discover that Mallory had already forestalled him in the matter of the first ship’s dance, to be held that evening. Indeed, it was very nearly midnight before he had the chance to speak to her in the comparative privacy of the deck, and that only by determined method of practically dragging her there.


    “Listen,” he began gruffly, “you’re being damned careless. How do you know you haven’t been dancing with the very crook we’re on guard against?”


    “Young Mallory?” she laughed.


    “Or any of the others.”


    “Oh, don’t be dramatic! People like Sykes Mallory aren’t international jewel thieves. He’s a customer’s man with Quentin and Co., and what’s more, he knows half a dozen people I know, and his uncle knew my mother.”


    


    [image: ]ILL GRUNTED. It wasn’t that he was jealous over Arlene, or that he resented her attention being occupied by others. Of course not; it was simply a matter of doing his job, and he could do it best by keeping her entirely to himself. He told her so.


    “In other words,” she retorted, “you want me suspended in a sort of vacuum. Well, I say no thank you.”


    “Listen, Arlene—you’ve got responsibilities too.”


    “And I’m living up to them.” She touched the throat of her black dinner gown. “Will you tell me how anyone could steal an object that’s chained and pinned as this?—And especially in a lighted room with a crowd of people around.”


    “I don’t know how. If I did, I’d probably be in the other end of the business stealing ‘em instead of insuring ‘em. It pays better while it lasts, and besides, I’d be spending my time dancing with you instead of arguing.”


    She laughed. “It’s not my fault that there’s an argument. And lest there be any more of it, suppose we turn in. It’s late.”


    Bill followed her. Halfway down the steps a hubbub in the corridor caught their attention, and they quickened their pace.


    A man was kneeling over a figure prone on the carpeted floor. It was the ship’s doctor who knelt, and about him stood a babbling group, two or three passengers, the Captain, and a frightened seaman who mouthed repeatedly, “I just come up and ‘ere ‘e was! I just come up and ‘ere ‘e was!”


    Bill stared without recognition on the face of the figure on the floor, but Arlene Lowell suddenly reeled back against him with her features chalk-white.


    “That’s the one!” she gasped.


    “That’s the man I saw! And—and look, Bill! He’s lying right outside my door!”


    Ketchall gulped. There was no shamming this time; the staring eyes and contorted mouth were the features of death.


    


    [image: ]T WAS given out to the passengers the next day as heart-failure. The man was an individual named Carnes, a passenger, and quickly identified via radio as a minor thief, given to operating on liners. But it wasn’t heart-failure; by presenting his credentials to the Captain and letting that officer know something of his status, Bill Ket-chall secured the disturbing information that it was a crushed skull, and that meant murder.


    The seaman was in the brig. He was a chap called Higgs, and according to the radio’s advices, had had some previous connection with Carnes’ operations, using his freedom as an A.B. to help smuggle any loot through the customs. He was the logical suspect: he had no business in that part of the ship, in the first place, and his apparent connection with Carnes clinched the matter, and at least so far as the Captain was concerned. A simple case of thieves quarreling.


    Bill said nothing. He made no mention of the previous appearance of Carnes in Arlene Lowell’s quarters, and asked only one further question.


    “How long had he been dead when the doctor saw him?”


    “Not less than twenty minutes. Maybe a little more.”


    Well, that eliminated any chance of his having been dead the preceding night when Arlene had been so startled. Bill thanked the Captain and joined the girl on deck.


    She was a trifle sobered, and some of the sauciness had disappeared from the violet depths of her eyes. “What did you find out?” she asked seriously.


    “Murdered.”


    “Oh I — And do they know who—?”


    “They’ve got Higgs locked up for it. The seaman. Seems they worked together, and that Carnes was something of a thief.”


    “Then—It’s cruel, I suppose, but it’s a relief to know he’s dead. He was the one, Bill. There can’t be any doubt about it now, so I suppose we can stop worrying.”


    “We can start worrying,” he corrected grimly. “Carnes isn’t our man.”


    “W-why do you say that?”


    “Who murdered him, then?”


    “I—I guess Higgs did.”


    “Then your guess is wrong; yours and the Captain’s both. Higgs didn’t.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because Carnes bad been dead twenty minutes or more when the doctor arrived, and Higgs called the doctor. Do you think a murderer would stand over his victim in a public corridor for twenty minutes? That just isn’t human nature.”


    The girl frowned. “Listen, Bill,” she said softly. “I’m not sure, but I think my room was searched again last night. Not my luggage, but—oh, mattress and chair upholstery and carpet, and so forth. Things didn’t look exactly the way I left them; I think the furniture had been moved.”


    “Damn!” said Bill feelingly.


    “Of course,” she resumed, “Carnes might have done it. In fact, I think he did, and then Higgs probably came by to find out what luck he’d had, and Carnes denied having the stone, and Higgs didn’t believe him, and there was a quarrel, And—Do you see?”


    “I see all right. Only where’d they quarrel? In the corridor?”


    “In my room.”


    “And then Higgs dragged the body into the corridor, I suppose, stood around a while, and then called the doctor. That won’t do, Arlene. In the first place Higgs knows he’s necessary to get any loot ashore. In the second place, he’d never have called the ship’s sawbones unless he’d been pretty well shocked. I think he was on his way to Carnes’ stateroom and came upon the body just as he says, and was excited enough to call. No doubt the pair knew about the emerald, but there’s someone else as well—someone who doesn’t hesitate at murder.”


    Arlene shuddered. “How—how could anyone know?”


    “You guess. A leak in the seller’s household, perhaps. Servants hear things, you know. Or a leak in the bank.”


    “Not,” she said tartly “in Simon’s of course.”


    “Or even in Simon’s. Or even through Jake Bromberg.”


    “Bromberg is honest. Why should he steal his own stone?”


    “Merely,” said Bill, “to collect the insurance and get the stone free. It’s been done.”


    “Well, Bromberg wouldn’t do it. And anyway, Bill, I’m getting sick of talking about the thing. By now our unknown friend ought to be convinced that it isn’t in my room. I’ll lay you a wager there’s no more disturbance for the rest of the trip.”


    “What makes you so certain?”


    “I think Carnes is the culprit.”


    “And I don’t. I’ll take your wager; what’ll it be?”


    “Oh—a ship-clock, for a souvenir.”


    Ketchall chuckled. “That’s if you win, Arlene. I’ll take. . . “ He murmured in her ear.


    The violet eyes flickered over him, then she smiled slowly and nodded. “And now let’s forget the whole matter and play shuffle-board.”


    The day passed pleasantly. It was after midnight when Bill saw her to her quarters, warned her again about the door, and retired. He was sound asleep when he started into sudden wakefulness at the shrill note of a half-muffled scream.


    He seized a robe and sprang to his door, flung back the bolt and thrust. The door refused to budge; somehow, he had been locked in.


    


    [image: ]E LUNGED against the door, and with a ripping sound, it gave. A glance showed the trouble; somebody had driven a screw, an ordinary ten-penny wood screw, into the frame in such a manner that it prevented the door from swinging. Like all stateroom doors, of course, it opened outward.


    But he had little time for any examination. Other doors were opening, and heads were peering curiously into the corridor as he lunged toward Arlene Lowell’s room, but hers was closed. He rapped sharply.


    Her voice answered. “Who is it?”


    “Bill!”


    The latch clicked; her face, half frightened, half indignant, peered out at him.


    “Was that you, Arlene? That scream?”


    “Y-yes.”


    “What happened? Quick—what happened?”


    “Not here!” she murmured.


    She was right. He turned toward the curious faces of the onlookers. “The lady had a nightmare,” he announced. “Nothing’s wrong.” Ketchall walked calmly back toward his own quarters, glanced around to make certain there were no watchers, then slipped quickly back to Arlene’s door.


    She admitted him instantly. She had slipped on a clinging blue robe, and the fear had vanished from her face, leaving only anger. “What happened?” he asked sharply.


    “Why—I guess you’ve won the bet.”


    “Another attempt? How? Did they—?”


    “No,” she said grimly; “they didn’t get it.”


    “But what happened?”


    “Well, I was asleep—dozing, at least—and suddenly I heard a sort of scraping. And then the door-latch clicked, and I glanced up, thinking that maybe in spite of everything I’d forgotten to make sure the door was tight. It wasn’t; I saw the hall light through the crack.”


    “Well?”


    “Well, I sat up to close it, and then the crack widened, and a figure rose up between me and the light and came charging in. So naturally I screamed and kicked, and he ducked out and was gone.”


    “That’s bad,” muttered Bill. “That’s very bad.”


    “Bad? But he didn’t get it.”


    “No, but he’s turned his attention from your room to your person, and I don’t like it.”


    “Do you think I do? I’m the one whose room was broken into—and by the way, how was that done?”


    Bill opened the door a few inches, examining the lock. “The bolt was pushed back with a knife-blade or something of that sort. It’s scratched, and that accounts for the scraping noise. And the lock—I suppose he must have a duplicate key. There are duplicates on board, of course, and if he couldn’t get one of those, he could make one.”


    “Ugh!” said the girl. “What now?”


    “Now? I think now you’ll agree to change staterooms. You’ll sleep in mine tonight. I’ll fix it up with the room steward to stay here; and if our man comes back again tonight—well,” he concluded grimly, “so much the better.”


    “But I—Bill, he’s a murderer! I won’t have you staying here! I won’t!”


    “I’m staying. If he comes again we’ll be rid of him.”


    Arlene stared anxiously at him, and then, with a sober little shrug, rose and began to gather her clothing into a bag. He followed her to the door of his own room, unlocked it, passed her his key, and paused as her violet eyes flashed into his.


    “Well,” she murmured, “you won the bet, Bill.”


    He realized suddenly that it was her second reference to that fact. It was significant enough; but this wasn’t the time. Bill took her in his arms, reluctantly kissed her goodnight, and re-tired. He stayed awake for several hours, but the night passed without further incident.


    


    [image: ]LL THE next day Arlene Lowell seemed subdued, as if part of her sauciness had vanished during the night. She spent the entire time in his company, playing shuffle-board or deck-tennis, or simply relaxing in deck-chairs watching the blue-green waters, that had already a tinge of grey in anticipation of the winter that would soon drift down from Greenland.


    Ketchall was in a quiet mood as well; when night rolled out of the west to meet the vessel, they ignored the dancing in the salon to sit under the stars.


    Arlene broke a long silence. “I suppose we ought to turn in, Bill.”


    Ketchall agreed. They rose to go below, and a faint burst of whistling sounded from a figure leaning against the rail—of all tunes, “Rock-a-bye, Baby”. Bill snorted contemptuously.


    The figure spoke. “Pardon, Mr. Ketchall,” said Tormley. “Have you the time?”


    Bill pulled out his watch. In the darkness its dial was invisible, and he stepped under a deck-light. Tormley followed him, but Arlene, after a moment’s pause at the companionway, turned into its dim-lit opening.


    “It’s eleven forty-five.”


    “Thank you.” Tormley was fumbling with a massive, glittering watch. “Look at this, Mr. Ketchall. Picked it up in Rouen. Winds with a key, and was once carried by kings of France.”


    Bill grunted disinterestedly.


    “And on this side,” pursued Tormley, “is a representation of Versailles picked out in jewels. A real piece of workmanship, sir, if you care to examine it closely—”


    “Not right now,” cut in Bill, turning away.


    “But just a moment! On the other side is the crest assigned to Louis XVIII. Over a century old, and it keeps perfect time. Perfect. And you won’t believe what I paid for it. Practically nothing. It cost—well, good night, then, and thank you.”


    Bill had moved in abrupt decisiveness toward the companionway, and as he descended the steps he heard once more the notes of Tormley’s irritating whistling at the rail. Now it was “The Campbells Are Coming.”


    Arlene’s door—his own until the exchange of last night— was closed, and no light was apparent beyond it. He frowned and rapped sharply. There was no response.


    He rapped again. “Arlene!” he called softly.


    A movement sounded, and the muffled tones of a voice came to him. “It’s Bill!” he breathed. “What’s the matter?”


    The latch clicked, and the door opened the merest fraction of an inch. He could see nothing in the darkness beyond.


    Abruptly the door was flung wide. For the briefest possible moment Bill had an impression of a dim masculine figure, a cap pulled low over a face, the glint of light on a clenched fist, and then the fist was driven with vicious strength into the pit of his stomach.


    


    [image: ]ETCHELL grunted and doubled. As his assailant rushed by him he clutched at the fellow’s clothes, but a sharp wrench pulled them from his grasp, and the unknown burst into the corridor. Bill whirled to follow, a shout on his very lips, but what he glimpsed in the stateroom as he spun brought him up short, his shout frozen into silence, his muscles rigid.


    Arlene! In the square of light from the corridor he saw her lying crossways on the bunk, her face ashen white, her eyes closed, and her black frock ripped from throat to waist!


    There was no question now as to his course. He cast the swiftest flash of a glance at the figure now disappearing up the stairs, and sprang into the room. Emerald or none, he had to find out what had happened to her. He had a chilling memory of Carnes.


    She was breathing huskily, and already stirring a little as he lifted her feet to the bunk. He closed the door and filled a tumbler with water, but she opened dazed violet eyes as he raised her head to drink. She swallowed obediently at his command.


    She murmured, “Hello. What’s— matter, Bill?”


    “Matter! What happened? How do you feel? Who was—? Arlene! Arlene!”


    


    [image: ]


    


    Her lids had dropped wearily. Now she opened them again. “Happened?” she echoed dazedly, then wailed, “My head aches—horribly!”


    He held her close. “It’s my fault. I should have insisted that you let the purser keep it.” He groaned. “It was just that I liked the feeling of intimacy— our working together. Damn it!”


    She was coming to full consciousness. “My dress!” she gasped. “It’s— Oh! The Waterbury! It’s gone!”


    He nodded gloomily. “It’s gone,” he agreed; “can you remember what happened?”


    She began to sob. “I—don’t know,” she choked. “I—went on ahead of you, didn’t I? And then—I came in here.” Her voice steadied. “I sat down to wait because—I wanted you to kiss me goodnight again, and in a moment there was a knock. I said, ‘Bill?’ and a voice said ‘Yes’, so I opened the door, and then—”


    She paused confusedly. “What then? Everything Arlene. Every detail.”


    “I’m—trying. There was a man there, and just as I saw it wasn’t you, he pushed the door open and something hit me very lightly on the head. I felt as if I had to sit down on the floor—and that’s all. That’s everything.”


    “He blackjacked you. Did you see him clearly?”


    “N-no. He wore a cap.”


    “The cap’s probably overboard now.” He frowned. “Well, I saw little more than you, Arlene. We’re in for it.”


    “You—saw him?”


    “At the door here. He jumped me, but I’d have had him only—” He broke off, then concluded. “I couldn’t leave you, Arlene; I couldn’t.”


    She began to sob again. “It’s my fault. The whole thing’s my fault. I should have followed your advice instead of Oliver’s.”


    “You certainly should have. But, there—I should have insisted. It’s just as much my fault.”


    “It isn’t. It’s mine.”


    


    [image: ]E SHRUGGED. “This is a useless argument, Arlene; we’d better consider what we can do.”


    “Is there anything we can do? It’s gone.”


    “But it’s still aboard. I don’t suppose we can have every person on the ship searched; in fact, we don’t want to, because we can’t afford publicity. But we can come damn close to the same thing at the Customs day after tomorrow!”


    “The Customs?”


    “Of course. The stone has to be smuggled through, doesn’t it? And it’s not going to get through!”


    “Do you—do you really believe that, Bill?” A trace of hope returned to her voice.


    “Believe it! I’m sure of it.”


    “Oh, I hope you’re right! It means my job if you’re not.”


    “Mine too, Arlene. But does a job mean that much to you?”


    “Not just the work,” she said dolefully. “It’s being trusted and then failing. It’s being given a certain duty and then shirking it. What hurts is being stubborn and stupid, and then having it proved to you.” She grew tenser in his arms. “Bill, we’ve got to get it back!”


    “We will.”


    “Have you any idea who—?”


    “I most assuredly have. Not enough evidence for an arrest, perhaps, but enough to warrant our being hopeful.”


    “Then whom do you mean?”


    “Tormley, of course. His stopping me up there with his antique watch— that’s too pat for a coincidence. And his whistling. One could hear it through the port there from where be stood, and—look, it’s open. Did you leave it open?”


    “I—no. There was spray.”


    “Then the thief opened it so he could bear Tormley while he searched you. “Why, even the tune— ‘The Campbells are Coming’— it’s obvious it was meant for a warning.”


    “But what will you do, Bill?”


    Ketchall smiled soberly. “I know Margrave at the Customs,” he said. “I’ve had dealings with him before. We’ll have all the passengers gone over extra carefully, but the search Tormley and his pal Hotchkiss are going to get will be a caution!”


    “But don’t you suppose they’ll expect that? Don’t you think they’ve anticipated it?”


    “Maybe they have. All the same, they can’t leave the Waterbury on the ship, and they can’t get it off except through the Customs. I don’t care if it’s in their shaving brush handle, or the heels of their shoes; if it’s on ‘em we’ll find it. They’ve even got an x-ray and a fluoroscope for cases like this, and I’ll see that they use it.”


    “I hope you’re not just being encouraging,” murmured Arlene, “but you do make me feel as if we haven’t lost everything.”


    “We’ve found everything,” corrected Bill gently. Her arms lightened around him.


    


    [image: ]HE LAST full day of the voyage added nothing at all in the way of clues. Arlene Lowell spent most of the time in a deck-chair, where Ketchell joined her in the intervals between the performance of certain duties.


    He had radioed Margrave, and had secured permission for himself and Arlene to go back with the pilot’s’ launch, so as to be on the ground when the first passengers appeared. He had sweated long and painfully over the question of whether to tell the Captain of the theft, and had finally decided in the negative. Informing him would only mean a report to his owners, and thence, beyond doubt, to Simon’s: Gordon, of course, must learn of the loss, anyway; but there was certainly no advantage in having an unwanted and totally useless publicity that violated the firm’s guarantee of secrecy. No; the problem had to be worked out alone—except of course for Margrave—because the Customs must be told of the jewel whether found or not.


    He and Arlene scanned every passenger a dozen times during that endless day, trying to read in their faces some clue, some hint, as to their inward attitudes. It was utterly futile; Tormley whistled his way around the deck with absolute complacence, and Hotchkiss twitched and grimaced, but he had done the same for the entire voyage. He had the pinpoint eyes of a drug-addict anyway, Ketchall thought.


    So the day dragged listlessly past, and the night passed. There was no more damage to be done now; the horse was stolen and the stable carefully locked. And when, in the middle of the following morning, they raised the peaks of Manhattan, both Bill and ‘Arlene felt a distinct relief. Now, at least, they could begin to do something.


    They reached the Customs House long before the ship was through quarantine, and it was an hour before the first rush of disembarking passengers appeared. Bill spent the interval talking to Margrave, and then, assured of his cooperation, placed a chair for Arlene near the G-H section and waited for results.


    


    [image: ]ESULTS came. The search was as thorough as one could hope for. The officers pried into the corners, probed the linings of bags, opened packages, shook bottles, and even, on occasion, placed hair-brushes and cakes of soap under the piercing eye of the fluoroscope. Many a perspiring passenger was left explaining that he had “forgotten to declare” some dutiable trinket, or had “overlooked” it. Results there were in plenty—but not the one result for which they hoped.


    Time passed. Arlene Lowell sat dolefully in her chair, at intervals smiling at Bill’s muttered encouragement. “Tormley’s still to come,” he reminded her.


    At one o’clock Oliver appeared, thin-featured and dark. Arlene faced him defiantly. “It’s gone,” she said bluntly. “It was stolen.”


    “What?”


    Bill cut in. “I’m from Simon’s,” he announced. “We expect to recover the stone. If you’ll wait until the search is finished—”


    “I’ll wait,” said Oliver, grimly. “Simons insured delivery to me here; if it isn’t found, they’d better be ready to pay.”


    “They’ve never defaulted on an indemnity yet,” growled Ketchall and turned back to watch the investigation. Oliver cast a hard glance at the miserable girl, lit a cigar, and seated himself in the background. The search proceeded.


    At a few minutes before two, Tormley and Hotchkiss appeared together. Bill nodded to Margrave, and the stage was set for a search that was to be a masterpiece. Even Ketchall admitted that it was. The investigators probed every corner; pierced bulges in trunks and valises with steel needles, and finally, exposed both Tormley and Hotchkiss bodily to the scrutiny of the x-ray. Every shadow on the fluoroscope was identified, and every shadow had its innocent counterpart in buttons, knives, coins, watch, or fountain pen. The second hour passed, and it seemed impossible that a single cubic inch remained unprobed, not only in the luggage of the pair, but in clothing as well, and for that matter, in internal organs.


    Oliver smoked silently, and Arlene slipped deeper into despair, but she only sighed resignedly when Margrave finally approached them.


    “Sorry, Ketchall,” he said briefly. “They’re not carrying anything undeclared, it seems, except that carton of French cigarettes. I can hardly hold them on that.”


    Bill agreed glumly. He saw or fancied he saw, a gleam of triumph in Tormley’s pale eyes, but he couldn’t think of anything further to do. The x-ray had told its story; surely nothing could be hidden from those piercing radiations. He watched the two gather their hand luggage and prepare to depart.


    Nothing could shield x-rays—or was there something? Lead, of course, but they weren’t carrying any leaden objects. Or other heavy metals. Heavy metals? Silver, platinum, gold.


    Gold! Bill gave a sudden cry after the vanishing pair. “Hey! Wait a minute, you two!”


    They looked back. “What the hell!” rasped Hotchkiss. “We’ve been here all afternoon now!”


    But Bill was pulling Tormley’s watch from his pocket, disregarding his growl of, “Be careful of that! That watch was carried by kings.”


    “We’ve had that open,” said Margrave.


    “I know.” Bill had pried open the back case. “Look there! Look at those works, will you? Fine as a lady’s wristwatch.”


    


    [image: ]ITH HIS pen-knife he was unscrewing the plate. It loosened and came away, and Margrave grunted in quickly awakened interest. For the springs and cogs filled only the visible half of the case; below the plate was a hollow, and in that hollow a tiny, silk wrapped package!


    “Well!” said Bill, “what do you know?” A great, lambent crystal of green fire lay in his hand. “And what do you fine, upstanding thieves have to say to that?”


    “I’m as surprised as you are,” said Tormley calmly. “I didn’t know it was there.”


    “Huh? Tell that to your lawyer! Oliver, here’s your Waterbury. I make delivery!” He thrust the stone at the silent Oliver, and turned to meet Arlene’s ecstatic eyes.


    “Just a moment,” snapped the other; we’ll have it appraised for duty first.”


    He passed the glowing gem to the appraiser, and Bill’s eyes were fascinated by the cold green fire of it. “What a beauty!” he muttered.


    “Yes,” said the expert, “a beauty,” and then, squinting narrowly at it, “A beauty,” he repeated, but in altered tones.


    He moved toward a table by the window, holding a lens over the gem. Arlene rose, and she and Bill stood beside him.


    “It’s a beauty”, he said finally, looking up, “but it isn’t the Waterbury.”


    “What?”


    “I said it isn’t the Waterbury. It’s an emerald, but not a natural stone; it’s synthetic!”


    Bill Ketchall stared in utter consternation; Arlene Lowell gave a little moan at his side, and sagged suddenly against the table.


    


    [image: ]RLENE sank weakly into a chair, and Bill Ketchall spun to face the group about them. Hotchkiss was twitching and Tormley’s mouth was puckered as if to whistle, though no sound issued. Strangely, neither of them were staring at the false Waterbury. Their eyes were fixed on Oliver’s sharp face, and Oliver himself was gazing steadily back at them with an expression very much like grim anger.


    The appraiser was speaking. “You see, emeralds made synthetically aren’t completely imitation. They’re emeralds, just the same as natural stones, but there’s one difference. The little microscopic flaws in a synthetic stone are round like bubbles; in a natural stone, created under great pressures, they’re angular. This one’s beauty, all right; I’d value it at two thousand dollars.”


    Two thousand dollars! And the Waterbury, wherever it was, insured for nearly a million! Ketchall groaned, and drove his spinning mind at top speed in search of something—something in the affair that just eluded him.


    “Arlene,” he asked suddenly, “was this the stone you received from the bank?”


    “I—I don’t know. It’s the same size and cutting.”


    Oliver spoke up. “It’s the same size and shape as the real Waterbury,” he said gruffly, “but I bought the real one, and that’s what I insured. Simon’s own man appraised it.”


    “I know,” said Bill. “You there, Tormley—how’d this thing get into your watch?”


    “I’m sure I don’t know,” growled the other. “Been in there since I bought it, probably.”


    “Yeah, since the time of Louis XVIII, I suppose,” snapped Bill. “Maybe they knew how to make synthetic emeralds a hundred years ago. Is that your story? And how does it happen this is a twin of the Waterbury?”


    “You tell me!” grunted Tormley. “I didn’t know it was there, but I’ll pay the duty to end this damned affair. What’s the rate on synthetic stones?”


    “You’ll wait till we’re through!” Ketchell blazed. Something eluded him in the tangled mess, something that might provide the key to the snarl. Why, for instance, should Oliver be staring so angrily at Tormley? And why had neither of the pair expressed any surprise over the revelation of the stone’s falsity?


    “I’m going,” said Oliver, abruptly. “The Waterbury was to be delivered to me here; and since you can’t deliver it, I won’t waste any more time. I’m putting in my claim for indemnity immediately.”


    Bill had nothing to say to that. “If you’ll give me a little time,” he muttered.


    “You’ve had enough time. And Miss Lowell needn’t report for work tomorrow either.” He turned away, and Bill watched him go in helpless despair.
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    “There’ll be no publicity!” snapped the other. “Your firm will pay; that’s all!”


    “I don’t think so. Bromberg isn’t an easy man to cross, Oliver. He doesn’t want publicity about his purchase, and if it comes into court through you, it won’t be pleasant for you, will it?”


    “What the devil do you mean?”


    “I mean this. Wouldn’t it be safer for you just to drop this indemnity claim? Simon’s won’t prosecute you. You can get out of your tangle with Tormley and Hotchkiss the best you can— and you’d better get out of it, because one of ‘em’s going to stand for murder!”


    “Murder!” echoed Oliver, in a voice suddenly bleak. “Murder!”


    “That’s what I said; are you going to press that indemnity claim?”


    A thin, scared smile twisted Oliver’s lips. “No,” be said, and walked out of the door.


    


    [image: ]RLENE AND BILL sat in their same deck-chairs on the Arcturus, watching the great, glittering rollers move past as the ship swept over the curving world toward England. They had been married just one day, barely long enough to turn their thoughts to other matters than themselves.


    But they did. “You see,” said Bill, “this was the scheme. It wasn’t a jewel robbery at all; it was an insurance swindle. Oliver had the false Waterbury transferred to you through the bank, purely for the purpose of having it stolen. The real stone was carried over by himself on an earlier ship, uninsured and unsuspected. He probably entered through Philadelphia, so the New York Customs men wouldn’t remember the gem, paid his duty there, and delivered the Waterbury safely to Bomberg.


    “The point of the scheme was the guarantee of secrecy. We weren’t supposed to know who bought the stone; Oliver paid for it and Oliver insured it; and if it were stolen, Oliver would collect. So he arranged to have it stolen in proxy.


    “Tormley and Hotchkiss were to steal it. I’d think it was stolen, and so would you; and Oliver could put in his claim with our support. We might never have contacted Bromberg at all— probably wouldn’t, because both he and the seller in England wanted absolute secrecy. Simon’s would more than likely have offered Oliver a substantial settlement, if not the full amount.”


    “But—that stone in Tormley’s watch! He could have simply tossed it overboard!”


    “And doubtless that’s what he was told to do. Where Oliver went wrong was in using a cheap crook like Tormley. The two thousand dollar phony in his hand looked bigger to him than the hundreds of thousands still in the bushes, and so he tried to smuggle it in with his trick watch!”


    “And Carnes?”


    “I think Carnes was an unconnected link. He was probably just going about his usual business of stateroom looting when he encountered Tormley and Hotchkiss. The first time you saw him he was doubtless just playing drunk, but the second time he en-tered your room he met the two others and got himself killed. My hunch is that Hotchkiss did it.”


    And so it proved. Strangely enough, Oliver’s name never entered the case at all, though Arlene and Bill Ketchall followed it very closely in the New York papers in Paris, all through their honeymoon.


    


    

  


  
    THE IDEAL


    


    "This," said the Franciscan, "is my Automaton, who at the proper time will speak, answer whatsoever question I may ask, and reveal all secret knowledge to me." He smiled as he laid his hand affectionately on the iron skull that topped the pedestal.


    The youth gazed open-mouthed, first at the head and then at the Friar. "But it's iron!" he whispered. "The head is iron, good father."


    "Iron without, skill within, my son," said Roger Bacon. "It will speak, at the proper time and in its own manner, for so have I made it. A clever man can twist the devil's arts to God's ends, thereby cheating the fiend - Sst! There sounds vespers! Plena gratia, ave Virgo."


    But it did not speak. Long hours, long weeks, the doctor mirabilis watched his creation, but iron lips were silent and the iron eyes dull, and no voice but the great man's own sounded in his monkish cell, nor was there ever an answer to all the questions that he asked-until one day when he sat surveying his work, composing a letter to Duns Scotus in distant Cologne-one day-


    "Time is!" said the image, and smiled benignly.


    The Friar looked up. "Time is, indeed," he echoed. "Time it is that you give utterance, and to some assertion less obvious than that time is. For of course time is, else there were nothing at all. Without time-"


    "Time was!" rumbled the image, still smiling, but sternly, at the statue of Draco.


    "Indeed time was," said the monk, "Time was, is, and will be, for time is that medium in which events occur. Matter exists in space, but events-


    The image smiled no longer. "Time is past!" it roared in tones deep as the cathedral bell outside, and burst into ten thousand pieces.


    * * *


    "There," said old Haskel van Manderpootz, shutting the book, "is my classical authority in this experiment. This story, overlaid as it is with medieval myth and legend proves that Roger Bacon himself attempted the experiment and failed." He shook a long finger at me. "Yet do not get the impression, Dixon, that Friar Bacon was not a great man. He was - extremely great, in fact; he lighted the torch that his namesake Francis Bacon took up four centuries later, and that now van Manderpootz rekindles."


    I stared in silence,


    "Indeed," resumed the Professor, "Roger Bacon might almost be called a thirteenth-century van Manderpootz, or van Manderpootz a twenty-first-century Roger Bacon. His Opus Majus, Opus Minor, and Opus Tertium-"


    "What," I interrupted impatiently, "has all this to do with - that?" I indicated the clumsy metal robot standing in the corner of the laboratory.


    "Don't interrupt!" snapped van Manderpootz.


    At this point I fell out of my chair. The mass of metal had ejaculated something like "A-a-gh-rasp!" and had lunged a single pace toward the window, arms upraised. "What the devil!" I sputtered as the thing dropped its arms and returned stolidly to its place.


    "A car must have passed in the alley," said van Manderpootz indifferently. "Now as I was saying, Roger Bacon-"


    I ceased to listen. When van Manderpootz is determined to finish a statement, interruptions are worse than futile. As an ex-student of his, I know. So I permitted my thoughts to drift to certain personal problems of my own, particularly Tips Alva, who was the most pressing problem of the moment. Yes, I mean Tips Alva the 'vision dancer, the little blonde imp who entertains on the Yerba Mate hour for that Brazilian company. Chorus girls, dancers, and television stars are a weakness of mine; maybe it indicates that there's a latent artistic soul in me. Maybe.


    I'm Dixon Wells, you know, scion of the N. J. Wells Corporation, Engineers Extraordinary. I'm supposed to be an engineer myself; I say supposed, because in the seven years since my graduation, my father hasn't given me much opportunity to prove it. He has a strong sense of the value of time, and I'm cursed with the unenviable quality of being late to anything and for everything. He even asserts that the occasional designs I submit are late Jacobean, but that isn't fair. They're Post-Romanesque.


    Old N. J. also objects to my penchant for ladies of the stage and 'vision screen, and periodically threatens to cut my allowance, though that's supposed to be a salary. It's inconvenient to be so dependent, and sometimes I regret that unfortunate market crash of 2009 that wiped out my own money, although it did keep me from marrying Whimsy White, and van Manderpootz, through his subjunctivisor, succeeded in proving that that would have been a catastrophe. But it turned out nearly as much of a disaster anyway, as far as my feelings were concerned. It took me months to forget Joanna Caldwell and her silvery eyes. Just another instance when I was a little late.


    Van Manderpootz himself is my old Physics Professor, head of the Department of Newer Physics at N. Y. U., and a genius, but a bit eccentric. Judge for yourself.


    "And that's the thesis," he said suddenly, interrupting my thoughts.


    "Eh? Oh, of course. But what's that grinning robot got to do with it?"


    He purpled. "I've just told you!" he roared. "Idiot! Imbecile! To dream while van Manderpootz talks! Get out! Get out!"


    I got. It was late anyway, so late that I overslept more than usual in the morning, and suffered more than the usual lecture on promptness from my father at the office.


    Van Manderpootz had forgotten his anger by the next time I dropped in for an evening. The robot still stood in the corner near the window, and I lost no time asking its purpose.


    "It's just a toy I had some of the students construct," he explained. "There's a screen of photoelectric cells behind the right eye, so connected that when a certain pattern is thrown on them, it activates the mechanism. The thing's plugged into the light-circuit, but it really ought to run on gasoline."


    "Why?"


    "Well, the pattern it's set for is the shape of an automobile. See here." He picked up a card from his desk, and cut in the outlines of a streamlined car like those of that year. "Since only one eye is used," he continued, "the thing can't tell the difference between a full-sized vehicle at a distance and this small outline nearby. It has no sense of perspective."


    He held the bit of cardboard before the eye of the mechanism. Instantly came its roar of "A-a-gh-rasp!" and it leaped forward a single pace, arms upraised. Van Manderpootz withdrew the card, and again the thing relapsed stolidly into its place.


    "What the devil!" I exclaimed. "What's it for?"


    "Does van Manderpootz ever do work without reason back of it? I use it as a demonstration in my seminar."


    "To demonstrate what?"


    "The power of reason," said van Manderpootz solemnly.


    "How? And why ought it to work on gasoline instead of electric power?"


    "One question at a time, Dixon. You have missed the grandeur of van Manderpootz's concept. See here, this creature, imperfect as it is, represents the predatory machine. It is the mechanical parallel of the tiger, lurking in its jungle to leap on living prey. This monster's jungle is the city; its prey is the unwary machine that follows the trails called streets. Understand?"


    "No."


    "Well, picture this automaton, not as it is, but as van Manderpootz could make it if he wished. It lurks gigantic in the shadows of buildings; it creeps stealthily through dark alleys; it skulks on deserted streets, with its gasoline engine purring quietly. Then - an unsuspecting automobile flashes its image on the screen behind its eyes. It leaps. It seizes its prey, swinging it in steel arms to its steel jaws. Through the metal throat of its victim crash steel teeth; the blood of its prey - the gasoline, that is - is drained into its stomach, or its gas-tank. With renewed strength it flings away the husk and prowls on to seek other prey. It is the machine-carnivore, the tiger of mechanics."


    I suppose I stared dumbly. It occurred to me suddenly that the brain of the great van Manderpootz was cracking. "What the-?" I gasped.


    "That," he said blandly, "is but a concept. I have many another use for the toy. I can prove anything with it, anything I wish."


    "You can? Then prove something."


    "Name your proposition, Dixon."


    I hesitated, nonplussed.


    "Come!" he said impatiently. "Look here; I will prove that anarchy is the ideal government, or that Heaven and Hell are the same place, or that-"


    "Prove that!" I said. "About Heaven and Hell."


    "Easily. First we will endow my robot with intelligence. I add a mechanical memory by means of the old Cushman delayed valve; I add a mathematical sense with any of the calculating machines; I give it a voice and a vocabulary with the magnetic-impulse wire phonograph. Now the point I make is this: Granted an intelligent machine, does it not follow that every other machine constructed like it must have the identical qualities? Would not each robot given the same insides have exactly the same character?"


    "No!" I snapped. "Human beings can't make two machines exactly alike. There'd be tiny differences; one would react quicker than others, or one would prefer Fox Airsplitters as prey, while another reacted most vigorously to Carnecars. In other words, they'd have - individuality!" I grinned in triumph.


    "My point exactly," observed van Manderpootz. "You admit, then, that this individuality is the result of imperfect workmanship. If our means of manufacture were perfect, all robots would be identical, and this individuality would not exist. Is that true?"


    "I - suppose so."


    "Then I argue that our own individuality is due to our falling short of perfection. All of us - even van Manderpootz - are individuals only because we are not perfect. Were we perfect, each of us would be exactly like everyone else. True?"


    "Uh-yes."


    "But Heaven, by definition, is a place where all is perfect. Therefore, in Heaven everybody is exactly like everybody else; and therefore, everybody thoroughly and completely bored. There is no torture like boredom, Dixon, and- Well, have I proved my point?"


    I was floored. "But-about anarchy, then?" I stammered.


    "Simple. Very simple for van Manderpootz. See here; with a perfect nation - that is, one whose individuals are all exactly alike, which I have just proved to constitute perfection - with a perfect nation, I repeat, laws and government are utterly superfluous. If everybody reacts to stimuli in the same way, laws are quite useless, obviously. If, for instance, a certain event occurred that might lead to a declaration of war, why, everybody in such a nation would vote for war at the same instant. Therefore government is unnecessary, and therefore anarchy is the ideal government, since it is the proper government for a perfect race." He paused. "I shall now prove that anarchy is not the ideal government-"


    "Never mind!" I begged. "Who am I to argue with van Manderpootz? But is that the whole purpose of this dizzy robot? Just a basis for logic?" The mechanism replied with its usual rasp as it leaped toward some vagrant car beyond the window.


    "Isn't that enough?" growled van Manderpootz. "However" - his voice dropped - "I have even a greater destiny in mind. My boy, van Manderpootz has solved the riddle of the universe!" He paused impressively. "Well, why don't you say something?"


    "Uh!" I gasped. "It's - uh-marvelous!"


    "Not for van Manderpootz," he said modestly.


    "But-what is it?"


    "Eh - oh!" He frowned. "Well, I'll tell you, Dixon. You won't understand, but I'll tell you." He coughed. "As far back as the early twentieth century," he resumed, "Einstein proved that energy is particular. Matter is also particular, and now van Manderpootz adds that space and time are discrete!" He glared at me.


    "Energy and matter are particular," I murmured, "and space and time are discrete! How very moral of them!"


    "Imbecile!" he blazed. "To pun on the words of van Manderpootz! You know very well that I mean particular and discrete in the physical sense. Matter is composed of particles, therefore it is particular. The particles of matter are called electrons, protons, and neutrons, and those of energy, quanta. I now add two others, the particles of space I call spations, those of time, chronons."


    "And what in the devil," I asked, "are particles of space and time?"


    "Just what I said!" snapped van Manderpootz. "Exactly as the particles of matter are the smallest pieces of matter that can exist, just as there is no such thing as a half of an electron, or for that matter, half a quantum, so the chronon is the smallest possible fragment of time, and the spation the smallest possible bit of space. Neither time nor space is continuous; each is composed of these infinitely tiny fragments."


    "Well, how long is a chronon in time? How big is a spation in space?"


    "Van Manderpootz has even measured that. A chronon is the length of time it takes one quantum of energy to push one electron from one electronic orbit to the next. There can obviously be no shorter interval of time, since an electron is the smallest unit of matter and the quantum the smallest unit of energy. And a spation is the exact volume of a proton. Since nothing smaller exists, that is obviously the smallest unit of space."


    "Well, look here," I argued. "Then what's in between these particles of space and time? If time moves, as you say, in jerks of one chronon each, what's between the jerks?"


    "Ah!" said the great van Manderpootz. "Now we come to the heart of the matter. In between the particles of space and time, must obviously be something that is neither space, time, matter, nor energy. A hundred years ago Shapley anticipated van Manderpootz in a vague way when he announced his cosmo-plasma, the great underlying matrix in which time and space and the universe are embedded. Now van Manderpootz announces the ultimate unit, the universal particle, the focus in which matter, energy, time, and space meet, the unit from which electrons, protons, neutrons, quanta, spations, and chronons are all constructed. The riddle of the universe is solved by what I have chosen to name the cosmon." His blue eyes bored into me.


    "Magnificent!" I said feebly, knowing that some such word was expected. "But what good is it?"


    "What good is it?" he roared. "It provides - or will provide, once I work out a few details - the means of turning energy into time, or space into matter, or time into space, or-" He sputtered into silence. "Fool!" he muttered. "To think that you studied under the tutelage of van Manderpootz. I blush; I actually blush!"


    One couldn't have told it if he were blushing. His face was always rubicund enough. "Colossal!" I said hastily. "What a mind!"


    That mollified him. "But that's not all," he proceeded. "'Van Manderpootz never stops short of perfection. I now announce the unit particle of thought - the psychon!"


    This was a little too much. I simply stared.


    "Well may you be dumbfounded," said van Manderpootz. "I presume you are aware, by hearsay at least, of the existence of thought. The psychon, the unit of thought, is one electron plus one proton, which are bound so as to form one neutron, embedded in one cosmon, occupying a volume of one spation, driven by one quantum for a period of one chronon. Very obvious; very simple."


    "Oh, very!" I echoed. "Even I can see that that equals one psychon."


    He beamed. "Excellent! Excellent!"


    "And what," I asked, "will you do with the psychons?"


    "Ah," he rumbled. "Now we go even past the heart of the matter, and return to Isaak here." He jammed a thumb toward the robot. "Here I will create Roger Bacon's mechanical head. In the skull of this clumsy creature will rest such intelligence as not even van Manderpootz - I should say, as only van Manderpootz-can conceive. It remains merely to construct my idealizator."


    "Your idealizator?"


    "Of course. Have I not just proven that thoughts are as real as matter, energy, time, or space? Have I not just demonstrated that one can be transformed, through the cosmon, into any other? My idealizator is the means of transforming psychons to quanta, just as, for instance, a Crookes tube or X-ray tube transforms matter to electrons. I will make your thoughts visible! And not your thoughts as they are in that numb brain of yours, but in ideal form. Do you see? The psychons of your mind are the same as those from any other mind, just as all electrons are identical, whether from gold or iron. Yes! Your psychons" - his voice quavered - "are identical with those from the mind of-van Manderpootz!" He paused, shaken.


    "Actually?" I gasped.


    "Actually. Fewer in number, of course, but identical. Therefore, my idealizator shows your thought released from the impress of your personality. It shows it - ideal!"


    Well, I was late to the office again.


    * * *


    A week later I thought of van Manderpootz. Tips was on tour somewhere, and I didn't dare take anyone else out because I'd tried it once before and she'd heard about it. So, with nothing to do, I finally dropped around to the professor's quarter, found him missing, and eventually located him in his laboratory at the Physics Building. He was puttering around the table that had once held that damned subjunctivisor of his, but now it supported an indescribable mess of tubes and tangled wires, and as its most striking feature, a circular plane mirror etched with a grating of delicately scratched lines.


    "Good evening, Dixon," he rumbled.


    I echoed his greeting. "What's that?" I asked.


    "My idealizator. A rough model, much too clumsy to fit into Isaak's iron skull. I'm just finishing it to try it out." He turned glittering blue eyes on me. "How fortunate that you're here. It will save the world a terrible risk."


    "A risk?"


    "Yes. It is obvious that too long an exposure to the device will extract too many psychons, and leave the subject's mind in a sort of moronic condition. I was about to accept the risk, but I see now that it would be woefully unfair to the world to endanger the mind of van Manderpootz. But you are at hand, and will do very well."


    "Oh, no I won't!"


    "Come, come!" he said, frowning. "The danger is negligible. In fact, I doubt whether the device will be able to extract any psychons from your mind. At any rate, you will be perfectly safe for a period of at least half an hour. I, with a vastly more productive mind, could doubtless stand the strain indefinitely, but my responsibility to the world is too great to chance it until I have tested the machine on someone else. You should be proud of the honor."


    "Well, I'm not!" But my protest was feeble, and after all, despite his overbearing mannerisms, I knew van Manderpootz liked me, and I was positive he would not have exposed me to any real danger. In the end I found myself seated before the table facing the etched mirror.


    "Put your face against the barrel," said van Manderpootz, indicating a stovepipe-like tube. "That's merely to cut off extraneous sights, so that you can see only the mirror. Go ahead, I tell you! It's no more than the barrel of a telescope or microscope."


    I complied. "Now what?" I asked.


    "What do you see?"


    "My own face in the mirror."


    "Of course. Now I start the reflector rotating." There was a faint whir, and the mirror was spinning smoothly, still with only a slightly blurred image of myself. "Listen, now," continued van Manderpootz. "Here is what you are to do. You will think of a generic noun. 'House,' for instance. If you think of house, you will see, not an individual house, but your ideal house, the house of all your dreams and desires. If you think of a horse, you will see what your mind conceives as the perfect horse, such a horse as dream and longing create. Do you understand? Have you chosen a topic?"


    "Yes." After all, I was only twenty-eight; the noun I had chosen was - girl.


    "Good," said the professor. "I turn on the current."


    There was a blue radiance behind the mirror. My own face still stared back at me from the spinning surface, but something was forming behind it, building up, growing. I blinked; when I focused my eyes again, it was - she was - there.


    Lord! I can't begin to describe her. I don't even know if I saw her clearly the first time. It was like looking into another world and seeing the embodiment of all longings, dreams, aspirations, and ideals. It was so poignant a sensation that it crossed the borderline into pain. It was - well, exquisite torture or agonized delight. It was at once unbearable and irresistible.


    But I gazed. I had to. There was a haunting familiarity about the impossibly beautiful features. I had seen the face - somewhere - sometime. In dreams? No; I realized suddenly what was the source of that familiarity. This was no living woman, but a synthesis. Her nose was the tiny, impudent one of Whimsy White at her loveliest moment; her lips were the perfect bow of Tips Alva; her silvery eyes and dusky velvet hair were those of Joan Caldwell. But the aggregate, the sum total, the face in the mirror - that was none of these; it was a face impossibly, incredibly, outrageously beautiful.


    Only her face and throat were visible, and the features, were cool, expressionless, and still as a carving. I wondered suddenly if she could smile, and with the thought, she did. If she had been beautiful before, now her beauty flamed to such a pitch that it was - well, insolent; it was an affront to be so lovely; it was insulting. I felt a wild surge of anger that the image before me should flaunt such beauty, and yet be-non-existent! It was deception, cheating, fraud, a promise that could never be fulfilled.


    Anger died in the depths of that fascination. I wondered what the rest of her was like, and instantly she moved gracefully back until her full figure was visible. I must be a prude at heart, for she wasn't wearing the usual cuirass-and-shorts of that year, but an iridescent four-paneled costume that all but concealed her dainty knees. But her form was slim and erect as a column of cigarette smoke in still air, and I knew that she could dance like a fragment of mist on water. And with that thought she did move, dropping in a low curtsy, and looking up with the faintest possible flush crimsoning the curve of her throat. Yes, I must be a prude at heart; despite Tips Alva and Whimsey White and the rest, my ideal was modest.


    It was unbelievable that the mirror was simply giving back my thoughts. She seemed as real as myself, and-after all - I guess she was. As real as myself, no more, no less, because she was part of my own mind. And at this point I realized that van Manderpootz was shaking me and bellowing, "Your time's up. Come out of it! Your half-hour's up!"


    "O-o-o-o-o-oh!" I groaned.


    "How do you feel?" he snapped.


    "Feel? All right-physically." I looked up.


    Concern flickered in his blue eyes. "What's the cube root of 4913?" he crackled sharply.


    I've always been quick at figures. "It's-uh-17," I returned dully. "Why the devil-T'"


    "You're all right mentally," he announced. "Now - why were you sitting there like a dummy for half an hour? My idealizator must have worked, as is only natural for a van Manderpootz creation, but what were you thinking of?"


    "I thought - I thought of 'girl'," I groaned.


    He snorted. "Hah! You would, you idiot! 'House' or 'horse', wasn't good enough; you had to pick something with emotional connotations. Well, you can start right in forgetting her, because she doesn't exist."


    I couldn't give up hope as easily as that. "But can't you - can't you-" I didn't even know what I meant to ask.


    "Van Manderpootz," he announced, "is a mathematician, not a magician. Do you expect me to materialize an ideal for you?" When I had no reply but a groan, he continued. "Now I think it safe enough to try the device myself. I shall take-let's see - the thought 'man.' I shall see what the superman looks like, since the ideal of van Manderpootz can be nothing less than superman." He seated himself. "Turn that switch," he said. "Now!"


    I did. The tubes glowed into low blue light. I watched dully, disinterestedly; nothing held any attraction for me after that image of the ideal.


    "Huh!" said van Manderpootz suddenly. "Turn it on, I say! I see nothing but my own reflection."


    I stared, then burst into a hollow laugh. The mirror was spinning; the banks of tubes were glowing; the device was operating.


    Van Manderpootz raised his face, a little redder than usual. I laughed half hysterically. "After all," he said huffily, "one might have a lower ideal of man than van Manderpootz. I see nothing nearly so humorous as your situation."


    The laughter died. I went miserably home, spent half the remainder of the night in morose contemplation, smoked nearly two packs of cigarettes, and didn't get to the office at all the next day.


    * * *


    Tips Alva got back to town for a weekend broadcast, but I didn't even bother to see her, just phoned her and told her I was sick. I guess my face lent credibility to the story, for she was duly sympathetic, and her face in the phone screen was quite anxious. Even at that, I couldn't keep my eyes away from her lips because, except for a bit too lustrous make-up, they were the lips of the ideal. But they weren't enough; they just weren't enough.


    Old N. J. began to worry again. I couldn't sleep late of mornings any more, and after missing that one day, I kept getting down earlier and earlier until one morning I was only ten minutes late. He called me in at once.


    "Look here, Dixon," he said. "Have you been to a doctor recently?"


    "I'm not sick," I said listlessly.


    "Then for Heaven's sake, marry the girl! I don't care what chorus she kicks in, marry her and act like a human being again."


    "I can't."


    "Oh. She's already married, eh?"


    Well, I couldn't tell him she didn't exist. I couldn't say I was in love with a vision, a dream, an ideal. He thought I was a little crazy, anyway, so I just muttered "Yeah," and didn't argue when he said gruffly: "Then you'll get over it. Take a vacation. Take two vacations. You might as well for all the good you are around here."


    I didn't leave New York; I lacked the energy. I just mooned around the city for a while, avoiding my friends, and dreaming of the impossible beauty of the face in the mirror. And by and by the longing to see that vision of perfection once more began to become overpowering. I don't suppose anyone except me can understand the lure of that memory; the face, you see, had been my ideal, my concept of perfection. One sees beautiful woman here and there in the world; one falls in love - but always, no matter how great their beauty or how deep one's love, they fall short in some degree of the secret vision of the ideal. But not the mirrored face; she was my ideal, and therefore, whatever imperfections she might have had in the minds of others, in my eyes she had none. None, that is, save the terrible one of being only an ideal, and therefore unattainable - but that is a fault inherent in all perfection.


    It was a matter of days before I yielded. Common sense told me it was futile, even foolhardy, to gaze again on the vision of perfect desirability. I fought against the hunger, but I fought hopelessly, and was not at all surprised to find myself one evening rapping on van Manderpootz's door in the University Club. He wasn't there; I'd been hoping he wouldn't be, since it gave me an excuse to seek him in his laboratory in the Physics Building to which I would have dragged him anyway.


    There I found him, writing some sort of notations on the table that held the idealizator. "Hello, Dixon," he said. "Did it ever occur to you that the ideal university cannot exist? Naturally not, since it must be composed of perfect students and perfect educators, in which case the former could have nothing to learn and the latter, therefore, nothing to teach."


    What interest had I in the perfect university and its inability to exist? My whole being was desolate over the nonexistence of another ideal. "Professor," I said tensely, "may I use that-that thing of yours again? I want to-uh--see something."


    My voice must have disclosed the situation, for van Manderpootz looked up sharply. "So!" he snapped. "So you disregarded my advice! Forget her, I said. Forget her because she doesn't exist."


    "But - I can't! Once more, Professor - only once more!"


    He shrugged, but his blue, metallic eyes were a little softer than usual. After all, for some inconceivable reason, he likes me. "Well, Dixon," he said, "you're of age and supposed to be of mature intelligence. I tell you that this is a very stupid request, and van Manderpootz always knows what he's talking about. If you want to stupefy yourself with the, opium of impossible dreams, go ahead. This is the last chance you'll have, for tomorrow the idealizator of van Manderpootz goes into the Bacon head of Isaak there. I shall shift the oscillators so that the psychons, instead of becoming light quanta, emerge as an electron flow-a current which will actuate Isaak's vocal apparatus and come out as speech." He paused musingly. "Van Manderpootz will bear the voice of the ideal. Of course Isaak can return only what psychons he receives from the brain of the operator, but just as the image in the mirror, the thoughts will have lost their human impress, and the words will be those of an ideal." he perceived that I wasn't listening, I suppose. "Go ahead, imbeciles," he grunted.


    I did. The glory that I hungered after flamed slowly into being, incredible in loveliness, and somehow, unbelievably, even more beautiful than on that other occasion. I know why now; long afterwards, van Manderpootz explained that the very fact that I had seen an ideal once before had altered my ideal, raised it to a higher level. With that face among my memories, my concept of perfection was different than it had been.


    So I gazed and hungered. Readily and instantly the being in the mirror responded to my thoughts with smile and movement. When I thought of love, her eyes blazed with such tenderness that it seemed as if-l-I, Dixon Wells-were part of those pairs who had made the great romances of the world, Heloise and Abelard, Tristram and Isolde, Aucassin and Nicolette. It was like the thrust of a dagger to feel van Manderpootz shaking me, to hear his gruff voice calling, "Out of it! Out of it! Time's up."


    I groaned and dropped my face on my hands. The Professor had been right, of course; this insane repetition had only intensified an unfulfillable longing, and had made a bad mess ten times as bad. Then I heard him muttering behind me. "Strange!" he murmured. "In fact, fantastic. Oedipis - oedipus of the magazine covers and billboards."


    I looked dully around. He was standing behind me, squinting, apparently, into the spinning mirror beyond the end of the black tube. "Hub?" I grunted wearily.


    "That face," he said. "Very queer. You must have seen her features on a hundred magazines, on a thousand billboards, on countless 'vision broadcasts. The oedipus complex in a curious form."


    "Eh? Could you see her?"


    "Of course!" he grunted. "Didn't I say a dozen times that the psychons are transmuted to perfectly ordinary quanta of visible light? If you could see her, why not I?"


    "But-what about billboards and all?"


    "That face," said the professor slowly. "It's somewhat idealized, of course, and certain details are wrong. Her eyes aren't that pallid silver-blue you imagined; they're green, sea-green, emerald-colored."


    "What the devil," I asked hoarsely, "are you talking about?"


    "About the face in the mirror. It happens to be, Dixon, a close approximation of the features of de Lisle d'Agrion, the Dragon Fly!"


    "You mean-she's real? She exists? She lives? She-"


    "Wait a moment, Dixon. She's real enough, but in accordance with your habit, you're a little late. About twenty-five years too late, I should say. She must now be somewhere in the fifties - let's see-fifty-three, I think. But during your very early childhood, you must have seen her face pictured everywhere, de Lisle d'Agrion, the Dragon Fly."


    I could only gulp. That blow was devastating.


    "You see," continued van Manderpootz, "one's ideals are implanted very early. That's why you continually fall in love with girls who possess one or another features that reminds you of her, her hair, her nose, her mouth, her eyes. Very simple, but rather curious."


    "Curious!" I blazed. "Curious, you say! Every time I look into one of your damned contraptions I find myself in love with a myth! A girl who's dead, or married, or unreal, or turned into an old woman! Curious, eh? Damned funny, isn't it?"


    "Just a moment," said the professor placidly. "It happens, Dixon, that she has a daughter. What's more, Denise resembles her mother. And what's Still More, she's arriving in New York next week to study American letters at the University here. She writes, you see."


    That was too much for immediate comprehension. "How - how do you know?" I gasped.


    It was one of the few times I have seen the colossal blandness of van Manderpootz ruffled. He reddened a trifle, and said slowly, "It also happens, Dixon, that many years ago in Amsterdam, Haskel van Manderpootz: and de Lisle d'Agrion were-very friendly - more than friendly, I might say, but for the fact that two such powerful personalities as the Dragon Fly and van Manderpootz were always at odds." He frowned. "I was almost her second husband. She's had seven, I believe; Denise is the daughter of her third."


    "Why - why is she coming here?"


    "Because," he said with dignity, "van Manderpootz is here. I am still a friend of de Lisle's." He turned and bent over the complex device on the table. "Hand me that wrench," he ordered. "Tonight I dismantle this, and tomorrow start reconstructing it for Isaak's head."


    But when, the following week, I rushed eagerly back to van Manderpootz's laboratory, the idealizator was still in place. The professor greeted me with a humorous twist to what was visible of his bearded mouth. "Yes, it's still here," he said, gesturing at the device. "I've decided to build an entirely new one for Isaak, and besides, this one has afforded me considerable amusement. Furthermore, in the words of Oscar Wilde, who am I to tamper with a work of genius. After all, the mechanism is the product of the great van Manderpootz."


    He was deliberately tantalizing me. He knew that I hadn't come to hear him discourse on Isaak, or even on the incomparable van Manderpootz. Then he smiled and softened, and turned to the little inner office adjacent, the room where Isaak stood in metal austerity. "Denise!" he called. "Come here."


    I don't know exactly what I expected, but I do know that the breath left me as the girl entered. She wasn't exactly my image of the ideal, of course; she was perhaps the merest trifle slimmer, and her eyes - well, they must have been much like those of de Lisle d'Agrion, for they were the clearest emerald I've ever seen. They were impudently direct eyes, and I could imagine why van Manderpootz and the Dragon Fly might have been forever quarreling; that was easy to imagine, looking into the eyes of the Dragon Fly's daughter.


    Nor was Denise, apparently, quite as femininely modest as my image of perfection. She wore the extremely unconcealing costume of the day, which covered, I suppose, about as much of her as one of the one-piece swimming suits of the middle years of the twentieth century. She gave an impression, not so much of fleeting grace as of litheness and supple strength, an air of independence, frankness, and - I say it again-impudence.


    "Well!" she said coolly as van Manderpootz presented me. "So you're the scion of the N. J. Wells Corporation. Every now and then your escapades enliven the Paris Sunday supplements. Wasn't it you who snared a million dollars in the market so you could ask Whimsy White?'


    I rushed. "That was greatly exaggerated," I said hastily, "and anyway I lost it before we - uh - before I-"


    "Not before you made somewhat of a fool of yourself, I believe," she finished sweetly.


    Well, that's the sort she was. If she hadn't been so infernally lovely, if she hadn't looked so much like the face in the mirror, I'd have flared up, said "Pleased to have met you," and never have seen her again. But I couldn't get angry, not when she had the dusky hair, the perfect lips, the saucy nose of the being who to me was ideal.


    So I did see her again, and several times again. In fact, I suppose I occupied most of her time between the few literary courses she was taking, and little by little I began to see that in other respects besides the physical she was not so far from my ideal. Beneath her impudence was honesty, and frankness, and, despite herself, sweetness, so that even allowing for the head-start I'd had, I fell in love pretty hastily. And what's more, I knew she was beginning to reciprocate.


    That was the situation when I called for her one noon and took her over to van Manderpootz's laboratory. We were to lunch with him at the University Club, but we found him occupied in directing some experiment in the big laboratory beyond his personal one, untangling some sort of mess that his staff had blundered into. So Denise and I wandered back into the smaller room, perfectly content to be alone together. I simply could rot feel hungry in her presence; just talking to her was enough of a substitute for food.


    "I'm going to be a good writer," she was saying musingly. "Some day, Dick, I'm going to be famous."


    Well, everyone knows how correct that prediction was. I agreed with her instantly.


    She smiled. "You're nice, Dick," she said. "Very nice."


    "Very?"


    "Very!" she said emphatically. Then her green eyes strayed over to the table that held the idealizator. "What crack-brained contraption of Uncle Haskel's is that?" she asked.


    I explained, rather inaccurately, I'm afraid, but no ordinary engineer can follow the ramifications of a van Manderpootz conception. Nevertheless, Denise caught the gist of it and her eyes glowed emerald fire.


    "It's fascinating!" she exclaimed. She rose and moved over to the table. "I'm going to try it."


    "Not without the professor, you won't! It might be dangerous."


    That was the wrong thing to say. The green eyes glowed brighter as she cast me a whimsical glance. "But I am," she said. "Dick, I'm going to - see my ideal man!" She laughed softly.


    I was panicky. Suppose her ideal turned out tall and dark and powerful, instead of short and sandy-haired and a bit-well, chubby, as I am. "No!" I said vehemently. "I won't let you!"


    She laughed again. I suppose she read my consternation, for she said softly, "Don't be silly, Dick." She sat down, placed her face against the opening of the barrel, and commanded, "Turn it on."


    I couldn't refuse her. I set the mirror whirling, then switched on the bank of tubes. Then immediately I stepped behind her, squinting into what was visible of the flashing mirror, where a face was forming, slowly-vaguely.


    I thrilled. Surely the hair of the image was sandy. I even fancied now that I could trace a resemblance to my own features. Perhaps Denise sensed something similar, for she suddenly withdrew her eyes from the tube and looked up with a faintly embarrassed flush, a thing most unusual for her.


    "Ideals are dull!" she said. "I want a real thrill. Do you know what I'm going to see? I'm going to visualize ideal horror. That's what I'll do. I'm going to see absolute horror!"


    "Oh, no you're not!" I gasped. "That's a terribly dangerous idea." Off in the other room I heard the voice of van Manderpootz, "Dixon!"


    "Dangerous - bosh!" Denise retorted. "I'm a writer, Dick. All this means to me is material. It's just experience, and I want it."


    Van Manderpootz again. "Dixon! Dixon! Come here." I said, "Listen, Denise. I'll be right back. Don't try anything until I'm here - please!"


    I dashed into the big laboratory. Van Manderpootz, was facing a cowed group of assistants, quite apparently in extreme awe of the great man.


    "Hah, Dixon!" he rasped. "Tell these fools what an Emmerich valve is, and why it won't operate in a free electronic stream. Let 'em see that even an ordinary engineer knows that much."


    Well, an ordinary engineer doesn't, but it happened that I did. Not that I'm particularly exceptional as an engineer, but I did happen to know that because a year or two before I'd done some work on the big tidal turbines up in Maine, where they have to use Emmerich valves to guard against electrical leakage from the tremendous potentials in their condensers. So I started explaining, and van Manderpootz kept interpolating sarcasms about his staff, and when I finally finished, I suppose I'd been in there about half an hour. And then-I remembered Denise!


    I left van Manderpootz staring as I rushed back, and sure enough, there was the girl with her face pressed against the barrel, and her hands gripping the table edge. Her features were hidden, of course, but there was something about her strained position, her white knuckles-


    "Denise!" I yelled. "Are you all right? Denise!"


    She didn't move. I stuck my face in between the mirror and the end of the barrel and peered up the tube at her visage, and what I saw left me all but stunned. Have you ever seen stark, mad, infinite terror on a human face? That was what I saw in Denise's - inexpressible, unbearable horror, worse than the fear of death could ever be. Her green eyes were widened so that the whites showed around them; her perfect lips were contorted, her whole face strained into a mask of sheer terror.


    I rushed for the switch, but in passing I caught a single glimpse of-of what showed in the mirror. Incredible! Obscene, terror-laden, horrifying things - there just aren't words for them. There are no words.


    Denise didn't move as the tubes darkened. I raised her face from the barrel and when she glimpsed me she moved. She flung herself out of that chair and away, facing me with such mad terror that I halted.


    "Denise!" I cried. "It's just Dick. Look, Denise!"


    But as I moved toward her, she uttered a choking scream, her eyes dulled, her knees gave, and she fainted. Whatever she had seen, it must have been appalling to the uttermost, for Denise was not the sort to faint.


    * * *


    It was a week later that I sat facing van Manderpootz in his little inner office. The grey metal figure of Isaak was missing, and the table that had held the idealizator was empty.


    "Yes," said van Manderpootz. "I've dismantled it. One of van Manderpootz's few mistakes was to leave it around where a pair of incompetents like you and Denise could get to it. It seems that I continually overestimate the intelligence of others. I suppose I tend to judge them by the brain of van Manderpootz."


    I said nothing. I was thoroughly disheartened and depressed, and whatever the professor said about my lack of intelligence, I felt it justified.


    "Hereafter," resumed van Manderpootz, "I shall credit nobody except myself with intelligence, and will doubtless be much more nearly correct." He waved a hand at Isaak's vacant corner. "Not even the Bacon head," he continued. "I've abandoned that project, because, when you come right down to it, what need has the world of a mechanical brain when it already has that of van Manderpootz?"


    "Professor," I burst out suddenly, "why won't they let me see Denise? I've been at the hospital every day, and they let me into her room just once - just once, and that, time she went right into a fit of hysterics. Why? Is she-?" I gulped.


    "She's recovering nicely, Dixon."


    "Then why can't I see her?"


    "Well," said van Manderpootz placidly, "it's like this. You see, when you rushed into the laboratory there, you made the mistake of pushing your face in front of the barrel. She saw your features right in the midst of all those horrors she had called up. Do you see? From then on your face was associated in her mind with the whole hell's brew in the mirror. She can't even look at you without seeing all of it again."


    "Good - God!" I gasped. "But she'll get over it, won't she? She'll forget that part of it?"


    "The young psychiatrist who attends her - a bright chap, by the way, with a number of my own ideas - believes she'll be quite over it in a couple of months. But personally, Dixon, I don't think she'll ever welcome the sight of your face, though I myself have seen uglier visages somewhere or other."


    I ignored that. "Lord!" I groaned. "What a mess!" I rose to depart, and then - then I knew what inspiration means! "Listen!" I said, spinning back. "Listen, professor Why can't you get her back here and let her visualize the ideally beautiful? And then stick my face into that" Enthusiasm grew. "It can't fail!" I cried. "At the worst, it'll cancel that other memory. It's marvelous!"


    "But as usual," said van Manderpootz, "a little late."


    "Late? Why? You can put up your idealizator again. You'd do that much, wouldn't you?"


    "Van Manderpootz," he observed, "is the very soul of generosity. I'd do it gladly, but it's still a little late, Dixon. You see, she married the bright young psychiatrist this noon."


    Well, I've a date with Tips Alva tonight, and I'm going to be late for it, just as late as I please. And then I'm going to do nothing but stare at her lips all evening.


    

  


  
    The Lady Dances


    



    CHAPTER I


    AFTERMATH


    


    “JUST the same," said John Talbot to his brother with a gesture of futility, as they stood at the San Francisco docks, "You're a fool, Mark. You've got everything to hold you back in Spring Brook—everything that the average person wants."


    "Everything!" Mark snapped. "Everything means a respectable roof and three meals a day, I suppose. A chance to rot in an office, and a chance to marry a Connecticut belle. Spring Brook and the law business. Bah!"


    "Do you think I flew clear across the country," queried John sarcastically, "just to hear you repeat your objections to sane living?"


    Mark Talbot looked at his brother with that sullen expression which had become habitual of late. It was as if he had some means of erecting a frowning psychic wall between them.


    "You're a queer duck!" said John, staring at his brother's profile against the glowing western sky. A real Talbot, he thought—so like himself in appearance, but so young, so independent, so restless. He hadn't really understood Mark since the War; something had severed them. John sighed, and tried again. "I don't mean just that, Mark," he said. "I mean, you should consider the family—Mother and sister, and, for that matter, myself. Not money, or material things, but—well, domestic security, and the Talbot tradition—"


    "You mean smugness and dry rot," interrupted Mark sharply. "Just because you're married and harnessed, you want to see me in the same predicament." John winced, and Mark was instantly contrite.


    "I'm' sorry, John. You know I think Marie's a peach, and it's not, her fault, her father is so puritanical. Only—not for me!"


    "Well, said John, "I think you're foolish. The War's over. You had your fling at adventure, and did well enough. Now forget it and settle down."


    "The War's not over for me. After a taste of real living and real thrills—Oh pshaw! I can't explain it to you, John. You weren't there."


    Again John's face darkened.


    "That wasn't my fault, you know I tried—before you did."


    "No, it wasn't your fault they turned you down, of course. But you weren't there, and you don't realize quite what it did to a person. After flames and racket and death—to come back to the life of an office in the family law mill, to substitute legal arguments with crooked opponents for battle, and the problems of the law court for a life-or-death struggle—"


    Mark paused, and turned to face John again.


    "It's no use trying, John. I've tried it for three years now, and I can't stand it!"


    "But we let you go once—"


    "Listen to me, John!" interrupted Mark. "I guess I'm an anachronism—either that, or a born black sheep. I suppose I was intended to be a soldier of fortune or an adventurer, but I happened to be born into a world where adventure, except for one overly-expensive war, is at a discount. And here's the point: You know as well as I do that another year in Spring Brook would end in some sort of scandal. Isn't it better for me to travel, to get far enough away so my black sheep propensities won't bother the family?"


    John shrugged.


    "There's no law requiring you to get into trouble," he said.


    "There is, though," replied Mark, "and it happens to be a law of nature. When you bottle up steam, it piles up pressure for a while, and then—bang! But if you let it escape, there's no explosion at all, just a pleasant sizzling. What I'm trying to do is find myself a safety valve, and so far the only thing can see that offers any promised success is travel — and travel to some of the less civilized regions of the world. I'm sick of the drabness and restrictions of civilization."


    "Well," said John slowly. "I don't seem to be able to impress my point of view on you. Of course you're old enough to know your own mind, but I should think your mother's wishes would have some small influence with you."


    "Mother would be all right if you let her alone," said Mark. "She caught some of Dad's spirit, and she's quite capable of understanding my feelings. And that, John, is somewhat more than I can say for you!"


    "It is? Well, I understood you well enough to see the uselessness of this wild goose chase across the continent for the purpose of a last minute argument with you! It was because of your mother that I'm here at all!"


    "Yeah," said Mark dryly. "I can hear the family argument, and especially your part.” He assumed a nasal, pompous tone. " 'Leave him to me, mother. I'll talk to him; it'll be all right!'"


    John flushed.


    "I'm through arguing with you, Mark," he said. 'I've given you the family's wishes, and I've given you my own viewpoint. If neither sentiment nor reason has any weight with you, I don't see what else I can do about it. Your money's your own, and so is your interest in the practice. Now go ahead and get yourself into trouble!"


    "I've been around," answered Mark with a grin. "Any trouble I get into won't bounce back on the family."


    "It had better not!" said John darkly.


    The two brothers fell silent for a moment both eyeing the colossal bulk of the steamship Orient, so massive that it towered beside the dock without perceptible motion from the oily swells of the Bay. The sun was dropping lower across the Pacific; sailing time was approaching, and the two turned scarcely seeing glances on the crowd and bustle that marked departure, which had flowed around them for the past half-hour.


    A trickling stream of last minute arrivals moved past them toward the gang-plank. Business men, tourists, vacationers — Mark eyed them indifferently; they were the representatives of the world from which he was fleeing, the security, the routine, the smugness which was all he could see in America. John paid them even less attention; deep in a reverie, he hardly saw them at all.


    A portly old gentleman puffed by, followed at a little distance by a slender girl in a severely dark dress, accompanied by some port official or other. Mark shifted his eyes casually to her face, and suffered a sudden awakening from his cogitations. He glimpsed a small, ruby-lipped mouth, a tiny, up-tilted nose, and a pair of very dark eyes, all framed by a semi-circle of blue-black hair beneath her hat. But the lips were set in a straight, sullen line, and the dark eyes, for the instant they met Mark's own, gazed into his with a stare of cold enmity.


    She withdrew her glance, and passed the two with her eyes sternly ahead, and a sort of grim resignation in her attitude.


    "Whew!" said Mark, turning to gaze after her as she and her companion mounted the gang-plank. "Pretty! Darn pretty! But I wonder what she thinks I ever did to her?"


    "Eh?" said John, startled out of his mood of thought. He turned to follow Mark's gaze, and a quizzical smile of despair spread over his features.


    


    [image: Picture]


    


    "Mark, you're hopeless!" he exclaimed. 'I give up! I'm through arguing! Once and for all, are you going?"


    "I'm going!" said Mark decisively.


    "Right!" said John. "Then, if it's settled, I want you to know that I our best wishes, and the family's love, go with you. I want you to know that."


    He paused, shifting a little, as if fumbling for words. Thoughts did not flow so easily into words for the quiet John as for the fluent, irrepressible Mark.


    "And one other thing," he continued awkwardly. "Don't be so cocksure that I'm just a dried-up old fogey, without the insight to understand your viewpoint. After all, once I was just as young as you are, and I haven't entirely forgotten how it feels to be young—no one ever does."


    He paused again.


    "What I'm trying to say, kid, is this. Just work the restlessness out of your system, and then come back. I hope you have a good time, but I hope it won't take too long."


    Mark stared at his older brother in amazement. This from John, whom he had grown to consider the very soul of sedate conservatism! Was it possible, he asked himself, was it possible that even John had his doubtful moments—his longings and dreams of other places and happier times?


    Indeed, now that he thought of it, he remembered a different John, a carefree, irresponsible chap full of the joy of life. That had been long ago, before their father's death, and before John's marriage. Life had changed John, he thought; he felt puzzled, and a bit touched and repentant. He grinned and held out his hand.


    "Apologies for my opinion, John," he said. "I guess it's the Talbot stubbornness in me that kept me from admitting it, and you from explaining. I inherited rather more than my share, it seems."


    John grasped his brother's hand. A long warning shriek from the Orient's siren interrupted them. "My stuff is aboard," said Mark, "and I'd better get along myself. Luck!"


    "Luck!" said his brother.


    John stood for a long time watching the great dark bulk sliding into the western seas toward the exotic ports of the Pacific. There was a regretful smile on his face as he turned finally toward the city, for the journey back to Spring Brook and the ways of business; he acknowledged a trace of envy toward that brother who sailed toward the sunset in search of adventure.


    


    CHAPTER II


    ALONG THE GREAT CIRCLE


    


    "I guess I was born to be a soldier of fortune," Mark told himself. "Probably every adventurer had this same unpleasant job of breaking family ties before he managed to cut loose."


    The first night on shipboard had found Mark at last relaxed, freed from the pressure of routine for the first time in three years. At last he felt a sensation of freedom, and no little satisfaction that John and the family had taken his departure so philosophically. He lay in his deck chair and smoked.


    "Shouldn't wonder," he continued, pursuing his vein of thought, "if Columbus hadn't suffered through a quarrel with his mother —or his wife, if he had one—before setting out on his well-known voyage."


    The fancy amused Mark. He was content to dream idly, to listen to the slap of severed waves on the vessel's sides, to watch the swift coursing of wispy white clouds across a moon three-quarters full. "Gibbous" is the term, Mark reflected, watching the silvery face of the satellite. It was late when he wandered contentedly to his stateroom and slumber.


    The next day was ideal. The great ocean that girdles half the globe of the world lived up to its name of Pacific. Long green swells raced to meet the speeding Orient, dividing smoothly at the prow, and rushing quietly astern. The air was warm even for March in the latitude of California, and lacy clouds still soared against an unbelievably blue sky.


    Mark's mood of elation still held. He strolled out on deck after breakfast, content merely to breathe in his sense of freedom. A knot of passengers was watching a school of marine animals—dolphins or porpoise—frolicking far off the starboard bow to the North.


    Mark's deck-chair was on the sunny side. He idled toward it; the chair to his left was unoccupied, but a promising blonde girl with bright bobbed curls sat in the one to his right, conversing with an older woman in the chair beyond. Mother and daughter, Mark decided; probably tourist bound for Hawaii, although the season, strictly speaking, was over.


    Still, most mortals can't choose their outings and vacations to suit themselves, he continued to himself. Too many obligations, duties, strictures of necessity, for free choice; and when they did win a few months of freedom, it was temporary. They were still on the tether; it was lengthened a bit, but it would tighten by and by, and drag them back to the discordancies of civilization. But not him! He had broken the tether.


    The blonde girl and her mother were leaning over a map and a compass, and arguing in somewhat more than audible tones. Mark listened rather disinterestedly.


    "But see here, Mother! The compass says we're going due west, and the map shows Honolulu way off southwest. And I'm sure the compass is right. Joel gave it to me!"


    "I wouldn't worry, Dear," replied the other placidly.


    "I'm not worrying! Only I'd like to know why they don't take the shortest way, and go straight southwest. Think of the time and fuel and wear and tear, and all that, that could be saved. I've half a mind to ask the Captain!"


    Mark listened in amusement while the argument continued. But he was in a genial mood, and felt disposed to save the Captain an unnecessary explanation. He glanced at his neighbors, catching the girl's eye.


    "If you don't mind," he said, "I think I can explain your difficulty."


    Instantly the girl swung toward him, passing her eyes deliberately over his figure from his unruly brown hair and blue eyes to the long legs sprawled negligently before him. Apparently the scrutiny was satisfactory.


    "Oh, please do!" she exclaimed. "I'm sure it's a perfectly fascinating reason!"


    "Well," said Mark, "the ship follows a course called the Great Circle route. You see, your map is flat, I while the surface of the earth is round. So while the map quite properly shows Honolulu southwest of San Francisco, it doesn't follow that the shortest way is to travel southwest."


    He paused, at a loss to make his explanation clear.


    "Go on!" said his companion, while her mother nodded placidly. "It's perfectly fascinating!"


    "Now suppose," Mark continued, "that you wanted to fly from—well, from Chicago to Pekin, China. They're about in the same latitude. You wouldn't fly straight west along I the forty-sixth parallel. That would be going around too much of the dearth's bulge. It would be a lot shorter to fly up toward the North Pole, over the top of the earth and down the other side—that's a Great Circle route. I don't know if I make it very clear," he ended lamely.


    "I think it's perfectly marvelous," said the girl.


    "So to get from San Francisco to Honolulu," Mark finished, "the ship steams due west at first, and gradually veers more and more south. It's really the shortest way."


    "It's wonderful the way they figure all that out!" said his companion. "Are you from Chicago?"


    "No," said Mark, already repenting his overtures, "nor from Pekin, either. I'm from Connecticut."


    "That's perfectly splendid!" said the girl.


    "If you'll pardon me," said Mark. "I'll run down to my stateroom, and see about the disposal of my luggage."


    He departed, and spent half an hour wandering about the saloon, and returned above for a turn about the deck. As he approached his own deck chair, the voice of his erstwhile companion caught his attention. He glanced ahead; she had changed chairs with her mother, and was again poring over her map with a mustached young English; man at her right.


    "It's just fascinating, the way you explain it!" she was saying. "I know exactly what a Great Circle is!"


    She looked up as Mark approached, and flushed as their eyes met. Mark smiled and nodded, and passed on.


    "Mistake number one," he told himself. "I'll bet she has her chair changed!"


    He dismissed the voluble, sunny-haired girl from his mind. Suddenly he bethought himself of the dark haired beauty who had passed him yesterday on t dock. He hadn't seen her, either at dinner the night before or at breakfast this morning, nor had she appeared on deck or in the saloon.


    "Second class cabin, perhaps," he thought, and went below. She wasn't on the B-deck, either; that proved nothing, of course; she might be in her stateroom.


    "She was a knockout, all right," he reflected. "Wonder what was the meaning of the nasty look she gave me."


    Quite casually he descended to the steerage. There was a small but motley group; a clatter of conversation from half the Asian world assailed him. He stood surveying the assembly; a number of Chinese, on their way home to their troubled motherland with hoarded American silver, two or three individuals of the darker races—Negro, East Indian, Malay, Mark didn't know which—and a single diminutive Japanese. They mostly traveled in style, the Japs, Mark thought. This one must have had a run of bad luck.


    Then he saw her, the black-haired beauty of the dock. She was sitting near a China woman who nursed a baby, on a wall bench not fifteen feet from where Mark stood. She was staring past him with her dark, sullen eyes; at his start, her glance shifted, moved over him as casually as if he had been a chair or a piece of baggage.


    She was beautiful, Mark decided at this second appraisal. Trim, slender, and slightly more than average height for a girl—Mark thought she might just top his shoulder. Her small white hands gripped the edge of the seat against the slight motion of the ship, and her feet, drawn back under the bench, looked unbelievably tiny. Her face was set in the same expression of helpless rebellion against something—some one, Mark wondered what.


    He was nonplussed. It didn't seem the thing to address her, under the circumstances. He wanted to talk to her, but the surprise of finding her here had for the moment upset his usual poise. While he hesitated, the girl's black eyes passed over him again, rested for a moment with a cold gaze on his own eyes, and moved away. Mark turned, and walked out of the door in some confusion.


    He encountered the Captain on A-deck.


    "Captain Rawlinson!" he exclaimed. "There's a white woman in the steerage!"


    "Well?" said the officer.


    "But—isn't it unusual? What's she doing there?"


    "She's being deported — immigrant turned back at Frisco."


    "Turned back? Why?"


    "Couldn't say. None of my business. I think she's Russian—name's Vanya Prokovna. Maybe she's a Bolshevik."


    The Captain turned to move on. "But where's she going?" persisted Mark.


    "Don't know that either. I drop her at Honolulu."


    Mark leaned thoughtfully over the rail, seeing in the boiling of dark waters the image of a girl with stormy, troubled eyes.


    


    CHAPTER III


    SCRAPING ACQUAINTANCES


    


    Mark smiled as he found the deck-chair to his right occupied by an elderly bearded gentleman whom he recognized as Professor MacQuane, one of the passengers placed at Mark's table. There was no sign of the blonde seeker after knowledge nor her mother. The Professor barely glanced up from his book to answer Mark's greeting; he had been a silent table companion too, Mark recalled.


    The following day had found him a little irked by the daily routine of the voyage. He emerged on deck to find that the wispy clouds of the preceding evening had massed themselves into billowy white sky-islands that checkered the deep blue of the heavens. The sun shone intermittently between them as they scudded eastward toward America, already nearly two thousand miles astern. The wind had freshened out of the southwest, and the ocean of the peaceful name seemed bent on disproving its cognomen.


    Mark managed a glimpse of the book in his neighbor's hand. It looked like—it was indeed!—the General Theory of Relativity by Albert Einstein! Mark sighed, and gave up all hopes of any conversation in that quarter. He stared out at the heaving expanse of threatening green water, and noted that the ship had developed a perceptible pitch.


    "In for a little heavy weather" he thought, with a tinge of hopefulness. Mark was a good sailor, and the prospect of an unsteady deck bothered him not at all. He looked forward to it with some anticipation; at the least, a storm might relieve the monotony of shipboard routine.


    Ten more minutes of silence, and he was lonely enough even to tackle the Professor.


    "Professor MacQuane," he ventured, "is it possible to explain Einstein's Theory of Relativity to an interested layman? One reads so much about it nowadays, you know; I'd like to get the gist of it if possible—just the general idea in a nutshell."


    The Professor turned a pair of bespectacled and chilly eyes on Mark. In deep lecture-hall tones, emphasizing each syllable with wagging finger and beard, he enunciated slowly:


    "Said a mathematician named Black,


    'Oh, Einstein! Alas and alack!


    If I go out tonight


    And move faster than light,


    I'll bump into myself coming back !'


    " The finger and beard ceased wagging, and the Professor returned serenely to his perusal of the volume.


    "Wow!" thought Mark, recovering from his astonishment. "That chair must be hexed! First a talkative lady who thinks in exclamation points, and then a silent gentleman who thinks in limericks!"


    He rose and went below. Under the door of his stateroom was a radiogram folded neatly into a yellow envelope. He tore it open, and smiled as he read it. From his mother—a good scout! Of course—John would just have arrived in Spring Brook from his fruitless journey to the coast, with the news of Mark's determination. It was nice of his mother to take the decision gracefully, and wire her love and faith in him.


    At that moment Spring Brook didn't seem so objectionable. Dull, perhaps, and infernally quiet and bide-bound, but so, apparently, was even a great liner in mid-Pacific. Perhaps the whole world had settled into a nit of drab routine; perhaps the world had spent all its adventurous energy in the War. For the first time Mark felt some qualms as to the wisdom of his decision. He sat down in his stateroom and composed an affectionate message to his mother.


    No, he decided, as he carried the slip of paper to the radio-room, there must be romance left somewhere on the expansive face of the world. Out over the horizon were strange volcanic islands, and palm-covered coral atolls, and beyond these the eternal mystery of Asia, the oriental world. He was a fool, he told himself, to give way to home-sickness on the third day away from San Francisco! Nevertheless, he sent the message. Leaving the radio-room, he bethought himself of the elusive black-haired lady of the steerage. Immediately his nostalgia vanished; the uncertain weather, which doubtless affects human beings, in spite of themselves, just as it does dogs and birds and domestic creatures, ceased suddenly to weigh upon him, as if the sun had emerged startlingly into a cloudless sky.


    "Vanya!" he murmured to himself. "Vanya something-or-other. Pretty name—Vanya."


    He was unconsciously directing his steps down the companionway toward the steerage. Without really intending it, he suddenly found himself well on his way below.


    "Might as well drop in on her." he told himself. "She looks as if she had some kind of story about her. I'll never find it out unless I talk to her."


    He moved toward the large room given over to steerage passengers. "Wonder if she understands English," he speculated. "Perhaps we can get by in French."


    At the entrance he wrinkled his nose at the close smell of humanity. "Unwashed humanity, at that," he thought. "Enough to make one seasick!"


    Indeed, the pitching of the ship was beginning to be noticeable here below. Mark didn't doubt that dinner would find more than one resident of the upper decks absent.


    He glanced around. Fewer people visible than yesterday; beyond question, some of the groups were already indisposed.


    There she was. Again seated on a wall bench, but in the far corner this time. Her unhappy face seemed pale in the glow of the electric lights. She was simply sitting impassively, leaning back into the corner of the wall.


    Mark was at a loss as to how to approach her. However, lack of self-assurance was not one of his distinguishing characteristics. He moved across the floor toward her, while a hum of conversation in outlandish tongues rose about him. He paused before her.


    "Miss—," he began. What the devil was her last name? "Miss—Miss Vanya, I hope you'll pardon me. I wanted to talk to you."
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    The girl shifted her dusky eyes to his face. She stared at him with unaltered expression, and without a word.


    "Perhaps—," Mark floundered. "I mean—perhaps you don't speak English?"


    "Perfectly," said the other in a low tone, and relapsed into her frigid silence.


    "It's just that you seemed lonesome down here," continued Mark, "and I was feeling a little lonely myself. So I thought—." He paused. The girl made no effort to ease his way; she sat staring at him with no slightest hint of friendliness in her features.


    "Well, you needn't take it as an insult!" snapped Mark suddenly. "I meant it as a compliment. I merely wanted to ask if there were anything I could do for you!"


    "Yes," replied the girl cooly. "Yes, there is. You can leave. That will be a great service to me, I assure you. I couldn't impose on you to any greater extent."


    She leaned back into her corner and closed her eyes. Mark was struck again by her pallor. He stood for a moment irresolute, then turned and walked disgustedly across the floor and out of the doorway.


    "I've had fine luck picking friends on this boat!" he grinned ruefully to himself.


    At the foot of the companionway, he glanced back through the door at Vanya. She still sat with closed eyes, swaying in her corner to the now vigorous pitching of the liner. "I think the lady's a trifle seasick," Mark grinned to himself. "Perhaps her normal disposition is somewhat less sour."


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    By late afternoon the waves were racing down on the ship like gray-green mountains, and the decks were practically deserted. Mark sat at his table alone for dinner; he noted with vicious satisfaction that neither the lyrical Professor nor the talkative blonde miss and her mother appeared. He ate a heartier meal for their absence.


    "Wonder how Vanya's holding up," he thought. "I don't envy her cooped up in that stuffy hold."


    After dinner he descended to the steerage, merely, he told himself, to satisfy his curiosity. A bare handful of Chinese chattered in their curious language, seated along the wall. Vanya was nowhere to be seen.


    He noticed a China woman with a young baby, the same one who had sat next to Vanya on his first visit to the steerage.


    "Where is the white lady ?" he asked.


    No answer. The stolid face stared at him unwinkingly. Mark grinned, and drew a sliver half-dollar from his pocket.


    "Where is the white lady?" he repeated.


    A bony hand reached for the coin.


    "No feel good. Inside," replied the woman, gesturing toward the cell-like row of rooms whose doors banked the inner wall of the steerage.


    "Well! That's a satisfaction!" grinned Mark to himself, as he returned to his own stateroom. "My three shipboard acquaintances, a hundred per cent under the weather."


    Nevertheless, the memory of Vanya's pallid, rebellious features was anything but a satisfaction to him. In spite of himself, he felt sorry for her. He rang for the steward.


    "After the way she acted, too!" he chided himself.


    "What's the thing to do for mal de mer, Steward?" he asked as that official responded to his ring.


    The steward looked at Mark sprawled easily in his chair, puffing a cigarette.


    "Why, sir, generally we serve black coffee or orange juice. But, sir, if I may say so, you don't look—"


    "Not for me," said Mark, smiling. "Take some down to Miss Vanya—" What was her name?—"Miss Vanya Prokovna in the steerage, with my compliments."


    The steward's face remained impassive. It was no less impassive when he returned ten minutes later with a tray holding a pot of coffee and a beaker of orange juice.


    "I beg your pardon, sir, but the lady returns the order without her compliments."


    Mark surveyed the tray after the steward's departure.


    "That's the last straw!" he muttered. "To the Devil with her!"


    


    HONOLULU


    


    By mid-morning Oahu was visible as a gray point on the horizon, and the once world-famous leper island of Molokai appeared beside it. Right between the two steamed the Orient, rounding Oahu toward the Honolulu side of the island.


    Landing day! Mark watched the great ocean heaving in long swells, last reminder of yesterday's blow; but the sickening rolling and pitching of the ship had diminished to a degree endurable by most of the passengers.


    The port rail was lined with passengers staring at Molokai, at the little white cottages of the unfortunates who made up, save for a few nurses and doctors, the island's entire population.


    Mark gazed with the rest, feeling a distinct pity for the afflicted ones bound to so narrow a life. Spring Brook had seemed unbearable to him; what must be the lot of those forced to spend their entire lives in the confines of a tiny Pacific island?


    By an hour after mid-day, the great liner was entering Honolulu's harbor. The decks were thronged; the Hawaiian metropolis was the destination of many of Mark's fellow passengers, and practically all of the rest were going ashore. Mark himself was leaving the vessel there; from that point, he had decided, the infinitely varied world of the South Seas lay before him, or at will, the equally polyglot world of Asia and the Far East.


    Mark went down to his room to finish his last minute packing. He was traveling light, and found comparatively little to do. However, when he returned to the deck, the Orient had already docked, and the majority of those who were going ashore had departed.


    Mark gazed at Honolulu, outpost of America. He saw a thoroughly modern city; trucks rumbled along the water-front, street cars clanged in the distance, and bales of sisal and hides, bags of coffee and sugar, cases of pineapples, lay piled in orderly rows along the docks. For all outward appearance, save for the exotic odors, and the curious trees that lined the more distant thoroughfares, he might never have left San Francisco. True, the dock laborers were mostly Chinese, but even that would be scarcely a novelty on the West Coast of the United States.


    He tipped the ship employees still lined before the gang plank to bid farewell to their late passengers, and descended to the dock. A brisk Chinese youth appropriated his hand luggage, and he moved down the wooden way.


    Halfway along a Chinese woman was talking to a man of the same race; Mark noticed a baby in her arms, and recognized his acquaintance of the steerage.


    "Hello!" he said. "I thought you were bound for Canton."


    The image of Vanya, whom he had deliberately put out of his mind, rose again at the sight of the woman.


    "I got cousin here," she grinned. "I go see. Boat wait here one day." Mark paused beside her.


    "What happened to the white lady?" he asked.


    "She get off boat."


    "I know," said Mark, wondering why he bothered to ask about Vanya at all.


    The Chinese woman leaned toward him.


    "She dance," she said in confidential tones.


    "Dance? What do you mean?"


    "She dance for money."


    "Oh," said Mark. "You mean she's a professional dancer."


    He frowned. Somehow the information didn't please him; girls who dance for money in the Polynesian islands are, as a general rule, hardly models of propriety.


    "How do you know?' " he queried.


    "I ask. She tell."


    "Where does she dance?"


    "No tell."


    "In Honolulu?"


    "She no tell."


    "Well," said Mark, "I don't suppose it makes much difference anyway. It's none of my business. But thanks."


    He turned away when the woman halted him with a plaintive cry. "Worth money?"


    "What's worth money?" asked Mark impatiently.


    "I tell—worth money?"


    "Oh!" A light dawned on him. "No, it's not worth a red cent to me, you heathen, but here's for your interest, anyway!"


    He fished another half-dollar from his pocket, and tossed it to the woman with a partly-amused, partly-exasperated chuckle. Then he moved on toward the city, with his brisk little attendant trotting behind.


    "I'll find out what sort of transportation one can get to the remoter spots in the South Seas," he ruminated. "After all, you can't judge by Hawaii; in the first place it's north of the equator, and therefore not really a chain of South Sea islands at all. And in the second place, it's an American territory, and Honolulu's an American city. That isn't what I'm looking for on this trip."


    He registered at his hotel, after a ride in a perfectly conventional taxicab, and wandered out to look the town over. Somehow, he wasn't pleased; the city was a bustling, business-like place, American goods were in every shop window, and the few natives he passed were attired in civilized clothing.


    Remarkably few natives, thought Mark; he recalled having heard or read that civilization, with its vices and diseases, was gradually killing them off.


    "I suppose in a few years there will be nothing but Chinese, Japs, and Americans in the islands," he reflected, "and another outpost of romance will have vanished."


    The reflection dampened his spirits somewhat. He passed the canopy of a typical American movie theatre, with its flaring one-sheet posters and rococco decorations.


    "Might as well drop in there for adventure," he muttered to himself. "Seems to be the only place left in the world where they dish out romance."


    He noticed a black-suited man ahead of him, conspicuous in that community of light-clothed citizens. A flicker of recognition—his deck-chair neighbor, Professor MacQuane. Mark was glad of any companionship; he quickened his steps, and approached the Professor.


    "Good afternoon," he greeted the other.


    The Professor seemed in an amiable mood. He responded pleasantly enough to Mark's greeting.


    "I'm glad to see that you're about again today," said Mark, a trifle maliciously. "Seasickness is certainly the most miserable affliction in the world."


    "Seasickness!" snorted his companion. "I was a trifle indisposed yesterday, it's true. That was merely my nervous indigestion!"


    "There was quite an epidemic of it," said Mark cynically. "You should take better care of yourself."


    Just before them appeared another familiar figure—the mustached young Englishman who had relieved Mark of his discussion of Great Circles. What was his name? Higgins—that was it.


    "Hi!" he greeted the two. "Sailor's holiday and all that!"


    He fell into step beside them.


    "I say!" he continued. "Several of us off the ship are going to do the town tonight—all the cabarets and—you know, what you chaps call night clubs. Sailor's night in port."


    He turned to face Mark and the Professor. "Will you two chaps join in?"


    "Thank you," said MacQuane stiffly. "Not I! And, if you'll pardon me, I must leave you here."


    He turned in at the Administration building.


    "Queer bloke," said Higgins, staring after him. "How about you?"


    "I don't know," said Mark. "I might at that." He faced Higgins. "Say, is that blonde lady going along?"


    "D'you mean the voluble damsel? No; just some chaps from the ship. You've met all of them in the smoking room. Purely stag affair."


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    Suddenly a thought entered Mark's mind. Night clubs and cabarets! That meant entertainers, of course, and more than likely it meant dancers. Well, Vanya was in Honolulu, and Vanya was a dancer. Wasn't it reasonable to suppose that she might be appearing at one of the places they might visit?


    Mark admitted to himself that he'd like to see her dance. Not, of course, for any personal reason, but simply because—well, because she was beautiful.


    "Beautiful in face and figure, at least," he thought. "I wonder if her legs are pretty."


    He couldn't recall having noticed, or having had an opportunity to notice.


    "I'll be with you," he told Higgins, who was chattering inconsequentially on. "We'll cover the old town from end to end.


    They arranged a meeting place, and Mark walked briskly back to his hotel. He felt, for some obscure reason, thoroughly elated; he assured himself that the troubled dusky-haired girl he had seen for the first time four days ago had nothing whatsoever to do with the case . . . nothing whatever!


    


    ON PURSUIT OF PLEASURE


    


    Mark was not entirely enjoying himself. He had finally begun to feel a little dizzy from the combined effects of Prohibition liquor—even in Hawaii!—and too many hours of listening to the plunk of ukuleles and the slurring thrum of steel guitars. He had lost count of the places they had visited—he and Higgins and their coterie of fellow passengers—was it six or seven times they had emerged from a warm room into a warm night?


    It didn't matter, of course; not in the least. Nor did it matter that none of the singers, dancers, and entertainers had been a black-haired girl with mournful eyes. What did matter was that he had listened to the strains of "Aloha Oe" an uncountable number of times, and that the present purveyors of entertainment — three walnut-stained, perspiring youths equipped with two ukuleles and the inevitable guitar, and dressed in the Hawaiian costume popularized by the American stage—were breaking into the entirely too familiar strains.


    Higgins joined in with a pleasant enough tenor voice; he hadn't failed once during the evening. The others took up the melody; in self-defense, Mark chimed in himself.


    "Say," he remarked, at the conclusion of the piece, "that must be the national anthem. I seem to remember dimly having heard it before during the course of the evening."


    "Ad nauseam, my lad, ad nauseam!" laughed Higgins. "You'll notice I always put in my bit of harmony; that's because I object less to my own voice than the noise of musicians. When I sing, all I hear is myself!"


    "Plain selfishness!" remarked another of the group—Mark couldn't for the life of him recall his name.—"Plain selfishness! You forget that when you drown out the orchestra, we have to listen to you!"


    A chorus of agreement greeted the sally.


    "Anyway," said Mark, with an air of finality, "I'm sick of this place. Let's move on."


    The suggestion seemed hardly popular.


    "But we just got here!"


    "What is this—some sort of marathon?"


    "This is the coolest spot we've hit so far!"


    "What a chap!" marveled Higgins. "Here we've got just one night, and he's got a month, if he chooses, and he's the one wants to cover the town! One would fancy he's looking for some one!"


    "Don't be ridiculous!" said Mark sharply. He hadn't admitted to himself that his restless peregrinations from place to place were evidence of hopes of seeing Vanya. Higgins' thrust irritated him. "I'm simply sick of this hole with its New York Hawaiians. They sing 'Aloha Oe' with a Broadway accent!"


    "Let's humor him," said Higgins, who was genial with the unaccustomed strength of American Prohibition concoctions.


    At their next stop, three girls in the conventional grass skirts of Hawaiian entertainers were singing —again the song that had pursued them all during the evening. Mark gave them a single glance and lost interest in the place.


    "Nothing novel here," he said. "Let's try another."


    He was promptly overruled.


    "One look at the girls and he's through!" said Higgins. "What's the matter with them?"


    "For one thing," said Mark, "they're some more specimens of Broadway Hulas."


    "Look genuine to me," objected the other.


    "Have one over to the table," said Mark resignedly. "You'll see."


    "Good idea! The plump one at the left."


    Mark was right, but it mattered nothing to the rest of the group; the girl was vivacious, passably good-looking, and friendly. Nor had she any objections to a nominal quantity of liquor, drinking toasts with them to "crime," to "Prohibition," to whatever fanciful suggestions came to their minds. They discovered that her name was "Lilikani"; she spelt it out very carefully with a fork on the table cloth. After the third toast, it developed that her real name was Carrie Chapman, of Elizabeth, New Jersey. Mark felt himself justified by her declaration; he gazed around the group with an "I-told-you-so" smile, but no one, apparently, paid him the slightest attention.


    After a few minutes, Mark had an inspiration.
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    "By the way," he said, leaning toward Carrie, "do you know many of the entertainers in town?"


    "Professionals?" she responded. "Sure; I know pretty near all of 'em."


    Mark kept his tone casually conversational.


    "Then do you know—I'm sure she's in the islands—a dancer named Vanya — let's see — Vanya Prokovna?"


    The girl wrinkled her nose in thought.


    "Real name?" she asked.


    Mark nodded. Beyond doubt, Captain Rawlinson had given him, her true name.


    "I don't know her," said Carrie, after a moment's thought. "Russian, isn't she? Or Polish?"


    "Russian, I think," said Mark.


    "Well, I know everybody who's in the profession at the high class places."


    She paused.


    "Of course, there's a bunch of dives down along the waterfront. Some Russian, too. But gentlemen I like you wouldn't know nobody there —would you?"


    Mark shook his head, but he wasn't as positive as he tried to appear. He had distinct doubts as to whether his acquaintances included a waterfront dance-hall girl. He said nothing, however, and the conversation turned to other channels.


    Carrie looked at the wall-clock ticking wearily at the far end of the room.


    "Sorry," she said, "but my next number's on."


    She rose with a smile.


    "Before you go," said Higgins, "tell us why every place we've been in tonight plays 'Aloha' with such an air of originality. Don't you islanders know any other music?"


    "You tourists seem to expect it," grinned Carrie. "Don't blame us! And thanks!"


    She disappeared through a far door.


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    Mark shifted impatiently in his chair; he was by far the soberest individual in the party, and this fact was not entirely due to his abstinence, for he had consumed his share of the liquid supplies of the group. It was partly due to a certain native capacity, and partly, no doubt, to his superior experience with the fiery distillates popular in post-war America.


    "There ought to be some excitement along the waterfront, at that," he said suggestively. "Who's game for a fling at the sailors' hangouts?"


    The phraseology caught Higgins' fancy, which at the moment was none too critical.


    "Sailors' hangouts!" he exclaimed. "That's where we belong! A night in port! Shore leave!"


    There was a chorus of protests. Carrie had taken the fancy of the party; the general opinion favored a renewal of the acquaintanceship after her next song. Ultimately Mark and Higgins, sticking stubbornly to their announced intentions, found themselves alone in a humid night, bound in the direction of the docks.


    Even Mark's conception of the remainder of the night was hazy: he moved in a pleasant misty glow from place to place—Mariner's Rest, Sailor's Haven, Safe Harbor, and a conglomerate list of dives disguised under the name of soft-drink parlors. He watched slim Chinese girls dance, he heard dusky, sloe-eyed Eurasians sing, and brown-skinned Polynesians playing exotic stringed instruments. He drank curious drinks, at bars, at tables, or seated on woven mats. Long afterwards he retained the memory of a fantastic face made of some sort of twisted and dyed grasses, that stared at him from some smoke-darkened wall; he could never recall the particular place in which it hung.


    Finally, however, he found himself with clearer mind, guiding a thoroughly disorganized Higgins along the docks toward the black hulk of the Orient. Dawn was breaking; back over the hills of Oahu, the sun was coming out of far-distant America, three thousand miles beyond the eastern horizon.


    A small schooner, typical pearl or tradeship of the South Seas, was casting off. Mark steadied himself by staring at its top-mast against the now lightening western sky.


    "There's ol’ boat," said Higgins. "All right now."


    "Can you get to your stateroom?” asked Mark, pausing at the gang plank.


    "Sure. All right now," said his companion.


    Mark watched him mount unsteadily to the deck, and waved a friendly farewell. Full daylight seemed suddenly to have flamed out on the harbor.


    He turned; the schooner at the next dock was sliding silently past him, toward the western seas. He felt eyes upon him, and lifted his glance to the rail.


    For a moment, Mark was speechless. He stood gathering his befuddled wits, and staring. For there, leaning on the rail, with her black hair glistening in the sunrise, stood Vanya, gazing coolly at him, and hardly twenty feet away!


    Mark recovered himself enough to wave a hand in greeting, and he thought the faintest trace of a smile softened the sullen set of her mouth, but he wasn't sure. The vessel slid inevitably away. Mark cupped his hands to his mouth.


    "Where bound?" he called. Again he thought, but wasn't sure, that she shook her head faintly; otherwise she gave him no response. The schooner slid out into the harbor while Mark stood disconsolately watching from the dock. He followed it with his eyes until the figure still leaning on the starboard rail had diminished to an indistinguishable point in the glow of dawn.


    How long Mark stood in the shadow of the giant Orient, staring out at the schooner receding into the Pacific, he hardly knew. Finally he bestirred himself.


    "What's the difference?" he queried of the Pacific waves. "Suppose she is leaving Honolulu! Probably save me another rebuff at her hands. A few more meetings and my self-esteem would be pretty badly bent."


    He turned his back upon the schooner, already in the middle distance, and walked slowly along the dock toward shore.


    "She must be soured on the whole world," he thought. "My features can't be wicked enough to account for all the aversion she's favored me with."


    He paced slowly on.


    "Wonder why she was deported," he continued. "Shouldn't be surprised if it were some of this moral turpitude business. Dancer from the South Sea islands! Enough to condemn a girl in the eyes of the officials without much additional evidence. And I suppose she's no better than the rest. But so darned pretty!"


    He passed the dock where the schooner had lain. A stevedore— white, by some mischance of the islands—lounged against a stanchion, smoking a pipe and staring out at the gulls soaring over the harbor. Mark approached him, deriding himself for doing it.


    "What's the schooner?" he asked casually.


    The dock-hand gave him a slow glance.


    "Pearly Shene's Porpoise," he responded, and dropped into his former meditative silence.


    Mark waited for further information; after a moment he realized that none was to be volunteered. "Where bound?" he asked.


    The stevedore shrugged. "Pearly didn't say, and if he had said, it wouldn't mean a damn thing. Pearly's not one to talk plain."


    He resumed his contemplation of the gulls.


    "I wonder where the lady's bound," said Mark, driven to a direct hint.


    "Y'interested?"


    "Not especially!" Mark was nettled by the implication of the fellow's tone.


    "Just as well, because I couldn't tell you anyway."


    "He's bearing south," said Mark, squinting at the distant schooner.


    "More 'n likely," rejoined the stevedore. Apparently he relented, for he continued, "Pearly's shakedown is south—a long way south.”


    "Fiji?" hazarded Mark hopefully.


    "Further than that," replied his informant.


    "Samoa?" tried Mark, wondering whether this was to develop into a guessing game.


    "Nope. The Tongas. The Friendly Islands."


    "The Friendly Islands!" ejaculated Mark, adding, half to himself "What a swell place for her!"


    "Eh?" queried the other at his inaudible mutter. "The Friendly Islands ain't as welcoming as their name."


    "That makes it all right, then,” said Mark.


    He nodded to his informant, and departed, leaving that individual shaking his head in doubtful manner. It was not until Mark passed out of sight that he retransferred his attention to the gulls screaming and soaring in great arcs above the harbor.


    Mark was more than a little disgusted with himself for his persistent all-night search for the anything-but-cordial Vanya. The quest's unexpected culmination did not add to his self-respect, and a gradually growing headache as a result of his night's libations merely capped an unpleasant climax. His mood as he returned to his hotel, was emphatically not jovial.


    "A fine fool I am!" he told himself savagely. "After making the supreme effort of finally cutting myself loose, I spend most of my time pursuing a South Sea dancer, who is doubtless everything that South Sea dancers are popularly supposed to be. And why? Merely because she happens to be pretty."


    He shrugged his shoulders impatiently, as if that gesture could shake off the unwelcome memory of Vanya's prettiness.


    "I certainly made a fool of myself," he proceeded mentally. "If I'd flashed a ten dollar bill instead of orange juice and coffee, I'd probably have found a ready welcome, seasickness or no seasickness. Coffee and orange juice! No wonder she snubbed me!"


    He stalked through the lobby of the hotel, nearly deserted at that early hour, and mounted to his room, encountering there a disturbed chambermaid eyeing the unruffled bed. He shooed her impatiently out, and prepared to upset the bed's serene white coolness.


    It was late afternoon when he awoke, somewhat refreshed and in much less turbulent spirits. He attired himself, and descended to consume a meal—breakfast, lunch, or dinner?—he didn't know exactly what to call it.


    The hotel dining room was closed; dinner wasn't to be served for an hour. Mark found an attractive restaurant adjacent to the hotel, and entered.


    Honolulu, he decided, had lost its attractiveness for him; it was high time to set sail for stranger ports, and higher adventures than this island outpost of Uncle Sam could offer. He determined to discover what ships were sailing, and to what regions; the Orient might have served, for Canton had a romantic ring, but that staunch vessel was gone on the mid-morning tide, while he lay sleeping. He proceeded to the docks after his meal. Fully a dozen vessels lay snug against the wharves—both sail and steam; and the smell of tar and oil, mingled with the spicy odors of pineapple, coffee, and sugar cane, sent a thrill of anticipation through him.


    His dock-hand of the morning was still on the job, still puffing his contemplative pipe. Mark put his query to him.


    "Which way you want to go?" asked the stevedore, logically enough.


    "I don't care," said Mark. "Then any of 'em'll do," said the other disinterestedly.


    Mark laughed in his exasperation.


    "Any way except east," he amended, and then, as a thought struck him, he added, "except east and south!"


    The stevedore waved his hand toward a stubby black steamer a hundred yards out in the bay.


    "That tramp's bound for the Marshalls. They're west, if west'll do you."


    "Good as any," said Mark.


    "That's the Colin," continued his , companion. "She'll pick up a cargo of copra and cane."


    "She'll do," said Mark.


    He located the Captain, a short, energetic little man named Korff, "and Yankee in spite of his name. He was more than willing to carry a passenger; Mark gathered from his string of oaths and expletives that the business of freighting was not all that might be hoped.


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    The Colin was weighing anchor with the tide at dawn. Mark decided to sleep on board, and accordingly returned to the hotel for his luggage. He was aboard by nightfall, comfortably installed in a stateroom a bit less elaborate than the one he had recently occupied on the Orient, but considerably more livable than he had expected on a South Sea tramp freighter.


    He spent the evening on deck, leaning over the rail and watching the broken reflection of a full moon in the waves. The gulls were silent; only the muffled sounds of the city and the gentle slap of the harbor waves gave an undertone of sound.


    His thoughts returned to Vanya. He was sailing west at dawn; she was already far to the south. Their paths had crossed, tangled for a short time, and separated; doubtless they had done with each other.


    "And that," reflected Mark, "is probably entirely to her satisfaction. Lord! Of all the cool, unfriendly propositions, she is certainly the coolest and most unfriendly. And just as well for me, too, that I didn't find her last night; I'd have been fool enough to still be hanging around Honolulu."


    He stared down at the black waters.


    "There are a thousand like her in the South Seas," he told himself. "Probably plenty just as pretty, or prettier!—If that's possible," he ended gloomily.


    "Well," he concluded, "I might just as well stop thinking about her. I'm not going to change my plans to go trailing after her."


    He stared at the sparkling waters for a long time. It was when the black sheen of the waves began to remind him of Vanya's ebony hair that he turned disgustedly, and went to bed.


    


    STRANGE PORTS


    


    Mark awoke a little disgusted with himself. Of course, he couldn't actually expect to control his dreams, but he really registered a strong objection to dreaming of Vanya. The logical way to prevent that, naturally, was to find himself other interests; here, ready at hand, was the Colin and its crew of world-traveled sailors.


    The ship steamed heavily westward through oily seas; Mark rose and ascended to the deck, determined to find his amusement in talking to Captain Korff or others of the ship's company.


    All of these were hard-bitten seafaring individuals who had sailed most of the seven seas, and had many a story to tell of strange ports and far-off islands. The Solomons, the Society Islands, the Marquesas, were names that rolled easily off their tongues in tales around the officers' mess. Discipline, so far as passengers were concerned, was far less strict on the lumbering freighter than on the giant Orient; Mark found himself welcomed on the bridge, in the wheel-house, everywhere, in fact, from galley to stokehole.


    The Captain and the first mate, O'Keefe, seemed delighted to have a new and interested audience for their yarns, and that Mark certainly was. He found O'Keefe, a mystical Irishman, perhaps the more entertaining of the two, and never tired of listening to his tales during the dog watch. He listened with avid interest to the ruddy mate's tale of the barque Cuchulain, that had sailed to Hy Brasil, and was never seen again, barring once, when it bore past a startled watch on a collier, looming out of the fog and rushing by with all sails set, and not a human soul on deck. Hy Brasil, Mark learned on inquiry, was a phantom island seen at dawn from Galway, west of Ireland; O'Keefe had seen it himself, with its spired port glistening in the sunrise, and, moreover, he had sailed right over the spot by broad daylight, and never a thing but green sea water was there. And this, he concluded, was just as well, for a ship that sails to Hy Brasil never returns; at least it never returns to mortal ports.


    Mark was fascinated and charmed by O'Keefe's legends, but he found a far more practical source of information in little Captain Korff. The man had been literally everywhere. Mark listened with relish to his oath-laden descriptions, and plied him with questions concerning the remote and romantic places he mentioned. And finally he put a query that he had deliberately promised himself not to ask. It slipped out unexpectedly as he idled one evening beside Korff in the wheel-house.


    "Have you ever been to Tonga?" he asked.


    "The Friendly Islands?" responded the Captain, with an oath or two by way of emphasis. "How many times I don't know!"


    "What's the place like?" pursued Mark. Now he'd started, he might as well finish, he decided.


    "Cannibal islands," answered I Korff, "or were once. Taulanga, on Vavau, is the best harbor, and that's not much. A hard town, lad; one of these places where South Seas scum gathers. Then there's Hapei island, I and there's Nukualofa port on Tongatabu, that sea men call Nuku. I've picked up copra and pineapples there."


    "What would happen," pursued Mark remorselessly, as if to punish himself for asking, "to a girl who danced there?"


    "What would happen to her at any port in the Coral Sea?" said the Captain by way of answer. "She wouldn't be there unless she expected it to happen."


    The reply added nothing to Mark's peace of mind.
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    "Serves me right for asking!" he told himself. "Only a fool deliberately asks for a kick. Well, the Friendly Islands are one place I'll steer clear of. Too bad, at that; I'd sort of like to see some ex-cannibals in their natural state."


    To the Captain he said, "So the Tongans were cannibals."


    "So I've heard," was the reply, "like the Fiji islanders, and, for that matter, the Samoans. Which reminds me of a story."


    Korff launched into a harrowing tale of a missionary whose gold ring had appeared in the bowl of stew served a visiting British official by some Fijian tribal chieftain.


    "They hadn't the proper meat for a feast," chuckled Korff, "but they had a missionary they'd been fattening for just such an occasion!"


    Mark uttered the polite laugh the Captain seemed to expect, but his evening had been spoiled by his own act. He excused himself and retired 'to his bunk.


    Not, however, to sleep. He lay idly dreaming of misty ocean isles and palm-crowned coral atolls—at least, those are the things he intended to dream of. But as often as he evoked a vision by the murmur of one of the Magic names he had heard in the Captain's tales, as often as he called out of memory the syllables of the Solomon Islands, the Carolines, or the Coral Sea, just as often he found himself staring through the darkness at the image of a lovely, troubled face ringed with blue-black hair.


    He gave up finally, and swung his feet to the floor, sitting on the edge of his bunk with his chin on his hands.


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    


    "For thirty cents or less," he told himself, "I'd go on to China. There's always a revolution or two to be found there, and I should be able to work myself into the excitement, on one side or the other. Besides, it's a long way from Tonga."


    He kicked the edge of his bunk with his heel.


    "There doesn't seem to be room in the same hemisphere for Vanya and me!" he muttered savagely. "Tonga's one place I'll never visit."


    He felt much relieved the next morning, when they raised the Radaek Chain of the Marshall Islands. He watched the shipping of cargo on Button Island, on New Year Island, on little islands with unpronounceable names. When it was finished, he said a regretful farewell to the Colin, and watched it steam over the horizon for San Francisco.


    Mark found a pearler bound for the Carolines. He entered a new phase of his travels; week after week slipped away and he was happy. He was like a small boy on summer vacation; he reveled in his freedom, he learned avidly the exotic customs and queer conditions of the tropic seas.


    He stood in curious ruined buildings on remote coral atolls, temples raised by dead races of which history knows nothing. He watched divers descend to mysterious blue-green depths populated by unknown dangers; he worked the pumps for them; he shared the thrill when an opened shell surrendered a glowing pink gem.


    In water-front saloons he talked with adventurous traders, or pearlers from unnamed coral islets, and heard stories of the finding of marvelous pearls, of the dangers the divers faced in octopus and devil fish, in giant man-catching clams.


    Sometimes the conversation turned on the bunyip, the strange sea-monster of island legend, tales similar, as nearly as Mark could gather, to the stories of sea-serpents in the Atlantic. He heard it described as man-like and hideous, as spider-like, with many limbs, as a shell-encrusted serpent as long and massive as an express train. And in the smoky light of island taverns, the stories seemed almost probable.


    At first Mark loved the life he was leading. He met and drank with men of adventures, strange characters that might have stepped from the pages of some novel. He felt sympathy for them, as if he belonged to their world; and he had, he convinced himself, forgotten Vanya.


    Then the thing began to pall.


    "I'm not really living this life," he admitted to himself. "I'm merely an onlooker, a good audience for yarns and tall stories. I'm accepted with reservations—good company as long as I buy the drinks."


    That wasn't at all what he wanted; he wanted to live the adventures he heard in stories. He walked out of a saloon one night in Suva, on the Fiji Islands, and stared moodily south at the harbor. Eight or ten ships lay there at anchor, their lights gleaming an invitation. The warm waters of the Coral Sea swung them gently to and fro; he could see the lights moving slowly as the vessels swung on their cables.


    Off to his left, he knew, just a few hundred miles beyond the low hills of Viti Levu, lay Tonga.


    "Not for me!" he told himself angrily. "If I'm anxious for feminine companionship, there's plenty to be had right here in Suva."


    He spat into the waters of the bay.


    I guess any one of the girls dancing back there," he muttered, glancing at the lighted windows of the saloon, "could tell a hard-luck story just as well as Vanya, and about as much chance of its being true."


    He turned on his heel and re-entered the saloon. The girls were still dancing in a curious South Sea version of an American chorus, three of the girls white, and two, to Mark's newly experienced eye, doubtful.


    He looked at them critically. Not one aroused the slightest interest in his mind; they appeared to him frowzy, unkempt, and unbeautiful. Most of them were too fat for his civilized perceptions, and all of them were awkward. Yet they obviously met the approval of his companions; no sooner was their dance concluded than a burst of enthusiastic applause, and a chorus of shouted invitations greeted: them. They moved among the tables, choosing their hosts amid taunts and jeers for the rejected ones.


    "To suit all tastes," thought Mark, "except mine."


    He thought of Vanya again. "Say, this is bad!" he reflected. "I've had a couple of months of freedom from this doggone obsession, and here it pops up at me once more. Well, five hundred miles is a safe distance, and I'm promising myself right now that five hundred miles is as close to Tonga as I'll ever get!"


    Nevertheless, he was not in the least surprised when, one week later, he stepped out of a native I canoe in Taulanga harbor, and surveyed the chief city of the Tonga Islands—still in quest of the vanished Vanya.


    


    TAULANGA


    


    "So these are the Friendly Islands," said Mark to his uncomprehending native paddlers as he stepped from the outrigged canoe to the beach. Tonga!


    After all his self-given promises, here he was, and, by the Lord, he was feeling happy about it! But he felt in duty bound to give himself a mental lashing for his weakness.


    "A fine mess I turned out!" he told himself as he paid off his native boatmen. His eyes turned to the mail packet in the harbor, on which he had arrived from Suva.


    "If I had any sense at all," he continued, "I'd turn around right now, and go along with the ship to Samoa. But, of course, I haven't that much intelligence, otherwise, I'd never have come here in the first place."


    He watched the canoe sliding smoothly toward the waiting ship, carrying the town's mail to be scattered around the world.


    "Of course, I don't really know that Vanya's actually here," he consoled himself. "Just because she left Honolulu in a ship owned by a man whose home is in Tonga is a pretty slim reason for thinking she's here,"


    A native boy scampered across the sandy beach to carry Mark's bags, and Mark followed him toward the two story white frame building whose sign proclaimed it to be the Friendly House.


    "There's another way of looking at this mess," thought Mark, now bent on excusing his actions to himself. "After all, the girl hasn't spoken more than two sentences to me, and I've seen her"—he counted to himself—"exactly four times, and never more than a couple of minutes each time."


    He brightened as he pursued his train of thought.


    "I shouldn't be surprised if half an hour of her company wouldn't cure me of this damned obsession for good and all. Probably plenty of flaws, aside from the question of her morals; most likely she'll turn out so dumb she can't carry on a conversation; that'd explain her silence all right."


    He began to enlarge on his fancies.


    "Probably, on closer examination, she won't even be pretty. I never noticed her teeth, for instance— they're probably ugly! And her legs; most dancers are a little over-developed in the calves for my tastes."


    Mark followed the boy into the Friendly House well satisfied with his elaborate self-given excuses. He was convinced that a psychiatrist couldn't have diagnosed his case any better, nor prescribed a more certain cure.


    "Most likely the reason she never talks is that her teeth are ugly," he concluded, "and it's just as probable that they deported her on the grounds of mental incompetence! That or moral turpitude—it's bound to be one or the other."


    He approached the massive individual at the desk, and asked for, and secured, a room to himself, a luxury not always procurable in Polynesia, as he had discovered in previous instances. After depositing his bags in the room, which was quite as livable as Mark could expect, he sat down on the edge of his bed to consider his next move. Now that he had definitely committed himself to the search, he felt an unexpected lightness of heart; a weight had been lifted from his mind, and he was definitely convinced that he had found the way to relieve himself of his obsession. All he had to do, he repeated, was to find Vanya and watch her in her dance-hall environment, see her make her play for the men with money to spend, pick out the flaws in her beauty, and in general disgust himself thoroughly with her.


    It seemed logical and easy enough, once he found her. All that remained was to locate her, and that, if she happened to be in Taulanga, or even elsewhere on the island of Vavau, should be a simple matter.


    "The logical thing is to try the sailor's places," Mark decided. "Can't be more than one or two in a town this size."


    There was one, as he discovered on inquiry at the hotel desk—Sailor Jane's Place, He found it without difficulty, a weather-beaten, single-storied frame building at the end of the street, fronting the harbor.


    Sailor Jane, somewhat to Mark's surprise, turned out to be a burly, black—mustached, heavy-set gentleman of uncertain race; his name, set prominently on a card pasted to the mirror behind the bar, was Harry Jane. Mark ordered a drink —"gin and it"—in the jargon he had acquired on his wanderings. He gulped a swallow of the concoction, and looked around him.


    A typical island rendezvous—the bar with its mirror, the rows of ambitiously labeled bottles, the round tables, the battered radio that seldom seemed to work; this place boasted a three-penny automatic piano on the far wall.


    Mark's pulse quickened; at one of the tables sat a black-haired girl, her back to him, dealing cards methodically in a game of Canfield solitaire. She must have been sitting there when he entered, but playing so quietly that he had thought the room empty save for himself and Jane. Then the girl looked up; a dusky half-caste, with no other resemblance to Vanya than the color of her hair.


    


    CHAPTER IX


    


    Mark turned back to the bar, and tried to strike up a conversation with Jane.


    "Business good?"


    The burly bartender looked him over deliberately before replying. Though Mark was bronzed by his months in the tropics, dressed in the conventional dirty white breeches and boots, something in his manner, his walk or carriage, still differentiated him from the seamen of the Coral Seas. Finally, however, Jane decided that he must be a planter or rubber-man from one of the other islands, Hapei, perhaps, or Tongatabu.


    "Middlin'," he drawled. "Better when the rains come, and the pearlers can't work."


    "Three months to the rains," Mark said.


    The other nodded, and went on silently with his work of polishing glasses on a dirty towel.


    "Say," Mark said, leaning toward Jane in a confidential manner, "I knew a lady once that worked somewhere her in Tonga—danced. Name is Vanya Prokovna. I was just wondering if you knew her." Jane shook his head.


    "If she danced in Taulanga, it was right here—only place in town. And she didn't—anyway, not by that name. And besides," he grinned, "the only ladies in Taulenge live up by the Residency."


    "Well, I just wondered," said Mark. He was keenly disappointed.


    "Was she pretty?" asked the bartender with a humorous leer.


    "Offhand I'd say so," said Mark.


    "That settles it, then! She never danced in Taulanga, or anywhere else on Vavau. All we ever get is bats like her!"


    He waved a heavy paw at the half-caste girl, who continued playing her game without a single gesture to indicate that she'd heard the remark.


    Mark wasn't quite ready to give up, however.
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    "What about the other islands?" he asked. "Couldn't she be in Nukualofa, over on Tongatabu? Or on Hapei?"


    "Might be in Nuku. No place on Hapei."


    "Well," said Mark, "that's no great help!"


    "If you ask about a man, now," said Jane, "I could likely tell you. They're permanent, more or less; and when they do leave, you hear about it. But dance-hall women—" he spat. "They come and go; some of 'em last and some of 'em don't, and," he grinned, "as a general rule, the prettier they are, the less they last!"


    "Well, that's that," said Mark. "Thanks."


    He walked out of the door into the sun-baked street, and turned toward the hotel.


    "I ought to be darned glad," he thought. "Not finding her is a break for me, and I'm just stubborn to refuse to recognize it. The Talbot dumbness finds its culmination in me, I guess."


    Yet he was decidedly not glad. The picture of Vanya's face, pale, unhappy, and breathtakingly beautiful, rose out of his memory to shatter his elaborate structure of defense. He saw her as he had seen her in his final glimpse, that moment back in distant Honolulu when the schooner had carried her slowly past the dock where he stood. "That stevedore did say Tonga," he muttered. "No question about that! But he probably didn't know what he was talking about."


    But he had mentioned a name. He had mentioned the name of the schooner—what was the ship's name, anyway? And he had mentioned the name of the owner, as well.


    Mark cudgeled his memory.


    Irish name, he thought—or was it? Peculiar nick-name, too, but peculiar sobriquets were as common in the South Seas as cocoanut palms. He frowned in the intensity of his concentration.


    Shields, Shane, Sheehan—a dim recollection of the sound of the name plagued him. And then, in a flash he had it.


    Pearly Shene! Pearly Shene's Porpoise! That was what the dockhand had said, and that, perhaps, was the clue he lacked!


    He quickened his pace, regardless of the blazing tropical sun. Perspiration was running down his face when he entered the dingy lobby of the Friendly House. He looked at once to see if the clerk were present, and saw him sitting lethargically behind the desk.


    "Did you find the lady?" asked the clerk with a grin as Mark approached.


    How in the name of seven devils did gossip travel like that in this town? Mark wondered irritably, but ignored the question.


    "Did you ever hear of a man named Pearly Shene?" he asked brusquely.


    The clerk nodded.


    "I've heard plenty of him!"


    "D'you know where he is?"


    "Right! He lives at Shene's Cove, over on Tongatabu."


    Mark felt a sudden surge of elation. Perhaps his tortuous search was ended. He turned toward the stairway to his room, when the voice of the clerk halted him.


    "If you're looking for a tatty, you won't find her at Pearly Shene's place!"


    


    TONGATABU


    


    Mark entered the native prau with misgivings; this outrigger canoe had been the only transportation he had been able to secure. The craft seemed at first glance woefully unstable, with its curious outrigger, to breast the open seas of the mighty Pacific.


    He knew, of course, that the natives themselves traveled often through the island world for hundreds of miles; in the old brave legendary days, they must have traveled thousands.


    But the four sturdy, brown-skinned, paddlers seemed thoroughly confident. The prau skimmed easily out of Taulanga harbor; the outrigger really did hold the light craft steady. It rode up to the crest of great green rollers and slid smoothly down their far slopes, as gracefully as a roller-coaster at Coney Island.


    Hapei Island dropped steadily behind him; just as steadily the low green hills of Tongatabu rose before him. The natives seemed tireless, chattering among themselves. Mark gave himself over to his meditations, which somehow had taken on a rosier tinge than had been his recent wont.


    He was, at long last, approaching the end of his search. At the very least, this Shene individual could certainly tell him at what port Vanya had disembarked. Quite probably he knew exactly where she was; and just possibly, she was on Tongatabu itself. He lay comfortably back in the prau's center, and half-dozed to the lulling "chunk" of the paddles and the slur of the water.


    Half-a-day, and not even a pause for a breathing space. Those natives were certainly tireless!


    He opened his eyes. Tongatabu lay less than a mile ahead, and the port of Nukualofa dotted the curve of the bay to his right, three or four sailing craft lying at anchor. The natives were veering to the left, away from Nuku; as the prau paralleled the shore, Mark saw the cleared squares of pineapple plantations, and the white frame houses of the planters. The cry of beach birds, so incessant by day, and so strangely silent by night, drifted out to him, and gulls, bent on devouring small surface fish, swooped close about him. He was lazily content and strangely happy, considering the picture he had drawn to himself of Vanya.


    "Happy because I can finally cure myself of this blamed obsession." he concluded.


    


    CHAPTER X


    


    An hour passed, and another. Nuku had long dropped out of sight; they were rounding the south tip of the island. A long straight stretch of beach appeared beyond the point; at its far extremity, a low reef jutted straight out into the sea. Beyond the reef Mark could just descry the masts and halyards of a ship riding at anchor.


    The native directly ahead of Mark turned to him with a grin.


    "Shene's Cove," he said, with a wave of his hand at the coral spit.


    Instantly Mark's lethargy departed. He sat erect, and found himself fuming with impatience. The motion of the prau, which a moment before had seemed so unpleasantly swift, now appeared to be no more than a snail-like crawl. He urged the natives on.


    "Faster!" he said, then relapsing into the trade English of the islands, "Plenty quick!"


    Nevertheless, the sun was low before them when they turned to the point of the reef. Mark glanced instantly at the anchored ship; it was indeed a schooner. The name, faded by sun and rain and salt water, was still legible—Porpoise!


    Shene's Cove could hardly be termed a town, or even a village. Three or four native huts, a planter's dwelling a hundred yards down shore, and in the very center of the bend of the beach, a long, dirty-white two-storied wooden building whose swinging sign bore in large red letters, "Pearly Shene's Diver's Helmet."


    Mark gazed from the sign to the deck of the schooner—that same deck on which he had watched Vanya standing as she sailed out of far away Honolulu Bay. The picture rose again to his mind. Had she smiled, or was it another trick of that untrustworthy imagination of his?


    The prau grounded with a rasp of sand. The natives leaped out, drawing the craft higher on the beach, and Mark stepped out on the shore of Tongatabu.


    A white man, unshaven, barefooted, in incredibly dirty white trousers, stood indifferently watching the natives discharging Mark's luggage on the beach. Mark looked him over critically; no, he decided, this couldn't be Pearly Shene—undoubtedly a beach-comber, one of the derelicts of the islands, a man ruined by the tropics and trade-rum.


    A native ran down from the door of the Diver's Helmet and appropriated Mark's bags. His erstwhile paddlers stretched themselves on the warm sand and fell to chattering among themselves. Mark followed the boy toward the decrepit building that served, apparently, as saloon, dance-hall, hotel, and doubtless other purposes.


    He climbed the several steps to the door with a curious agitation stirring in him. What the devil was the matter with him, anyway?


    "Don't make too much of a fool of yourself, Mark Talbot," he grunted, "if that advice isn't a bit late!"


    As he entered the door, two girls looked up from a conversation at one of the tables. Neither was the object of his quest; they were typical of girls he had seen and known in ports all over the island world. Behind the bar stood an unbelievably fat Chinaman; the flesh of his cheeks completely covered a neck that must itself have been immense. Mark stopped at the bar, and the other stared at him with a serene smile that for all its actual expression might have been carven on his face, like a Buddha.


    "Got a room — alone?" asked Mark, reflecting that even should his inquiries prove fruitless, it was already too late to go back to Nuku.


    "Can do," said the massive individual, with a billowing of flesh.


    Mark signed to the boy to remove his bags to the chamber. He turned back to the bar, and ordered a "whisky-and."


    "How's business?" he queried, by way of opening the conversation.


    "No business. No boats in. All dive until wet time."


    "There's a boat in the cove," said Mark.


    "B'long here. Native clew. No business."


    "Is Mr. Shene in?" asked Mark.


    "Not here."


    "Where is he?"


    "Nuku. Not here tonight."


    "Did you ever hear of a girl named Vanya Prokovna? Did she ever dance here?"


    "Not here."


    "Do you mean you don't know her, or that she's gone?"


    "Not here."


    "Do you know her, though?" persisted Mark.


    The Chinaman grinned blandly. "Not here," he said. "One shilling."


    "What?"


    "Drink one shilling."


    Mark gave it up, paid for his drink, and walked outside. The sun was grazing the horizon; in its reddening light he saw the beachcomber still lounging at the water's edge. He walked over to him.


    The derelict looked up at his approach, and smiled. Something about the smile affected Mark, he felt a liking for the fellow.


    "Cooler, for a change," he said. The beachcomber nodded.


    "The nights on Tongatabu often are."


    Mark was startled by the man's voice; the tones were those of a cultured Englishman.


    "English?" he queried.


    "Right. You're American."


    "Mark Talbot," volunteered Mark, "of Spring Brook, Connecticut, U.. S. A."


    "I'm Loring—Percy Loring," said the wreck. "Of the Abbeycroft Lorings—in the words of one of your famous Americans, 'Believe it or not!’" The smile had lost its humorous quirk, and taken on a tinge of bitterness.


    Mark sensed the other's self-directed sneer, and detected in himself a tinge of sympathy.


    "On the beach?" he asked. Loring nodded.


    "Good and on!"


    "Drink or women?"


    "Neither. The War."


    The statement struck Mark like a blow. The War! The same disruptive catastrophe that had made it impossible for Mark himself to suffer the dullness of civilization. Save for the grace of God and the accidental possession of a sufficient income, there, he reflected, stood Mark Talbot! The discovery seemed to create an added sympathy between him and this unshaven, emaciated wreck beside him.


    "The War!" he echoed thoughtfully. "That's curious. I think I can sympathize. You see, in a way, I had what I suppose is a similar experience. Perhaps not as extreme, but similar. That's more or less the reason I'm here too."


    He offered Loring a cigarette, which the other accepted avidly. "Mind telling me?"


    "I've told it before for a drink," said Loring. "But not right now—not to you. You see," he continued, "you're the first—the first gentleman I've spoken to in three years."


    "Right!" said Mark. He stared speculatively over the bay, where darkness had fallen with tropical suddenness. He was thinking of the queer character at his side, and for the moment his quest was forgotten. The sheen of starlight on the water reminded him. He turned again to Loring.


    "Did you ever know a girl, a dancer, named Vanya Prokovna?"


    A smile broke over the beachcomber's erstwhile serious face.


    "Is that information worth a drink to you?" he asked.


    "It is."


    "Come along, then." The beachcomber started toward the Diver's Helmet, but Mark stood unmoved. "My word's good," he remarked curtly.


    "You're right. Sorry," apologized Loring. "I've forgotten how to deal with gentlemen."


    He came closer to Mark.


    "She's here," he said.


    "Here!" exclaimed Mark.


    He was thoroughly agitated by Percy Loring's statement. A rush of indistinguishable emotions 'surged through him; he could not identify his feelings. He didn't know whether he was delighted, disappointed, relieved, or angered by the beachcomber's news of Vanya's presence. Had Vanya herself appeared before him, he wouldn't have known whether to ignore her, kiss her, or choke her.


    "Here?" he repeated stupidly.


    "Not literally here," said Loring. "She's not in Shene's Cove at the moment. I mean she works here, dances at Pearly's place there."


    "Where is she now?"


    "Couldn't say," the beachcomber shrugged. "Maybe in Taulanga. Maybe back country. No ships in, you see, and therefore no business, and no need for entertainment."


    "Or maybe visiting a planter," said Mark viciously.


    "Maybe. But not likely."


    "Why not?"


    "Planters don't patronize Pearly Shene's, for one reason. They're a bit too toffy; they go to the Residency dances at Taulanga, and if they want other amusements, they go to Suva. And besides—" He paused.


    "Besides what?"


    "Well, she might be a lady, mightn't she?"


    "Yeah?" said Mark cynically. "She's a dancer in a dive, isn't she?" He wanted badly to hear Loring deny his insinuation, but the other's answer gave him no satisfaction.


    "I suppose that's true, and you might add—Pearly Shene's dive. I don't know. I never tried—for a reason. In England one takes it for granted that a girl's a lady until proved otherwise; here one takes the opposite view, and it's practically a hundred per cent correct. But say! How about that drink?"


    Mark acceded, and they entered the oil-lamp illumination of the Diver's Helmet. The carven smile on the Chinese bartender's fat face disappeared at the sight of Loring.


    "Quite all right, Hong. The drink's on Mr. Talbot!"


    Mark turned toward the bar, but the unkempt Loring indicated a table.


    "Like gentlemen!" he said, and a trace of bitterness edged his voice. "Anyway," he continued in a perfectly audible tone, "I like to see that fat swine Hong waiting on me. It's a small recompense for the times he's turned me down or kicked me out."


    Mark looked at the corpulent Chinaman who was impassively bearing their drinks on a tray.


    "Understand English?" he murmured.


    "Every word!" said Loring, as Hong deposited the glasses and retired to the bar.


    


    CHAPTER XI


    


    "By the way," Mark continued in a lowered tone, "what did you mean by saying she might have gone back country?"


    "She does occasionally," said the beachcomber. "She's friendly with the black folk; why, I don't know. Maybe because everyone needs friends."


    "Isn't she liked?"


    "Oh, she's liked well enough. It takes two to make a friendship."


    "I see," said Mark. "Still soured on the world."


    "Exactly ... or afraid of it."


    "Strange Shene keeps her on, if she's cool to the customers."


    "That's the queer part of it. The customers like it; it's a novelty. She plays no favorites; and Shene's got the other girls for customers in need of friendship."


    "Never plays favorites, eh?"


    "Well," Loring shrugged, "I never yet heard of a woman in the South Seas that they didn't tell tales about. Some say it's Shene himself."
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    Loring finished his drink. "Another?" Mark offered.


    "With alacrity!" the beachcomber exclaimed. "I'll cadge 'em as long as you'll buy 'em!"


    "I wonder," said Mark over his second glass, "why she's interested in the natives. The Tongans were formerly cannibals, weren't they?"


    "Were!" exclaimed Loring. "Say, there's long pig eaten today back in the Tongatabu hills! It's a religious ritual!"


    "Lord!" exclaimed Mark, shocked out of his casual attitude. "That's a swell place for her to be!"


    "Not so dangerous as all that," said Loring. "In the first place she's friendly with 'em. In the second place, white man's meat is too salty for native taste; they'll take black every time. Not that whites haven't been served up, but as a general rule they'd rather just sacrifice the poor devil to their Hunger-God. And all this popular idea about a big pot is pure fairy tale; they always roast 'em."


    Mark thought of Captain Rawlinson and his story on the Colin, and chuckled.


    "I'd like to see a bit of that," he said.


    "There's a celebration on now," Loring said. "Notice how the Cove is deserted? The town natives are back in the hills with their tribe, except the couple of mission boys around the Helmet."


    "I'd like to see that!" Mark repeated.


    "It's no place for a stranger."


    "So much the better."


    "Well," said Loring. "If you're fool enough to want to go, I'm fool enough to take you up—for a consideration."


    "Anything reasonable," said Mark.


    "Here it is, and it's reasonable. You buy me one quart of Sheno's poison there, tonight. Just buy me the bottle and fade out of the picture yourself. The celebration lasts a day or two longer, and tomorrow night I'll guide you up there, and we'll watch the unholy thing from hiding. But I can't guarantee the long pig; that's rare enough these days."


    "Why do I have to leave you alone tonight?" asked Mark. "I've been known to indulge in a little celebration myself."


    "I don't drink to celebrate;" said Loring grimly.


    "Then why do you?"


    "I drink to forget. Your arrival and our conversation has reminded me of a number of things. I've a' considerable bit of forgetting to do tonight."


    "I don't mind helping," said Mark.


    "I drink alone. That's my offer. You can take it or not."


    "Why not?" said Mark. "It's none of my business what you choose to do. But I think you're crazy."


    "Undoubtedly," agreed Loring.' "That's why I offered to lead you into the hills tomorrow night. And that implies that you're crazy too, you know."


    Mark laughed.


    "You win," he said. "Choose your bottle."


    They walked over to the bar, where Loring demanded a poisonous-looking bottle of trade-rum.


    "It serves the purpose," he told I Mark, "and it's somewhat easier on your purse. You see, you've been agreeable enough to earn my gratitude, and I'm looking out for your best interests."


    Hong glared evilly at Loring as he passed over the bottle, but accepted Mark's proffered pay without comment. Loring re-seated himself at the table, and deliberately uncorked the container, pouring himself a stiff drink of the villainous amber liquid.


    "I always drink from a glass at the beginning," he remarked. "That's while I still remember I'm I a gentleman. And that is one of the things I shall endeavour to forget as expeditiously as possible."


    He gulped the liquid without a tremor, while Mark stood staring at him with an expression of doubt. The curious deliberate way in which the man set about becoming soddenly drunk fascinated him; it was something hitherto outside of his experience, and he felt a distinct sense of regret and pity. Loring looked at him.


    "Good night," he said.


    Mark took the hint, and turned toward the stairway that led to his room. He could not resist a backward look at the curious figure of the beachcomber; Loring sat solemnly at his table pouring his second glass of forgetfulness with a care that might have done credit to a religious ritual. Hong, behind the bar, was glaring with undisguised hatred at the ragged, unkempt figure. Mark turned thoughtfully and ascended the creaking stairway.


    A corridor ran the full length of the second story; Mark recalled the number of his room, and found it at the end of the hallway, a corner room. The oil-lamp was lit, but turned down to a faint blue glow; he turned it higher, and sat down on the edge of his bed. Apparently he was alone on the second floor; the doors of the seven or eight rooms had all been open and dark.


    With the cessation of Loring's distraction, the thought of Vanya returned, but he felt none of the elation that had sustained him during the early part of the day.


    He had found her, indeed; yet he was somehow disappointed in the circumstances of his success. Despite the unpleasant picture he had deliberately built of her, he realized that he had been hoping to prove himself wrong. Yet here she was, a dancer in the worst of South Sea dives, and, apparently, just what such a person was generally supposed to be.


    What of the cure he had promised himself? Hadn't he hoped for just this—an opportunity to disgust himself with her? Well, here he had that opportunity; here was his chance to see her at her worst; why I wasn't he pleased?


    "It's that damned pretty face of hers!" he muttered. "I'd like to punch that perpetual pout off her lips!"


    "I'm six kinds of idiot," he told himself, "to trail a pretty face over half the Pacific! I'd be better off right now to leave without seeing her."


    But he wasn't going to. He was regretfully certain of that fact. And he knew well enough that if he did, he'd simply be haunted for life by the doubts and memories and might-have-beens that his imagination would summon. Better to face her, loam her true character, convince himself of her faults, and depart cured.


    


    CHAPTER XII


    


    His cogitations were interrupted by a medley of sounds from below. He heard Hong's excited chatter mingling with Loring's yells. A snatch of shouted song came to him.


    "His name is Hong-


    Fat-bellied swine!


    His belt's as long


    Again as mine!


    His face is wrong,


    His neck is big!


    His name is Hong, Fat-bellied pig!"


    The fracas ended suddenly with the bang of the screen door. Mark heard uncertain mutterings and unsteady footsteps below his window, diminishing into the night stillness. He rose and hurried downstairs.


    Hong, feeling a reddening bruise on his vast cheek, stood behind the bar. Otherwise the room was deserted.


    Mark hastened through the door. Against the glow of the moonpath on the bay, he saw Loring, swaying under a tree at the very spot he had first addressed him. He walked toward him. The thin figure of the, beachcomber brandished an empty bottle.


    "China swine!" Loring was muttering. "Even a bottle can't hurt that fat face of his!"


    Mark took his arm.


    "Let me take you home," he said. Loring turned drunkenly, and recognized him.


    "Home?" he said. "I am home." Mark gazed around puzzled; no semblance of hut or dwelling was near.


    "Where?" he asked.


    "This is home," said Loring thickly. He waved the bottle at the glorious canopy of moon and tropic stars. "Tell me—honest opinion—could any palace be finer? Honest opinion—one gentleman to another?"


    


    FANTASTIC NIGHT


    


    Dreams and visions had led Mark a none too peaceful night. He rose with a feeling of having wasted the unusual coolness which he might have employed in far more restful slumbers. He was much too excited over the proximity of Vanya, he decided; his nightmares had devolved themselves about her pretty, unfriendly features, mingled with roaring Tongans around an unholy feast of "long pig," and a crazy, shouting, drunken beachcomber.


    He deliberately ceased thinking of his scornful obsession, and turned his thoughts to Percy Loring. Curious chap! Mark couldn't quite understand his cool pursuit of his worst failings, and his complete indifference to his own regeneration. The crack-brain seemed, if not satisfied, at least utterly hope- I less, to think of ever being other than a Pacific island beachcomber. And the chap seemed educated, likable, had a lot of possibilities. Just a wreck, moral and physical, Mark concluded.


    His memory recalled the bargain he had made—guidance to the native village in return for a bottle of Shene's worst. It seemed a fantastic and foolhardy venture, looked at in the sane light of morning; last night, with the aid of a couple of drinks, it had seemed desirable, romantic and perfectly feasible.


    Mark dressed and descended to the ball below. Hong was before him, with the bruise on his great yellow cheek now an unpleasant purple color, but the graven smile was on his otherwise expressionless face.


    "You want eat?" he grunted at Mark.


    "What have you got?"


    "We got beans."


    "For breakfast? Doesn't sound particularly appealing. What else can you offer?"


    The Chinese stared at him from beady black eyes almost buried in pinkish yellow flesh.


    "We got beans," he said with the same intonation.


    Mark laughed.


    "Beans let it be," he surrendered.


    Hong was apparently cook as well as bartender. He set to work over an oil-burner at one end of the bar. His culinary skill was hardly strained by his efforts, for the beans proved to be of the canned variety; however, a plate of breadfruit accompanied them, and a heavy mug of coffee.


    Mark ate with greater relish than he had anticipated, and walked out into the morning sun. He looked at once for Loring.


    "Probably won't be fit for the expedition by nightfall, anyway!" he thought. “A quart of that rot-gut! Whew!"


    But Loring was in his accustomed place, sitting with his back against a palm, and his bare feet extended toward the ocean. He looked hardly the worse for the night's dissipation; his stubble of beard largely concealed any pallor, though his grey eyes, as he raised them at Mark's approach, were somewhat reddened.


    "How do you feel?" asked Mark.


    "Not bad—really not bad at all."


    "That was quite a song you composed in honor of our friend at the bar."


    "Did I sing?" asked the beachcomber. "I was pretty fair at that sort of thing once. Had a book published—smart little poems."


    "That's interesting," said Mark. "What stopped you?"


    "The War, comrade, the War."


    "Why not try again?"


    "Oh, the opus was an artistic, but not a financial, success. It netted a slight loss."


    "What of it? Seems to me any change you make would be for the better."


    "Do you think so?" queried Loring. "I quite disagree with you. I can't imagine a more idyllic existence than mine."


    A trace of a sneer entered his voice.


    "I am retired in luxury—the blessings of leisure are mine. And yet, the spice of uncertainty is also a part of my life. Shall I, or shall I not, eat, and what? Can I, or can I not, cadge a drink from the next sucker? You were unusually easy pickings last night, you know."


    "By the way," said Mark, "what do you eat?"


    "A varied menu—delicacies not obtainable in London and Paris, tidbits to make an epicure's mouth water. Oysters, varied with fish, varied with sea-crab, varied with land-crab, and a bit of breadfruit to top off. You must come to dinner some night."


    "After you've been my guest," responded Mark. "Hong serves excellent canned beans.


    "The pig!" added Loring.


    "Will the subject of our recent discussion be back tonight?" asked Mark, after a pause.


    "Vanya?" The beachcomber shrugged. "Who knows? No ship in, therefore no need of her services. But the Ellice is expected tomorrow, and she'll surely perform tomorrow night."


    "Well, that leaves us free for our venture of tonight. You haven't forgotten our bargain, have you?"


    "Not I," said Loring, "but I rather hoped you had. It's a tom-fool proposition, and I thought possibly the light of day had revealed its tomfoolery to your eyes."


    "We'll go, nevertheless," said Mark.


    "I keep my bargains," responded Loring. "We'll start about three thirty, then, since it's dark at six-thirty. The village is only some five miles inland, but it's a poor trail, and I want to have daylight, at least going. We'll have to get back the best way we can."


    The remainder of the morning and early afternoon passed quickly; Mark found plenty of entertainment in wandering along the broad sand beach, watching crabs scuttle into tidal pools, and beach birds take wing with raucous cries at his approach. At mid-afternoon he was ready.


    "Got a gun?" asked Loring.


    "Upstairs. Why?"


    "Fetch it," said the beachcomber.


    "Think we'll need it?"


    "Not for animals," said Loring. "There are no dangerous animals, but there are snakes. If we get in a jam, don't dare pull it on the black fellows, though. Just stand easy and let me try to talk us out."


    They started straight inland, passing the deserted native huts beyond Shene's place, and entered a warm, sweetly-odorous jungle. Loring walked in advance, his bare feet padding silently as a native's, though, judging from his unlowered voice, there was as yet no need for silence.


    "Slow going ahead." he called back, as the faintly distinguished trail turned up into the hills. And so indeed it was; creepers had grown across the way, branches had to be laboriously crawled under and pushed aside, and buzzing hordes of disturbed insects swarmed around them. Loring produced a heavy knife and hacked through the creepers and smaller branches.


    "You'd never believe the black fellows from the Cove passed this way three days ago," he said. "They filter through this mess like serpents!"


    The hours passed, and they ascended higher into the hills. Dusk fell with that strange tropical suddenness, and instantly a silence seemed to drop over the jungle.


    "Quiet from here on," whispered Loring, as they crept slowly ahead. A dull, throbbing sound that Mark had felt for some time suddenly emerged to consciousness.


    "Skin drums," said his companion, sensing his question.


    They topped a hill; ahead through the tangle of vegetation, Mark perceived a flickering fireglow; the drum-sound had increased, and now, mingled with its throbbing, came a mystical low chant of human voices. A moment more and black shapes appeared between the fire and the two of them, moving rhythmically in some sort of dance.


    "Closer?" asked Loring in a low whisper.


    "As close as possible!"


    They crept on. Suddenly, unexpectedly, they were at the very edge of a clearing; not twenty feet away burned the fire, and Mark saw on the far side a rough semicircle of huts. They crouched behind a thin barrier of underbrush and creepers, and stared at the bizarre scene before them.


    


    CHAPTER XIII


    


    A group of fully a hundred glistening naked Melanesians sat in a great circle around the fire, squatting on the ground or seated on logs. In the center, following a circuitous route around the fire, moved a dozen native girls in the intricate motions of a savage dance. They stamped, they postured, they struck suddenly rigid attitudes, and burst into tuneless chantings; and, now swelling, now fading to an almost inaudible murmur that Mark felt rather than heard, were the skin drums, pounded by black hands.


    Mark watched fascinated. There was a primitive, elemental splendor in the scene, a hint of worship given to strange, cruel, all-but-forgotten gods. Something echoed in his spirit, something out of a past millenial ages before civilization.


    Loring placed his lips close to Mark's ear, and whispered in almost imperceptible tones, "The unmarried girls!"


    Those, he realized, were the maidens dancing the sinuous dance about the fire. His eyes wandered over the scene—the silent circle, the gleam of black skin, the intent eyes showing red in the firelight, the innate, intrinsic savagery of the whole panorama.


    Then he saw a figure seated on the bole of a log a little apart from the semi-circle, at the far edge, and just beyond the sphere of firelight. Somehow the figure seemed anomalous, different; he strained his eyes vainly for a clearer perception. Then a vagary of the fire aided him; suddenly it flared brighter as some blazing log collapsed, and the added glow brought the figure into strong relief.


    Vanya! Vanya, seated there staring with rapt interest at the primeval orgy of dance in the circle! Vanya, with her troublous features supernaturally beautiful in the ruddy firelight!


    A startled exclamation burst from Mark's lips —"My God! Look!" Loring's hush was too late; a sharp-eared native at the circle's nearer edge turned and—for a long, startled moment—seemed to stare directly into Mark's eyes.


    Instantly there was a shout, a cessation of chants and drum beats. The crowd of natives leaped to their feet; Mark and Loring were dragged into the circle of firelight, and surrounded by a gesticulating, chattering, angry mob of savages. Voices rose in accusing crescendo, fingers pointed at the two as they stood helplessly together in the midst of the crowd.


    "Lay off the gun!" warned Loring to Mark who nodded his understanding.


    "Wait till they settle down a bit," Loring added. "I'll try to talk to them. Some of them are boys from the Cove."


    "My fault, too," said Mark, staring at the ring of outraged faces.


    "It ought to be worth another bottle to get out of this mess," cadged the beachcomber. "It's not what I call a bed of roses."


    "A bottle of Shene's best," said Mark. "And I'll be tempted to join you."


    Gradually the excited throng was quieting. Some of the natives seemed content to listen, though enough still claimed the floor to create a babel.


    A burly native with a paunchy appearance had pushed through to the center of the group. He faced Mark, and began a perfectly incomprehensible harangue, but Mark got its drift without the necessity of interpretation. . . . The white men had committed grave sacrilege, he gathered; these ceremonies were for the eyes of the tribe alone. . . . Mark stood listening without actually understanding a word.


    "The big chief," muttered Loring in his ear.


    Suddenly a voice behind Mark caught his ear, a soft feminine voice. Vanya pushed past him and stood between him and the paunchy headman confronting the native. She wore a white sun-helmet and neat white breeches, and knee-high boots. Mark thought irrelevantly that they were the first clean breeches he had seen since he had left Honolulu. Even in the uncertainty of his situation, he found himself watching her trim, slender figure—she did come just to his shoulder, he noted.


    The chief was addressing his remarks to Vanya; she replied in halting Tongan dialect. The clackings and clatterings of the native tongue fell strangely soft from her lips; Mark couldn't have conceived of the possibility of melody in that outlandish speech.


    The natives had fallen silent, all ears intent on the dialogue between the white girl and their chief. Finally the leader addressed a final few emphatic remarks to Vanya, and paused; a chorus of buzzings and clackings arose from the clustered natives.


    Vanya turned her head.


    "It's all right," she said, "if you leave at once."


    She swung around, facing Mark for the first time. Her great eyes widened in startled recognition as they fell on him.


    "You!" she gasped. "What on earth are you doing here?"
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    "I might ask you the same question," replied Mark, "and be as much entitled to an answer."


    He was angry at himself, first for getting into this situation, then for finding his interest so taken up by Vanya, and finally for the embarrassment of accepting her help in the devilish mess. He almost snapped his reply at her.


    Vanya tossed her helmeted head. "You'd best leave," she said coolly. "I'm going with you to make sure you try no idiotic tricks. This was a fool's business in the first place."


    Loring moved toward the trail's opening. The natives parted sullenly to let him pass, and Vanya followed him, Mark behind her. They filed through the group in silence, save that Vanya called back a single syllable, either of thanks or farewell, Mark presumed. They passed unhindered out of the circle of firelight into the cellar-like darkness of the jungle.


    For a little way the party proceeded in complete silence. It was Loring who finally broke the spell by whistling to himself. Mark was still morose over his awkwardness, and still disgusted that he could not take his mind away from the trim white figure of the girl ahead of him. The way was easier going back; they had cut through many of the lianas and branches. Nevertheless, Mark was amazed to see that already little tendrils had begun the task of closing the trail—lush nature in the tropics wasted little time in utilizing vacant space.


    In spite of himself, Mark watched the easy, graceful movements of the girl, the facile litheness with which she stooped under waist-high branches or stepped agilely over knee-high ones.


    "Born dancer, all right!" he admitted to himself reluctantly.


    


    CHAPTER XIV


    


    Finally Vanya, apparently addressing herself to Loring's back, broke her silence.


    "What were you doing there?" she asked.


    Loring made no answer; it was Mark who took it upon himself to reply.


    "I wanted to see the celebration," he said coldly. "Loring guided me. It's my fault entirely."


    "It was a stupid thing to do," said Vanya.


    "Is that why you were there?" snapped Mark. "In my opinion it's no sign of intelligence for a white woman to walk alone into a horde of savages!"


    "You're confusing them with white men," replied Vanya tartly. "I was in no danger; they are my friends."


    "Very elevating friendship, indeed!" sneered Mark. "You must gain a great deal from such associations!"


    "More than I've ever gained from Europeans!" flared Vanya. "I went to watch them dance."


    "Oh, to watch them dance."


    "Yes. Exactly. I happen to love dancing, and I earn my living by it! Haven't I a right to study native forms, if I choose?"


    "You have for all of me," conceded Mark.


    "When I want your permission I'll ask for it," said the girl.


    "And get it, too. I owe you that much thanks for your kindness back there."


    "You owe me no thanks at all. I'd have done as much for a yellow dog, and certainly would have received more gratitude!"


    Mark laughed with a nasty inflection.


    "Don't expect gratitude from me. I went up there for excitement, and you prevented me from getting it. Does that call for gratitude?"


    "Oh, you're despicable!" cried Vanya in exasperation. "I wish I'd left you there! I wish I had! I might have, too, had I recognized you in time."


    She dropped into a frozen silence. Mark was silent too, for he was listening to the throb of the skin-drums, which had just recommenced. Evidently the interruption of the ceremony was forgotten, and the ritual was proceeding.


    He wondered just how much actual danger he and Loring had been in. He didn't believe they'd ever have suffered anything more than a bit of roughness and an unpleasant expulsion from the vicinity of the village. Still—there were stories current among the islands that hinted at graver consequences; you couldn't tell. That made him all the more indebted to Vanya, he thought angrily. A fine situation!


    He was irritated, too, because Vanya seemed every bit as attractive as he had recalled her. He had a vivid recollection of her face revealed in that first glow of firelight —rapt, attentive, and disturbingly pretty. Well, firelight always flattered a woman's appearance; there was some cosmetic quality in its ruddy glow.


    "I'll take a better look by daylight," he promised himself. "This is a swell way to start that clever cure I've been bragging about! I seem to be in deeper than ever."


    Of course, he consoled himself, he still hadn't seen her teeth. Perhaps, by Heaven's grace, they might be homely enough to offset the lure of her pale, lovely features and blue-black hair. And her legs were still a mystery, as well; though the boots and breeches attested to the fact that at least she wasn't bow-legged.


    The little party moved on in silence, save for the dim rustlings and chirrupings that were the night sounds of the jungle, the soft thud of their own feet, and the almost inaudible thrumming of the receding skin-drums. Loring had ceased his whistling, and Mark and Vanya each walked in a frigid silence. Mark, of course, was thinking of Vanya; what Vanya's reflections were she alone knew.


    Only one untoward incident disturbed the silent progress of the file. They were at the foot of the last hill; fifteen minutes more would bring them to the clearing about the cove.


    "I wish we had a lantern," said Loring, breaking an hour's silence. "It's deuced ticklish walking this trail barefoot at night; I've no hankering to step on a snake."


    He had scarcely spoken when a faint hiss and a rustle brought him to a sudden halt. He struck a match, and outlined against the dark path the trio saw the sinuous form of a tiny but deadly island cobra. The little serpent was no longer than Mark's fore-arm, and no greater in girth than his thumb, yet they knew it was venomous enough to destroy the three of them with three successive strikes of its diminutive head.


    Loring let out an oath and sprang back. His bare feet were no more than a foot away from the deadly weaving head. Vanya gave a little cry, and stepped involuntarily backward, pressing for a startled moment against Mark's body. The match sputtered out.


    Darkness! Mark experienced a strange, almost overpowering surge of emotion; his heart seemed to him to be pounding as audibly as the distant skin-drums, and he was fighting an all but irresistable impulse to slip his arm around the girl.


    He fought a short, fierce, bitter battle with himself. He closed his eyes and struggled to hold himself rigid, immovable. And he won. Loring struck another match, and Vanya moved silently away.


    The cobra was slipping quietly into the brush, but Mark scarcely noticed it. He was half-exhausted, almost panting, as if from actual physical exertion. Had Vanya really leaned against him in the darkness for a bare instant longer than necessary to regain her balance? Had she? He didn't know. It was probably that haunting imagination of his again—like his impression of her smile when the boat sailed out of Honolulu Bay.


    "Whew!" said Loring, and cooly resumed his walking.


    "I wonder if she ever really smiles," thought Mark.


    They emerged into the Cove clearing. A hundred feet away the yellow light of the door of the Diver's Helmet shone; inside Mark could distinguish Hong and another man, a white man, talking at the bar.


    Vanya left Mark and Loring without a word and walked quickly across the clearing into the building.


    Loring paused; Mark perforce following suit.


    "I'll leave you here," the beachcomber said.


    "I owe you a bottle," recalled Mark. "Don't you want to come in and collect?"


    "No, thanks, not tonight . . . That," said Loring, indicating the figure in the lighted room, "is Pearly Shene."


    


    QUARRELS


    


    "So that's Pearly Shene!" thought Mark as he walked out of the Diver's Helmet. It was the morning following the debacle of the native dance, and he was still a trifle angry with himself for his own part in the fiasco, and still pettishly displeased with the part Vanya had played. He wanted nothing less than to be under obligations to the girl who had so consistently displayed her aversion to him. And yet there he was. Disgusting situation!


    He had spent some time, after Vanya's departure the previous evening, discussing the matter with Percy Loring.


    "Were we really in any considerable danger?" he had asked.


    "Figure it out for yourself," had been the beachcomber's reply. "The Tongans are not what you'd call exactly civilized. Accidents have occurred before now to white men in their hands. I'm not saying they would have done us in; but I'm not guaranteeing that they wouldn't."


    'You think they might have taken the chance, then," said Mark moodily. It was not at all pleasing to him; it rather certified his unwanted obligation to Vanya.


    "Well, we committed a grave enough crime against their customs, didn't we? Even civilized people are sensitive about acts they consider sacrilege. And as to taking a chance"—Loring shook his head —"How much of a chance would they really have been taking?"


    He lifted a pebble in his bare brown toes and flipped it into the water.


    "Looks at the facts," he continued. "True, Tonga's a British possession, and I'm British. But do you think the Governor at Taulanga would call out the navy over the disappearance of a beachcomber, a drunken wreck—even though he had claimed to be the last Loring of Abbeycroft?"


    His voice had taken on that familiar sneering edge of self-indictment.


    "And as for you, you're not a British subject, and besides—I'll wager not a soul knows you're here, except Hong, and he'd be very apt to report your disappearance—just the way he'd report mine."


    His words had struck home; Mark had realized his neglect; he hadn't dropped a line to his family in weeks, not since this crazy obsession had taken hold of him.


    "No," concluded Loring, with a keen glance at Mark, "much as you hate to admit it, you owe the lady a debt of gratitude. And I must say you took a deuced queer way of expressing it."


    "I didn't hear any voluble thanks from you," Mark objected.


    "She doesn't like me," said the beachcomber briefly.


    When Mark had returned to the hotel—if the Diver's Helmet might be dignified by that name—the bar had been deserted. Vanya, no doubt, had retired, and Hong and Pearly Shene were absent as well. He had found his way to his own room by the light of a dim lamp, and spent much of the night in bitter reflections. His pride had been given a painful blow.


    


    CHAPTER XV


    


    Now, on the following morning, he had met the redoubtable Pearly Shene for the first time. A sandy haired giant of a man, with a massiveness nearly equal to the elephantine Hong, but of different nature, hard, powerful, muscular. A great pearl in a ring on his left hand and another, as large as a small walnut (but imperfect) in a pin on his dirty shirt-front, had given the man his nickname, Mark judged. He had accepted Mark's greeting with a casual grunt, but had looked him over suspiciously with his cold, impersonal eyes.


    So Mark wandered out into the morning not at all pleased with himself. He looked over the usual scene of shore and ocean; Loring was munching a breadfruit, lying on his back with one knee over the other, swinging a bare foot, beneath the tree he called home. He looked up at Mark's approach.


    "She's out on the point," he said with a grin, indicating the coral spit with a swing of his brown foot.


    Mark followed the gesture with his eyes. A white figure sat at the far end of the reef, staring out with chin on cupped hands at the slow heave of the waves of the blue Pacific. Even at that not inconsiderable distance, Mark could see the glint of the sun on her iridescent black hair.


    "That's one place I'm not going," he said in a firmly decisive voice, intended to convince himself.


    "I'll lay you odds you do," laughed Loring.


    "Confound your impertinence!" barked Mark. “After all, I owe her an apology for the way I acted last night."


    "So you do," said Loring agreeably. 'You're becoming expert in excusing yourself to yourself, aren't you?"


    "At least I try to follow the code of a gentleman."


    "What code does a gentleman use," queried the beachcomber in a voice expressive of sardonic interest, "when he doesn't consider the lady a lady?"


    "The code of ordinary human decency!" Mark snapped. "She's a human being."


    "And a real pretty one," added Loring, "which, of course, has nothing to do with the code."


    Mark turned sharply and walked away. He had at the moment no stomach for Loring's acid comments; the derelict's perception of his motives was too keen for his peace of mind.


    Mark picked his way along the irregular ridged top of the coral reef, disturbing in his progress various gulls and beach birds that were resting there. His passage was accompanied by their raucous shrieks of protest.


    His confidence waned as he approached Vanya. He had the feeling of having come off second best in each of their encounters to date, and he was beginning this meeting under a particularly heavy disadvantage. He had to begin with an apology.


    The girl, after a single glance when the gulls had shrieked their anger, had taken no notice of his coming. She wore, Mark noticed, the same white breeches and trim brown boots that she had worn the previous night, but by daylight he could see that the breeches were mended, and the neat little boots rather scuffed and worn beneath their careful polish. Her bare arms and hands were a shade darker than they had been at their first meeting on the Orient. Mark thought the change rather becoming. He stood, finally, staring at her unresponsive back, wondering how to begin.


    "Good morning," he said diffidently, by way of beginning the conversation.


    Vanya turned her eyes toward him with a cool unfriendly glance. She said nothing in reply, and made no effort to ease the uncomfortable Mark.


    "About last night," he said, "Loring tells me we might really have been in hot water, but for your interference. I guess I didn't act very grateful, but I wanted to let you know I appreciated your help."


    Vanya continued to look at him with unchanging eyes. "I don't want nor expect any thanks from you," she said evenly.


    Mark felt his temper rise again; this girl certainly possessed the knack of rubbing him the wrong way.


    "I don't blame you," he said, controlling himself. "I acted like a fool."


    "Do you expect me to deny that?" said his dark-haired companion tartly.


    "No, I don't." Mark was seeing red again. "I expected you to receive my apology in at least a spirit of understanding. I shouldn't have expected it, but I did.'


    "Another example of your poor judgment," said Vanya.


    "It was; I admit it."


    "Are you as nasty throughout as you are on the surface?' asked Vanya. "I've been wondering if it's possible."


    "Did you, by any chance, ever smile?" retorted Mark. "Or were you simply born soured on the whole world?"


    "Do you know what you remind me of?" asked Vanya. "A Portuguese man-of-war that looks harmless enough, like an ordinary jellyfish; but, if you get too close, it's all poison and sting!"


    "And you," countered Mark, "remind me of a package of arsenic done up in Christmas paper!"


    "Would you mind," said Vanya wearily, "just leaving quietly? Your dear friend Loring is on the beach; I'm sure you'll find his company an improvement. You must have much in common with him."


    "The company of Loring is a distinct improvement," concluded Mark viciously, "over that of a public entertainer, a dancer in Pearly Shene's dive!"


    That remark cut; Mark saw with satisfaction the angry flush coloring Vanya's cheeks. She stared at him with tempestuous eyes so dark and bright that he suspected a rage of tears; she clenched her hands and, swallowed hard to contain her anger.


    "Get out!" she ordered in a husky voice. "Keep away from me! Talbot, or whatever your name is, I hate you! Do you understand that? I hate you!"
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    Mark laughed down into her angry little face, turned on his heel and departed. It was not until he reached the sand of the beach that he looked back toward his late adversary; Vanya was sitting with her back to him and her face buried in her hands.


    Loring was still sprawled beneath his domestic palm tree; the breadfruit had been replaced by a banana. He glanced at Mark's face as the latter approached.


    "What's the matter?" he asked casually. "Wouldn't the lady listen to reason?"


    "No, and that settles it!" flared Mark. "She'll have no more chances to make a fool of me."


    "Permit me to doubt it."


    "Doubt all you please. This finishes it!"


    Loring waved an arm toward the horizon where a distant sail etched a faint square against the sky.


    "That's the Ellice," he remarked. "She'll be here in a couple of hours. That means the lady in question will work tonight; aren't you going to watch her? "


    "Oh, I'll watch her, all right," grunted Mark. "I'll watch her and laugh at her. I'll enjoy nothing so much as seeing her trying to please —it must quite nauseate her."


    He stared angrily at the distant white figure of the girl on the reef. "And then," he continued, "I'm leaving! I'm through with Tonga; I'm off to new ports."


    "Don't forget you owe me a quart," observed the beachcomber. "Where bound?"


    "China!" said Mark savagely.


    


    CHAPTER XVI


    


    A LADY DANCES


    


    "No," said Mark to Percy Loring, "we won't count these drinks against your quart. Tonight you're my guest. The quart is a separate proposition."


    "A gentleman's proposition,” replied the beachcomber. "I accept with pleasure."


    They sat at a side table in the Diver's Helmet which, for the first time in Mark's short experience, was well-crowded. The crew of the Ellice, lying at anchor in the cove beside Shene's Porpoise, filled the tables and kept Hong busy with their orders. Shene himself stood at the bar; Mark fancied his presence and giant strength were sometimes needed, for it was not a quiet gathering, though as yet a jovial one.


    At the piano a small dark-haired man with pudgy hands—Shene's first mate on the Porpoise, according to Loring, was banging out automatic-sounding music with surprising facility. The pieces were ancient enough to Mark's experience, but they were popular melodies, and the crowd was not too critical.


    There was a sudden burst of applause, calls of greeting, shouts of recognition, from the crowd. Mark looked up from his drink.


    A girl, one of those Mark had seen on his first day at Shene's Cove, had emerged from a back room, and stood smiling beside the piano. She was dressed in costume consisting of a laced bodice and knee-length skirt ornamented with tarnished spangles; it reminded Mark of dance-hall costumes he had seen in Western moving pictures—the sort so popular with the kids in Spring Brook, Connecticut.


    "Where do those girls keep themselves during the day?" he asked Loring. "I never see them."


    "Oh, they visit around on the islands."


    The piano struck up a tune, with a thrum of chords. The girl broke into a song, singing in a voice that seemed particularly unmusical to Mark's ears. The ballad was but an innocuous, sentimental affair, concerning itself with a longing for home and mother, but the crowd apparently liked it. A burst of applause greeted its conclusion, and the girl obligingly rendered an encore, breaking into a series of typical burlesque dance steps on the patter chorus. Not good, thought Mark, though he'd seen worse in the islands.


    But the audience as a whole was well pleased. Applause and shouts of invitation greeted the conclusion of the second number. Cries of “Have a drink with us!" and "Sit at my table!" rose from the seamen. The girl chose her companion, and seated herself with a smile.


    "Pretty bad," Mark observed to Loring.


    "You're too critical," the other replied. "The performance pleased the audience; Pavlowa could do no more."


    There was an interval of silence from the piano while its performer indulged in a drink or two at the bar. It was ten minutes perhaps before he returned to his post, and the second act in Shene's cabaret was on.


    Another girl appeared; save for a different face and figure, and a different though equally inane song, her act might have been a repetition of the preceding performance. She sang and danced; after the appreciative applause, she danced and sang. Mark had seen the same thing a score of times in his wanderings about the South Seas. Her encore ended, she followed her co-performer among the tables; her shrill laughter mingled with the general hubbub.


    There followed another interval of silence.


    "How much of this?" asked Mark of Loring.


    "Getting impatient? Don't fret —your scornful princess is next. She's the sole remaining member of Shene's staff of entertainers."


    "How is Vanya? Better than these?"


    Loring shrugged.


    "A matter of opinion. Don't you think the present audience would prefer a burlesque show to grand opera? Personally, I think Vanya deserves a better setting than this."


    "Artistically she may," granted Mark, thinking of his unpleasant encounter of the morning.


    "That's all I refer to. I never judge morals."


    Mark called Hong for another' drink ; he purposely ordered the rounds singly, as he had no desire to provide Loring with the means of another such fracas as the one of two nights before—at least, not until he himself was ready to leave.


    "Did I tell you," he asked Loring, "that I'm marooned here for a while? I inquired of Shene this afternoon, and the next decent connection I can make is the mail packet at Taulanga — just one month from yesterday."


    Loring laughed cynically.


    "I'm glad to hear it. You've been a fine prospect for me; I haven't lived so well since I accidentally found a pearl in an oyster I was expecting to eat—and that was two years ago."


    "Why the dubious laugh, then?" queried Mark.


    "It just seemed to me that if you wanted to leave badly enough you could manage. The Ellice sails for Suva in a day or two; you might find a China-bound tramp there."


    "I could manage to make China," said Mark crossly. "I want to go to Honolulu; I've changed my mind—I'm going home!"


    "What's the matter — disgusted with the South Seas?"


    "Disgusted with the mess I made of a voyage intended to be a pleasure trip."


    "Maybe the trouble is with your conception of pleasure," said Loring. “Now, take my attitude —Look! There she is!"


    Another burst of applause swept the room. Mark looked around with a curious, thrilling palpitation; Vanya stood beside the piano, and — wonder of wonders! — she was smiling. It wasn't really a happy smile; Mark saw at a glance that her eyes retained their solemn depths, but at least the full, pouting lips were parted.


    Mark muttered indistinctly, disregarding Loring's amused chuckle.


    Vanya was wearing a very long, shimmering evening dress of silk or near-silk that dropped quite to the floor. If it had been pieced and mended here and there, the audience cared little; the sailors were content to accept the gown as the acme of luxury and fashion.


    The piano sounded; Vanya began to sing. Another popular American ballad, but her voice was low in pitch, musical, and clear. Mark promptly forgot his threat to laugh at her, and indeed could do nothing but stare. Halfway through her song, the girl's eyes met his for an instant; he saw the faint flush and quick shifting of her gaze. He was thoroughly immersed in the song, thoroughly charmed.


    "Her teeth are pretty," he murmured.


    "Say," said Loring, "if you're looking for defects in the lady, you'll have to probe deeper than the physical."


    The song ended; to Mark's surprise it received quite as much applause as the preceding acts. Vanya smiled, that same sombre smile, Mark thought, and bowed slightly in appreciation.


    "See?" said Loring. "It's the lady's hauteur, her aloofness, her condescension, that gets the applause. It's a novelty in the islands; they like it."


    "To say nothing of her looks, I 'suppose," Mark muttered.


    There came a few inchoate chords from the piano; Vanya was giving an encore. To Mark's utter amazement, she sang the famous "Man Coer s'ouvre a ta Voix" from Samson and Delilah—in French! "My Heart at thy Sweet Voice", she sang, her eyes fixed darkly on the far wall; her accompanist obviously didn't know the melody, but his occasional "ad lib" chords were sufficient.


    Mark stared and listened. Gradually Vanya's eyes seemed drawn to his, and she sang the final half of her song with her gaze fixed on his. He wondered if she had chosen the piece as a sardonic gibe at him; she sang it unsmiling, but clear and sweet.


    The applause that she received was generous enough, but puzzled; doubtless the crowd was wondering if it were missing some subtle point.


    "Well," said Loring. "That's the first time I've heard that here!" Vanya bowed, smiled, and retired, ignoring the scattered invitations. 'That's what they like," declared Loring.


    "Doesn't she ever mingle?"


    "She used to."


    "Oh! She did!"


    "Don't get excited, comrade. She had a friend last year, a pearler named Bill Torkas. He was on the sexless side of sixty, and he liked her. He died three or four months ago."


    "No one else?"


    "`Not at any one else's table. What did you think of her singing?"


    "I thought she danced," said Mark evasively.


    "She will."


    Time passed; Mark and Loring consumed their drinks and reordered, though Mark was drinking little. Loring's potations seemed to affect him not at all; his speech and mind were apparently quite normal. Mark thought of the quart of trade whisky Loring had consumed two nights gone, and ceased to wonder.


    A flurry of excitement came when two members of the Ellice's crew, far gone in their cups, began a brawl over one of the girls. Mark was amused at the expert way in which the giant Pearly Shene expelled the two, leaving them to continue their argument in the open.


    The first girl sang and danced again, and so did her successor. Mark grew impatient.


    "In due time, my friend," soothed Loring. "Ah. Look there!"


    Mark looked. Vanya, wearing a long robe of some red-flowered material, was just emerging. Again came that strange emotion; Mark's eyes were simply riveted on the girl.


    She advanced to the dais beside the piano, and casually dropped the robe from her shoulders. Mark gasped and gripped the edge of the table. He felt his own face flush, half in anger at his own emotion, half in admiration.


    Vanya wore a loose crimson blouse that glowed ruby-like beneath her black hair, and tight black velvet shorts. Her legs—long, slim, rounded — were sheathed in black stockings, and tiny red dancing pumps covered her feet.


    "She's beautiful!" he muttered to Loring. "Her legs are exquisite!"


    "I don't watch white women's legs," said the beachcomber. "It makes one dissatisfied with the spindly shanks of the native girls."


    "But they're beautiful!" repeated Mark.


    "They are indeed—aesthetically long and graceful, and not too plump. But so, for that matter, is the rest of her figure."


    Vanya danced. The pianist swung into a melody that seemed reminiscent of some music Mark had heard; no matter—it had rhythm, and that was enough. Vanya needed no more than that to create a presence of beauty. Her dance was a wild gypsy sort of thing; to Mark, sophisticated as he was, the Russian motif was plain, like a breath of wind across the steppes. She was light and grace personified, and she danced with an abandon that seemed almost a passion. Mark noted her changed expression; in one movement she danced with head thrown back and closed eyes, and a smile on her lips that seemed ever so true. For that moment she seemed happy.


    Then it was over. The applause came; neither more nor less than the audience had granted the other performers. Vanya smiled and bowed, draped herself in her robe, and retired.


    "Why don't they stamp and cheer?” asked Mark irritably of Loring. "She earned it."


    "In your eyes," explained Loring. "They've all seen her before. So you approve?"


    "She's marvelous! And that in spite of my personal feelings toward her... As to the applause, I guess it's remarkable that she got any at all from this audience. These pearlers can't appreciate her."


    "Appreciation? Bah!" said Loring. "They were doing exactly what you were doing—looking at her legs!"


    "She's a great dancer, nevertheless."


    


    CHAPTER XVII


    


    "She's not a great dancer. A great dancer dances with her mind; her body is her medium and she uses it to carefully calculated effect. Vanya dances with her heart; she loves it, and therefore can never be anything but rather good."


    "Have it your way," said Mark. He turned to Loring. "I want to do something. I've acted like a cad to the girl. I want to make up to her somehow. Will you do me a favor?"


    "You're buying the drinks."


    "Ask her if she'll come to our table."


    "I'd do it gladly, but she won't come. She likes me less than you."


    "You're right. I'll send a note by Hong."


    "No," declared Loring. "Hong would be even worse. Write the note and I'll take it."


    Mark tore the back from an envelope and scribbled his message. "I'm sorry," he wrote. "I want to explain, and ask you only to grant me the opportunity. Will you come to my table?" He signed it, "Mark Talbot."


    Loring departed. Mark fidgeted impatiently for several minutes. Finally his companion emerged from the door behind the piano.


    "Well?" queried Mark eagerly. "Is she coming?"


    Loring smiled, and said nothing. A buzz of comment from the gathering caught Mark's ear; he turned.


    Still garbed in her enveloping flowered robe, looking neither to right nor left, Vanya was approaching the table.


    Mark rose as Vanya approached, and Loring followed his example, elaborately placing a chair for her. She gathered the flowered robe about her carefully as she seated herself; half the eyes in the room were on her. Mark resumed his seat, but Loring remained standing.


    "If you don't mind," he said, addressing Vanya, "I'll continue my indulgences at the bar. I have a desire to uncramp my legs."


    He looked at Mark, who gave him a glance of appreciation.


    "Carte blanche?" the beachcomber asked.


    "I owe you a quart," responded Mark, "but I'd rather you let payment rest. I don't want too much disturbance this evening."


    "Reasonable enough! A pint, I assure you, will cause you no trouble."


    Loring departed toward the bar, and Mark turned to Vanya, who simply regarded him questioningly. Once again he experienced that unaccustomed diffidence in her presence; his eyes persisted in centering themselves on her face, and his mind insisted on repeating to itself, "Beautiful! She is beautiful!"


    Vanya twisted nervously under his frankly admiring gaze. "Well?" she said finally.


    Mark started from his reverie. "I'm sorry! Will you have something to drink?"


    She shook her head silently.


    "Oh, come! Just as a symbol of burying the hatchet."


    "Burying the hatchet?"' she echoed with her same serious, questioning expression.


    "An American expression," Mark explained smilingly. "It refers to an Indian custom, I think. It means simply—well, ceasing to quarrel."


    Vanya nodded her understanding. "A glass of port, then," she said. Mark ordered; he noticed that both Hong and Shene had their eyes on the table, though Loring's back was turned.


    "I thought your dancing was—more than excellent," he remarked as the girl sipped her wine.


    "Thank you."


    "It deserves a better audience than this."


    "The audience is none of my choosing!"


    "I can well believe that," conceded Mark. "What puzzles me is why you don't leave all this."


    "Do you think I haven't tried?"


    "I know you've tried. I don't see why you failed."


    "There were reasons enough."


    "Implying that the reasons are, none of my business," said Mark. "And of course you're quite right. But would you consider it impertinent if I asked you the reasons?"


    "I don't see why I should tell you."


    "Again you're right. My actions haven't been calculated to win your confidence, I'll admit. I was hoping my apology would help."


    "You started another apology this morning, and it ended by hurting me—as deeply as one stranger could hurt another."


    "You hurt me, too," replied Mark, "and with more than a stranger's power. You see, you haven't been exactly a stranger to me since the first time I saw you—and I wonder if you know when that was."


    Vanya nodded, her serious eyes still fixed on Mark.


    "It wasn't on the Orient," he warned.


    "I know," Vanya admitted, with one of her rare, grave smiles. "It was on the dock at San Francisco. I passed you; you were arguing or quarreling with a tall man. I've wondered since if you quarrel with everyone you meet."


    "That was my brother; you do remember!" cried Mark.


    "I don't know why," continued Vanya. "I was utterly, hopelessly unhappy. But your face stood out for an instant; it was—the last glimpse I had of America."


    "Then why were you so particularly cold to my friendly advances on the boat?"


    "I was unhappy," she explained. "Both unhappy and seasick."


    "The seasickness is sufficient excuse by itself," said Mark. "But you weren't seasick on the point this morning."


    "I was still unhappy."


    "Why?"


    "That's a question not proper in the South Seas. People here are sensitive about personal questions."


    "I've noticed that," agreed Mark dryly. "No one has asked me my business since I've been in the islands."


    "And no one will. Therefore, why should I tell mine?"


    I should answer, I suppose, because I might be able to help."


    "And I'm sure you can’t! So we reach a deadlock.”


    "Listen to me," urged Mark. "I'm sot asking out of curiosity—that is, not from any ill-intentioned curiosity. I'm interested, and I'd really try to help you."


    "I know you couldn't."


    "If it's a question of money—."


    "It isn't! And I wouldn't accept charity if it were."


    "All right," said Mark. "Forget the offer of help. Is there any special reason why you shouldn't tell me your particular troubles?"


    "None whatever."


    "Well, then, why not?"


    Vanya laughed. It was the first time Mark had heard her do so; like her voice, the laugh was low in pitch, throaty. He was pleased to realize that the feeling of strain between them was vanishing; she had adopted an easier, bantering attitude.
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    "Good heavens!" she exclaimed. "Your persistence does you credit. You're either inhumanly stubborn or you've an interest I don't as yet understand."


    "I'm stubborn, all right," allowed Mark. "It's a family trait. But as to the interest, what do you think brought me to Shene's Cove?"


    "I never stopped to wonder. People—men—circulate all through the islands."


    "Taulanga — yes," said Mark "Or even Nukualofa. But why Shene's Cove?"


    "Do you mean—me? How could you possibly have known?"


    "A dock-hand in Honolulu recognized the Porpoise," Mark replied. "Not much of a clue, but it served."


    Vanya looked at her American admirer with a half-quizzical, half, doubtful expression in her black eyes. She leaned back in her chair, fingering her scarcely-touched glass of port.


    "Do you know, I'm almost convinced—" she said, turning toward hint. With the movement her enveloping gown parted. "But I still don't see why,” she continued.


    Mark deliberately turned his gaze to the long, slim, silk-clad figure; exposed by her movement. She, flushed a trifle, and rearranged her, robe.


    "That's why!" he said tersely.


    "Oh, that's ridiculous!"


    "I don't mean your—er, looks. Even I would hardly chase a good-looker over the entire Coral Sea. I mean your—"


    He paused. Vanya was again staring at him with that intent, serious expression so characteristic of her.


    "I thought your appearance attractive on the San Francisco dock," he continued. "I still think so. I think even more than that now."


    "And you say you came here for such a reason?"


    "And am satisfied with the result, what's more!"


    Vanya continued her serious appraisal.


    "I almost feel that I owe you the story," she said. "Your compliments, though not exactly subtle, have considerable finesse for these parts of the world, at least.”


    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    


    Suddenly a clang of chords from the piano diverted her attention.


    "I'm sorry—I have to go on," she remarked, rising.


    "Again?" asked Mark, rising with her.


    "As long as paying customers continue to pay." She glanced at her costume. "I intended to sing," she observed ruefully, "but I suppose I'll have to dance."


    "You'll come back to the table?" asked Mark.


    Vanya gave him a serious smile, but made no answer as she made her way among the tables toward the piano.


    Loring, a little red of eye but still steady, came over to join Mark.


    "Your bill is nominal," he said. "I've been very conservative.


    Mark made no answer. His eyes were fixed on Vanya as she dropped her robe, and stepped forth again in her revealing costume, trim, slender, and graceful.


    Her dance this time was a congeries of native steps and postures; the experienced sailors recognized its import and the drum-like rhythm, and marked time with stamping feet and clapping palms. But to Mark, the dance was negligible; it was the lithe grace of Vanya that held him, the agile poise of her body, the suppleness of her slim waist, the flash of her silk-clad limbs.


    The conclusion brought more than usual applause; the sound broke on Mark's ears as a startling concussion, so rapt had he become, so engrossed in the Venus-like vitality of Vanya.


    She bowed, draped her robe about her, and prepared to sing as an encore.


    "Did you notice Shene?" queried Loring.


    "I saw him watching us," Mark nodded. "For a while I thought he might interfere."


    'Not he! Your little exploit will be talked about in waterfront hangouts. Vanya's first friend under sixty; that's advertising!" The beachcomber grinned. "And that accounts for her improved reeeption, too. Wait until her song's finished."


    Another burst of applause greeted the conclusion of the girl's song. Shouted invitations rose from all parts of the hall. Vanya acknowledged the applause with bows and a puzzled smile. Amid the acclaim she walked quickly through the crowd to Mark's place.


    Again Loring departed as she seated herself.


    “I don't understand!" she exclaimed, looking at Mark with a puzzled frown. "Was this last attempt such an improvement?"


    "It's your sitting here," he told her. '"It's an admission that you're human."


    There began a noticeable thinning out of the crowd. Reeling sailors staggered one by one in the direction of the door.


    "How about that story?" queried Mark.


    "Why not, after all?" asked the girl. "If you've patience to listen, I've patience to tell."


    "All out!" bawled Pearly Shene at the bar, "I'm closing up!"


    "That needn't disturb us," assured Mark, as Shene's bellow of "All out" sounded. "We'll talk outside."


    "I don't know," said Vanya doubtfully. "I have a reputation to maintain. It's why Shene pays me a pittance more than the others."


    "Loring can chaperon us."


    "Not with my consent."


    "You don't like him, do you?"


    The girl shrugged. "We'll sit on the point. There's a moon, and we'll be in plain sight."


    Loring, taking a last drink at the bar, gave them a red-eyed grin. Mark felt an impatient disgust at the implication of the leer.


    "You're drunk," he observed in disfavor.


    "Only with liquor," sneered the other.


    "A beast!" said Vanya as they passed into the brilliant night.


    "No. A tragedy," replied Mark, , gazing at the luminous stars of the under-half of the sky. Like a crucifix of blue diamonds gleamed the Southern Cross, and the Clouds of Magellan, that galaxy of a million suns, swung over the restless ocean. They both scanned the luminous skies.


    "An illusion of peace," sighed the girl, dropping to a seat on a rock. "Only an illusion. Life can be very cruel under these skies."


    "No more cruel than under the North Star."


    Vanya dropped the robe from her shoulders, baring her throat to the sultry night breeze. Mark found himself gazing at her profile and thinking again of her beauty, and the way the moonlight etched it against the dark background of island hills.


    "Am I going to hear that story of yours?" asked Mark finally. He shifted his position, so that her head was against the sky.


    "Well," said Vanya slowly. "I was born in Russia. You must have guessed that, if only from my name."


    Mark nodded silently.


    "Actually I'm a Georgian. My home, where my family has always lived, was in Georgia—haven't you a Georgia in the United States?"


    "Yes," said Mark quietly.


    "Our Georgia is a splendid mountainous country like—like nothing I can think of in Europe. More glorious than Switzerland and the Alps. It's in Asia, you know, in Siberia."


    "Americans," said Mark, "think of Siberia as a cold, unfriendly region where prisoners are sent to horrible deaths in the salt mines."


    "That was in the North," said Vanya. "My home was in Georgia, in the South, not terribly far from the border of China. It was near Lake Baikal; we had a hunting lodge on the lake."


    "A hunting lodge!" exclaimed Mark.


    "Yes. My father was an ardent hunter. There were deer, and wolves, and great brown bears. I learned to ride and shoot before I was twelve years old, though he never let me go with him. I stayed at home in a great, towered, stone building. We called it Angarask; the Angara River ran through our lands."


    "Nobility, I suppose," said Mark cynically.


    "We had a title—you'd call it Count. Peasants worked the land, renting it from my father. I was I happier than I knew!"


    'Then what?" queried Mark. He hardly knew whether Vanya expected him to take her story seriously. He had heard more than one island dancer claim noble blood.


    "When I was fourteen they sent me to school, in England. I'd learned English and French from childhood on, of course; we all did. I was there just a year."


    "And then?"


    "Then the War. I had to hurry home, all the way across Europe, and half way across Asia. I was too late; when I got home my father had left for the Austrian front, and I never saw him again."


    "Lost in the war?"


    "I don't know. We had letters for two years, at intervals. The mails were in a terrible state, and finally you simply couldn't depend on them. He couldn't come home, either; it was a four thousand mile trip each way, and they couldn't give him a long enough furlough."


    "Lord!" said Mark. "That's as far away from home as I was in France."


    "Then, you know, the Czar fell. There was a short time under Kerensky when we thought our property was safe. But only a short time. There came the Red Revolution, and of course we were White Russians."


    "Siberia was white for a while, wasn't it?"


    "Just for a few months, under the Cossack rule. Then the peasants, the moujiks, that I had played with, that I knew by name, turned against us—my mother and I. We had to leave, smuggled out at night by a few friendly ones. We managed to get to the Chinese border safely, but we brought almost nothing of value. We couldn't—things happened too fast."


    "I should think so!" said Mark.


    "We got to Harbin, in Manchuria. There was a colony of White Russians there, but all, like ourselves, ruined by the Revolution, and barely managing to exist.


    "Well, we had to live somehow. I was nineteen, and I loved dancing. I'd studied it in London and Paris, and I managed to find work n a sort of cabaret, a French place. But Mother wasn't well, and after almost a year, she died."


    "Was she all your family?" asked Mark.


    "All. And after a while, I worked in Canton, and then in Singapore—it's not a life I like to recall.”


    "But how did you end up here?"


    "I had an offer from Pearly Shene; it sounded like better pay, and I came. It was too late when I discovered his figuring wasn't in gold but Mex."


    "That's the regular currency in these parts," said Mark.


    "I didn't know that then. And so I landed here—the worst place of them all! Even Singapore was better."


    "What about your trip to the States?"


    "I wanted to get into America " said Vanya. "I thought that if I could once enter the States, I'd be safe from—this sort of thing. It seemed almost like Paradise—a great, rich, civilized country where life was so assured, so easy! So I saved the passage money, tried, and—failed."


    "Why?" queried Mark.


    "Don't you see? I'm not a Russian citizen, I'm not an English citizen, I had no passport; I'm literally without a country! I can never get into any civilized nation."


    "But Good Lord!" exclaimed Mark. "Why didn't you try the Governor at Taulanga? Couldn't he certify you? Tonga's British."


    "Do you think I didn't try? I spent days, literally days, at the Residency trying to see him, and when I did, be patted my cheek, and told me very politely that there wasn't a thing he could do. He only exists for British citizens. So—I tried in spite of him, and failed."


    She paused a moment, staring moodily out over the ocean.


    "That's why I was so certain you couldn't help me. Nobody could, less than a President or a Member of Parliament, or whatever you call your law-makers!"


    She rose; the flowered covering fell about her feet, and for a moment she stood with her breath-taking form silhouetted against the ocean horizon. Then she gathered her robe about her, and turned silently towad the Cove.


    Mark followed pondering. At the end of the coral spit he fell into step beside her.


    "That's the best story I've heard in the whole island world," he said. Vanya stopped suddenly, facing him. Her black eyes blazed up at him with sudden anger.


    "You don't believe me!" she cried.


    "Then tell me how you saved money for passage to America!" flared Mark. "Tell me that! On Shene's pay, I suppose!"


    "Oh!" said the girl in a half-sob of anger, "you're—you're unbearable!'


    She fled abruptly toward the Diver's Helmet. Mark turned and walked over to Loring's palm; the beachcomber snored peacefully beneath it. Mark drew back his foot and kicked the sprawled figure sharply; Loring opened a dazed and befuddled eye.


    "I don't know whether to believe her!" said Mark fiercely. "I don't know whether she's lying!"


    "Try the acid test," murmured Loring sleepily, as he resumed his slumbers.


    


    CHAPTER XIX


    


    DOUBTS


    


    The talk was of sudden wealth when Mark, still full of troublesome doubts of Vanya, wandered over to Loring's tree next morning. He found that worthy trading stories with one of the Ellice's crew—rumors of rich finds, giant pearls, treasure on remote islets. Mark listened again—as who hadn't in the islands—to the story of the great black pearl that had made the fortune of "Luckless" Parks, the gem known in the markets as "The Eye of Allah."


    Loring responded with the tale of a pearler trying his luck off lonely Haymet Rock. On the third descent, the diver, he asserted, had brought up a malformed oyster—a freak—and the men in the boat had pried it open immediately. There, in the fleshy folds of the mollusc, for just an instant, had flashed a veritable pearl of pearls! A great pink, radiant gem, perfect in form and gigantic in size, a fortune for its finders. Just an instant, and the great gem, slippery with oyster slime, had flashed elusively out of their fingers, and dropped into the clear waters. Loring told of the desperate faces craned to watch its sinking, and how, drawn by the luminous flash, a great Opah, the original king-fish, had darted in a rose and green streak from beneath the boat, and swallowed the priceless, shining globule! And how the pearler's crew, abandoning diving, had taken to fishing, and had fished the vicinity for weeks in a vain attempt to capture the guilty Opah!


    "And they're still at it!" concluded Loring. "The ships that pass Haymet Rock still bring back stories of the perpetual fisherman, and they say the crew is springing gills and growing scales from a steady fish diet!"


    The story was well received. The seaman guffawed, and departed to repeat it to his shipmates at the bar, and even Mark's moroseness yielded a hearty chuckle.


    "Not even a drink," mourned Loring.


    "I owe you a quart, and I'll stand you a drink. Seen Vanya?"


    "No. And I can't use your quart —not by day-light. No fun at all, getting spiffed by day; the cold light brings out one's deficiencies too clearly."


    "You're a connoisseur of decadence."


    "Just an artist," grinned the beachcomber. "By the way, is this bruise in the shape of a boot-print a memento from you?"


    "I needed your advice," said Mark, smiling in remembrance, "which you gave."


    He thought suddenly of Loring's bemused answer to his query. "Try the acid test!" Might be good advice, at that!


    "Listen here," said the beachcomber abruptly, "My last night's advice, whatever it was, is probably valueless, but I've an opinion or two to render now, and the first is that you're a fool."


    Mark wasn't irritated; the other's manner had a disarming air of banter, underlaid by a serious tone.


    "I've been called so by those better qualified to judge than you," he responded with a grin.


    "No one's better qualified than I," said Loring. "A fool is always a better judge of fools than any wise man. The fool knows his subject from the very fundamentals of his own experience, from the inside, as it were; the wise man gets all his knowledge of fools from hearsay."


    "Then you qualify as an expert indeed," said Mark. "What of it?"


    "Just this: Your particular brand of tomfoolery lies in blinding yourself to certain very obvious facts, because, I suppose, they're unpleasant facts, or because they offend your pride, or some other equally valid reason."


    "For instance?" queried Mark.


    "For instance Vanya. You're in, love with her, you know!"


    "I certainly am not!" exclaimed Mark vehemently. "On the contrary, I dislike her strenuously. Simply because I admire her obvious beauty is no sign I’m in love with her!"


    "No one," said Loring dryly, "could possibly be as beautiful as you seem to think she is. And furthermore, no person but a born artist will chase an impersonal idea of beauty over a whole ocean. It's not the beauty you were pursuing. It's the lady."


    Mark was thoroughly startled by Loring's accusations. The possibility he had never admitted to himself stared him in the face through the other's blunt words, and he hardly knew how to reply.


    "Moreover," continued the beachcomber relentlessly, "I don't care how you describe the emotion to yourself—call it fascination, infatuation, or obsession; it doesn't alter the fact."


    "Lord!" groaned Mark. "You're a brutal devil!"


    "Like the surgeon and his knife," said Loring. "For your own good. You Yankees aren't made for the tropics. Your cool, logical characters soften, disintegrate, go to pieces, under the equator, like mine."


    Mark had no reply to make. He was dazed, upset, and thoroughly puzzled.


    "That's your danger," proceeded his tormenter. "Suppose you had her under your familiar temperate sky; suppose this exotic, romantic, poisoning tropic background were lacking. How would you feel then? Would she hold her charm in your eyes? Would a prosaic background destroy her lure? Is she attractive only by virtue of contrast with her undesirable associates, and would the competition of cultured women topple the illusion of her superiority? What do you think?"


    "I don't know," muttered Mark. "What do you think?"


    "What I think doesn't matter. The moral angle, which means so much to you provincials, doesn't affect my opinion, and that makes my likes and dislikes utterly meaningless to you. But personally, I like her, despite her poor estimate of me. In fact, her prejudice does her credit!"


    "Oh Lord!" groaned Mark. "If I only believed her story!"


    "So she told one, then. That's the moral question again, you see. Is she fit for the company of decent women? Could I take her into my home, to meet my sister, my mother? The New England standard!"


    "Haven't you any standard?" flared Mark.


    "I have my code. Didn't I just refuse your offer of a drink? Now feel I've earned the right to one, after this conversation. I'll accept your next offer gracefully."


    "The devil! You're as consoling as an ugly-tongued traffic cop."


    "And I serve a parallel purpose. I point out wherein you've failed to observe certain well-established rules and regulations. The amount of the fine, of course, is up to you."


    "One couldn't believe anything bad of her," muttered Mark, "to look at that lovely face of hers!"


    "How old is the lady?" queried Loring irrelevantly.


    "Fourteen the first year of the war—that makes her twenty-one."


    "Well," mused the beachcomber, "one can fall a long way in twenty-one years. It took me only a decade longer to reach my level."


    "That's a consolation."


    "It is. Vanya can't possibly be assigned to the same level, you see; she must, by logical inference, occupy a higher one, since she looks down on me. That's a self-evident fact, isn't it?"


    "Your cursed verbal pyrotechnics!" snarled Mark. "A lot of help they are!"


    "Have they earned me a drink?" grinned Loring.


    "Come on." Mark paused suddenly. "That's it!" he exclaimed abruptly.


    "That's which?"


    "I've got it! The acid test—the Trial by Fire!"


    "She'd be a sensation on the American stage," observed Mark, watching the flash of Vanya's white supple limbs through the rents of the vagabond-like costume she wore.


    "Wrong as usual," contradicted his cynical companion. "Her features are too delicate to cross the footlights, though she might make the cinema. Still, that hint of intelligence in her face might kill even that chance, judging from some of your screen epics."


    "You're a cold proposition," laughed Mark.


    Vanya was singing now. Her eyes passed coolly over Mark, ignoring his tentative smile as she had done all evening. She finished her song and vanished without a sign of recognition. Loring gave Mark a questioning glance.
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    "Yes," said Mark. "Now the Trial by Fire."


    "I'll wager our current quart you lose."


    "I want to lose. If I do, I'll know she's straight."


    "No bet?"


    "I'll do this," said Mark thoughtfully. "I'll stand you a quart if I do lose. If I win—we all lose."


    "Fair enough! Do you mind if I consume the current quart?"


    "Any time at all!" growled Mark.


    "Then," said Loring, draining his glass, "I'm about to bestow on you an ancient and honorable title. I hereby dub you—Easy Mark!"


    " 'Easy Mark' is right," snapped the other as he left the table. "I mean 'Easy Mark' was right."


    


    CHAPTER XX


    


    He ascended the stairs to the upper hall. A dim light shone beneath the door of a room half-way down the corridor that must of necessity be Vanya's quarters, since the other two girls were still downstairs. Shene's roam was on the ground floor, and Hong slept, if he slept at all, Heaven knew where. He paused at the door; probably had no more lock than his own, he thought.


    "Trial by Fire!" he murmured, and rapped sharply on the panel.


    "Yes?" called a voice—Vanya's voice!


    He deliberately turned the knob; the door gave and he stepped in. Vanya looked up in startled surprise as he closed the door behind him. He glanced about the room, very similar, save for the single window, to his own—furnished with a narrow bed, a single straight chair, a bureau with a mirror, and a wooden wash-stand with a pitcher and basin. Vanya sat on the bed, with the long evening gown she had worn the preceding night crumpled in her lap; she was apparently mending it. The single chair was bedecked with a scanty litter of other clothes.


    The girl, as she stared wide-eyed at Mark's unceremonious entrance, still wore the tattery costume of her last dance; in the room's heat she had discarded the flowered robe across the foot of the bed. She sprang to her feet and reached for it as if to drape it about her semi-revealed figure.


    "You again!" she exclaimed. "What do you want here?"


    Mark made no answer; as she fumbled with the scarlet-flowered robe, he suddenly advanced a step, swung his arm about her waist, and pressed his lips against her full, pouting ones!


    Vanya neither screamed nor struggled, nor did she yield; her body was pressed rigidly against his by his arm, but her soft lips, except for their warmth, were as unresponsive as those of a stone statue. A moment only Mark held her, then he released her. She pressed her fingers across her lips and backed slowly away from him, sinking to the bed with her eyes fixed dazedly on his face.


    "Well," said Mark, "why don't you call for help? Why don't you scream?"


    "Scream?" said the girl dully. "Who'd come? Your friend Loring? Or Hong? Or Pearly Shene? Aren't you a paying guest?"


    She tried to shift the rags to cover her bare white knees. Mark made no answer to her words, but seated himself on the bed beside her. Suddenly he again drew her to him, bending her back across his knees; he leaned forward and once more pressed his lips to hers.


    There was a violence in this second kiss that he had hardly intended; he was suddenly involved in his own plan in a manner somewhat unexpected. Vanya was rigid and unyielding in his arms, but somehow Mark felt, or thought he felt, a change in her. Then suddenly she was struggling, twisting, writhing in an attempt to escape from the circle of his arms. He withdrew his lips, and she lay motionless, her eyes closed, and her breath sounding in little gasps.


    "Why don't you scream?" Mark repeated.


    "Please," she said in a low voice. "Please—let me go."


    By way of answer, Mark cupped his great brown hand beneath her chin, and holding her firmly against her struggles, kissed her again. And in the midst of this procedure, she ceased to struggle; she was passive in his embrace, and a curious and unexpected thrill moved in Mark's own being.


    Had she responded? Had he imagined a scarcely perceptible flutter of the warm lips? He wondered, for no one, except clever Loring, could have read the real reason for Vanya's hauteur and coldness to him —that her attitude was a mechanism of defense against the love she feared. Out of the bitter circumstances of her life had grown the distrust of men that led her to I erect her shield of disdain, and from her first meeting with Mark had come the fear of the very thing that was now occurring to her. Her defense was cracking, and even though Mark could not know her feelings, he sensed enough to do no more than repeat his kiss with added fierceness.


    This time he was certain! This time he felt her response. And still she lay passive and unresisting in his arms, with those dusky eyes of hers now gazing seriously into his own! Again he kissed her, with an ardor that was quickly outrunning that carefully engineered plan with which he entered the room.


    He recalled himself. This I wouldn't do! Not while the Trial I by Fire remained to be given. But the warm throb of the girl's half-revealed body, the silky feel of her black hair on his arm —. He pressed one final kiss on her now responsive lips, while her arm slipped softly over his shoulder and drew him still closer.


    He placed her upright on the bed, and stood erect. Vanya sat with her face buried in her hands, her ebony hair cascading across her bare arms.


    "You didn't scream," said Mark in a half-choked voice, "because you didn't want to!"


    She made no answer, but raised her head until the dark eyes met his. She looked at him with a serious, frightened, puzzled face; Mark had to steel himself to continue his designated course.


    "Will you deny that?" he muttered, wondering how to proceed.


    Vanya shook her head silently, with her puzzled eyes still fixed on his. Mark, for his part, was him. self more or less at a loss ; though he had burst in upon the girl determined to carry through his plan, yet her bewildered, half-reluctant yielding to him seemed entirely at variance with the attitude he might have expected. Still, he told himself, what of it? He was here with a definite purpose; he was going; through with it.


    A burst of sound from below interrupted the progress of Mark's plans. There came a racket of shouts and a crashing of chairs and tables — Shene's bellow, sailors' shouts, and keening through the, hubbub, a familiar voice raised in song!


    "I sing a song


    Of men unclean,


    To Ho Li Hong


    And Pearly Shene!


    Their liquor's strong,


    And so's their smell!


    So send them both along


    To Hell!"


    "Oh!" said Vanya, passing her hand dazedly through her black hair. "Again—now! I can't stand this!"


    The hullabaloo rose to a crescendo of shouts, oaths, rending wood, and crashing glasses. Loring's song shrilled again above the brawl.


    "For decent men


    Will hardly seek


    The filthy pen


    Where such men reek!


    For Hong is fat


    And Shone is big—


    But Shane's a rat,


    And Hong's a pig!"


    Mark heard Vanya's distracted murmur, still missing the hysteria in her voice.


    "Oh God!" she whispered. "No more of it!"


    The fracas broke into the open; Mark saw from the window the group of sailors, Loring in their midst, stagger toward the beach. And a final fragmentary melody floated back.


    "Let long, cool swells


    Of ocean clean


    Wash out the smells


    Of Hong and Shene."


    The voice faded. Mark turned again to the pale face and haunted eyes of Vanya.


    "I've got to leave," she said, "or go mad!"


    Mark perceived his chance—the opportunity to further his plans.


    'Leave? he said. "Where? Singapore, Canton, Harbin? Or Saigon or Shanghai? I'll give you passage money, if they're better than this.


    "But I have a plan," he continued, noting the girl's shudder. "I'm not proposing marriage, but I can slip you into the United States —as my wife! Get you past the immigration people. You'd like to enter the States, wouldn't you? Clean cities, cultured people, wealth —you know the details!"


    Vanya still looked up at him with that hopeless, silent gaze.


    "I'll be fair," said Mark. "I won't collect until I deliver. The mail packet leaves Taulanga for Honolulu in about three weeks; we'll sail on that as a married couple. Once in the States, you belong to yourself; until we dock at Frisco, you are my wife. There's my offer; yes or no?"


    Mark stared down into the dark eyes.


    "There it is!" he thought. "Trial by Fire—and I hope to Heaven she slaps my face!"


    But she didn't. She just gazed at him with the same dazed, hopeless expression, and then closed her eyes and sobbed quietly.


    


    * * *


    


    "Looks like a typhoon passed through the bar!" said Mark to Loring, as the latter sat munching his morning quota of bananas and breadfruit. The beachcomber showed some effects of the evening's fracas; his lower lip bore a ragged cut, and his eyes were more than usually red-rimmed. His unkempt beard concealed any other damages his face might have suffered.


    "Good party!" replied Loring. "Must have been, for I've had the only headache I've acquired for several years. . . . Though that might have been the bottle itself instead of its contents!"


    "Hong looked normal this morning."


    "He should; the pig ducked out when the excitement started."


    "What happened ?"


    "Couldn't say," grinned Loring. "Just began, I suppose. These little affairs have a habit of starting when I get spiffed around Hong or Shone. Just a minor peculiarity of mine!"


    "At that," said Mark, "you and your friends appeared to come off second best, from what little I saw of the affair."


    "That Shene!" said the beachcomber with distaste. "He did in the five of us; took most of it out on me, of course; he was really very gentle with the paying customers."


    Mark stared out to where the Ellice was slowly rounding the last curve of Tongatabu. It sailed jauntily, with full sail spread to the mild Trade Wind, notwithstanding the fact that a good portion of the small crew must have been feeling their two-days' dissipations.


    "There goes Shene's clientele," he observed. No show tonight."


    "Oh, the lady will have a free evening, if that's what you mean," replied Loring. "And by the way, did I win that quart?"


    "You did not!" snapped Mark.


    He strolled away, leaving Loring gazing after him with an expression of mingled amusement and regret.


    He did not heed the beachcomber's sarcastic call. . "There's also a Trial by Combat!" came Loring's irrepressible voice. "I'll wager another quart on that!"


    


    CHAPTER XXI


    


    Mark saw Vanya at the red-iron pump beyond the Diver's Helmet, with a little heap of white clothes beside her. Barelegged, her tiny feet in worn slippers, she seemed charming to Mark, yet the memory of her yielding last night displeased him.


    "She's rated herself," he reflected. "The best thing for me is to avoid her until the mail packet sails."


    And he did avoid her—for nearly the entire day. Dusk found him apologizing to his own strict New England code, and nevertheless approaching Vanya where she sat at the extremity of the point.


    Vanya looked up with a wan smile at his approach; she seemed spiritless, forlorn, sitting alone in the darkness. She had changed her dress to her worn white breeches and a sleeveless blouse, and she seemed amazingly slender and tiny. "Boyish" wasn't the word, Mark thought — she looked feminine enough; "trim, neat, tailored," came closer to the point. On an impulse, he leaned over her and kissed her rather lightly on her lips; she made no move to evade him, but likewise made no response.


    He seated himself beside her. "Vanya," he said, "I spent the whole day trying to avoid you." She nodded. "I noticed it."


    "And did you know why?"


    "Of course." She looked at him gravely. "It's because you regretted our—our bargain."


    Mark frowned. Did he regret his offer? He realized that he did not; what bothered him was Vanya's easy surrender, and her unresisting acceptance of the position in which he had placed her.


    "No," he said. "I keep my bargains."


    He looked out at the Porpoise; the ship's harbor lights gleamed in the little cove like errant stars.


    "What does Shene use that schooner for?" he asked.


    "He pearls," said the girl in a dull voice. "The mate, Orris, the one that plays the piano, will take it out again in a day or two, and be gone eight or ten weeks."


    "Who plays when he's gone?" asked Mark idly.


    "Loring," said Vanya. "It's worse then," she added in a low voice. "Why are you interested in the Porpoise?" she asked after a moment's silence.


    "Ways and means!" said Mark. "We must have marriage papers of some sort; I think they may be purchased from Shene. After all, he's a ship's master, with the right to perform marriage ceremonies. But we'll have to arrange the thing before the Porpoise leaves."


    "Why?" asked Vanya. "I haven't had any experience with—with—I don't know the rules."


    "Because a ship's captain only has the authority to conduct these ceremonies on the high seas. The high seas begin three miles from land, and we'll have to sail the Porpoise out, just in case—If the witnesses think it's authentic, so much the better. This fellow Orris can be one, and one of the crew the other—but they're all black, aren't they?"


    "Yes," said the girl.


    "Well, there's bound to be a mission boy among them who can scrawl his name. Or we could take Loring—"


    "Loring!" cried Vanya. "Never! Never in the world! This business is degrading enough without him—" She ended in a choked sob.


    "Degrading?" said Mark cruelly. "Why should that matter? You chose your own way out of this!"


    "I'm sorry," said the girl, relapsing into the lifeless tone of her previous remarks. "I'm sorry, but please—not Loring! I couldn't stand the bitter, shrewd, smirking face he'd put on!"


    "Would you have him wear the regalia of a wedding guest?" sneered Mark. "But all right—not Loring."


    "When can we get the—the thing over with?" the girl asked.


    "Tomorrow — tomorrow!" said Mark. "The sooner the better!" Then out of the night rose Loring's voice, oddly shrill, in a weird sort of chant.


    "England is a woman,


    calling me again


    With a voice inhuman,


    To a world of men!


    England's eyes are like the lights


    Seen on foggy London nights


    With a beckoning that invites—


    England is a woman!"


    Vanya shuddered at Mark's side; she seemed nervous and distraught at the uncanny keening voice.


    "Drunk again!" said Mark. "Where the devil did he get the liquor?"


    "He's not drunk," said the girl. "When he's drunk he sings about Hong and Shene. Sometimes he sings sober, like this, and that's the worst of all."


    Again rose the strange song, like the voice of a disembodied spirit drifting out of some invisible bourne.


    "Tonga is a woman


    Lying in a fen,


    With the art to summon


    Evil out of men!


    Tonga's breath is passion-hot,


    Whisp'ring, 'Loring—drunken sot


    Here you stay and here you rot!'


    Tonga is a woman!"


    The voice rose to a shrill, bitter, nerve-wracking climax; and died into silence. Vanya clenched her white little hands into fists, and writhed under the spell of some powerful emotion.


    "I hate him!" she murmured. "I hate him the worst of all at times like this; He won't forget, and he won't let anyone forget!"


    She was almost sobbing. Mark drew her into his arms in an impulse to comfort her. She twisted until her face, with its haunted eyes, looked up into his; she reached her hand up and touched his bronzed cheek.


    "I know now that our bargain was no mistake," she said. "It's worth everything to leave this place—everything! To see clean snow again, and normal people!"


    She paused, staring off into the darkness where Loring was weaving his disturbing thoughts.


    "Don't you realize the curse of this place, Mark?" she continued drearily. It was the first time she had over used his given name; the sound of it on her lips sent a curious thrill through him. "It's this," she continued. "That every person here grows to hate the others. Hong hates Loring and Shene, and Toring hates Shene and Hong, and Shene hates all of us, and I'm no different. Only you, cold and strong, and fresh from a clean Northern land, are not yet one of us, we don't hate you and you don't hate us—yet!"


    She closed her eyes.


    "You're cruel and heartless, Mark; yet you're a better refuge than Tonga offers."


    However, Mark was feeling anything but cruel and heartless. A confused babel of emotions stirred in him that he could not analyze; he knew only that sympathy moved him for the grave girl in his arms. Her lips were very close; he pressed a kiss on them. A mist dropped over him; he realized vaguely that his kisses were growing fierce, bruising, passionate — and a moment later Vanya was twisting, desperately away, beating at his face and shoulders! She thrust herself violently from his arms and ran down the coral spit toward the Cove.
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    "Vanya!" he called after her.


    She stopped, looking back at him; he could hear the panting of her breath.


    "The mail packet doesn't sail for three weeks!" she said.


    


    A HONEYMOON IN ECLIPSE


    


    "We can manage!" said Pearly Shene. "They won't know nothing.


    They'll sign where I tell 'em!" The Porpoise was slipping easily away from Tongatabu, rounding the reef into the open sea. Vanya, wearing the long black dress she had worn the first time Mark ever laid eyes on her, stood silently beside Shene in the stern. The unfailing tropical sun of the dry season blazed down on them, but a fresh wind countered its heat. Shone spun the wheel; the little schooner heeled over into the wind, and the Cove, deserted except for Loring dozing beneath his tree, slid gradually astern.


    "We can fix it," said Shone with a grin intended to be jovial. "I've got a mission boy aboard who can scribble his name — Paul Tubou. He'll do for the second witness. And neither him nor Orris will know but what it's a genuine splice. So they won't talk, and as for Pearly Shene —he never talks out o' turn!"


    Vanya's nervousness was becoming obvious, she gave an impatient gesture at Shene's remarks, and turned to walk forward along the deck. The breeze whipped her clothes about her; Shene followed her with his eyes.


    "A nice figure!" he commented to Mark. "You're picking well, though for me—I like women more on the plump side. I like a waist with heft to it; your lady's as slim in the middle as a marlin-spike!"


    Mark felt a quiver of indignation run through him at Shene's cool appraisal. The devil with the fellow and his tastes!


    "Aren't we three miles out yet?" he queried morosely.


    "We'll make it a good five and be sure." said Shene. "Wind don't cost nothing."


    


    CHAPTER XXII


    


    The ship slid smoothly on, and the green hills of Tongatabu sank into lower relief. Mark tried to pick out the location of the native village where he and Loring bad experienced such trouble; he pictured Vanya as she had appeared in the ruddy light of the tribal fire. Beautiful, he thought, glancing toward her slender figure along the deck. She was beautiful! He ought to be glad of the lucky break he was getting, instead of miserable. After all, she was as much the gainer as he—more, as far as that went. He was spending good money on this fool's business; he probably could have driven a far sharper bargain. "Easy Mark!" Loring had been right! And yet—Well, the bargain was made, and that settled it. Vanya hadn't been forced to agree to his terms.


    "Heave to!" bellowed Shene. There was a scurrying of black figures; Orris was bawling orders at the black boys. The schooner swung gracefully about, her trim nose pointed keen as a setter's into the wind.


    "A couple of minutes till the boys get the lines fast," said Shene to Mark.


    "Trim little craft, ain't she?"


    "Very," said Mark politely.


    "There's money to be made with a ship like this," said Shene. "Anyhow, for those that's willing to put some in."


    "I don't doubt it," said Mark.


    "Now if you, for instance, were looking for a neat profit, I could maybe point the way." Shane's voice dropped to a confidential growl.


    "I’m not in Tonga on business," replied Mark, watching Vanya who had turned and was approaching them.


    "I know — I know!" rumbled Shene. "But a man's a fool not to take a turn when it's offered. And I've a good thing, too—a bed of oyster off an atoll, and every shell a find. I know; I been there. And I'd take a partner in on shares, maybe."


    "What's a share worth?" asked Mark casually. Vanya had looked up, suddenly at his question.


    'Two hundred pound," said Shene, "and you stand to clear it five times!"


    "Almost a thousand dollars," said Mark. "I thought you said wind was free!"


    "Ah, but supplies ain't!" grinned Shene. He glanced over the ship. "Right and tight!" he said. "Into the cabin."


    Mark followed Vanya through the door. Shene was fingering a paper he had spread on the table before him, scrawling something with a hand awkwardly unused to pen.


    "Now," he growled to Mark. "You'll sign here, and you here." They did as he indicated; Mark with a hasty, deliberately careless scribbling, and Vanya with no expression at all.


    "My heartiest to you!" said Shene with a sarcastic leer, as he stepped to the door.


    "Orris!" he bawled. "Tubou!" The sandy-haired little man who had played for the Ellice's entertainment entered, followed by a trouser-clad native. Shene pointed a heavy finger at the paper.


    "Witness, you scum!" he roared. "You've signed papers before! And get out!"


    The witnesses departed, and Shone turned with a smirk to Mark.


    "And now the parson's fee," he chuckled.


    Mark drew a sheaf of traveler's cheques from his pocket.


    "Is this good?" he asked.


    "As gold!" rumbled Shene, watching him countersign one of the slips. "States money goes anywhere in the world."


    Mark motioned Vanya to the door. She was embarrassed, flushed with mortification; the sordid business apparently appealed to her even less than to Mark.


    "Mind that offer I made," said Shone as they departed.


    "I'll think it over," said Mark. The schooner was tacking into the wind as they emerged on deck. The green, low hills of Tongatabu were dead ahead, though the Cove itself was hidden by the jutting coral spit.


    Vanya turned her serious face to Mark.


    "Did he want you to give him some money?" she asked.


    "He did."


    "And will you?"


    "Why do you ask?" queried Mark. "Why are you interested?"


    "I don't know why," said the girl. "You can afford to lose, it seems. But I want to warn you—hers trying to swindle you."


    Mark chuckled.


    "Don't you think I suspected it?" he asked amusedly. "I've been around a bit!"


    "No need to suspect it. You can be sure."


    "Even being sure, I might be willing to gamble it," said Mark, "if the deal promised excitement. If, for instance, I might go along."


    "You'd not come back then; not if your disappearance meant any advantage to him!"


    "That makes it interesting," laughed Mark.


    The girl faced him, looking at him with grave eyes.


    "You won't do it!" she said with unexpected vehemence. "Say you won't do it!"


    "Very likely not," agreed Mark. "I'm a simpleton in some ways, but in others I'm eminently practical."


    A sudden gust of wind struck the schooner, sending the little craft yawing widely. Shene burst angrily out of the cabin, rumbling derogatory remarks about the seamanship of his crew. Mark regained his balance; both he and Vanya had been precipitated rather sharply against the starboard rail. The girl was rubbing her side ruefully.


    Suddenly she stooped quickly; a tiny tan bag, chamois or silk, lay at her feet. It might have slipped from about her throat, Mark thought. She seized it, thrust it into a pocket of her dress without comment as Shene approached.


    "How's the honeymooners?" bellowed the giant.


    "Thankful to get ashore!" snapped Mark, irritated once more by the other's manner.


    'And that'll be soon,' grinned Shene, "if this flea-bitten crew of mine don't run us on the reef!"


    He moved ponderously away toward the stern, where Orris held the wheel. The Porpoise veered sharply to round the coral reef that hid the Cove. Mark stared at the spot and the near point where he and Vanya had several times sat at evening, quarreling, or, as last night, swept by other emotions than anger.


    The Cove swept into view, with Loring still dozing peacefully beneath the tree he called home. Mark wondered what possible shelter he found during the rainy season, and resolved to ask him. The two stood silently at the rail as the little ship hove to and dropped anchor; the crew scampered busily about furling sail, and making the canvas fast. Shane's rumbles of dissatisfaction sounded, like a rolling of very muffled thunder.


    "Home again," said Mark sardonically. "Our honeymoon is over,"


    


    ROBBERY!


    


    "This won't do," said Mark to himself. "This won't do at all! I'm beginning to think Loring is right about me, that I'm in love with the girl after all—and that's bad! That's very bad!"


    He pictured the situation in his always vivid imagination


    (I'll say) I want you to meet my fiancee (or my wife, perhaps). A very charming girl, Mother; I'm sure you'll be fond of her. Yes, I met her in a waterfront dive on the Tonga islands! Of course, the surroundings were not of the most aristocratic, but what of that? Yes, she danced and sang there with the others, but she's different. A lily blooming in a swamp; surely you've seen lilies blooming in swamps, Mother. I know swamp lilies smell bad—but this lily of mine isn't really a swamp lily; she's just transplanted. Don't you see, mother?—Bah!" He was pacing up and down in his room late in the hot tropical night. The heat oppressed him, he felt dull and weary.


    "The devil with it!" he concluded. "This habit of spending all night fighting with my morals is getting to be unwholesome. Let's to bed."


    He swung one booted leg over the other, preparatory to the considerable job of unlacing, when suddenly a loud scream sounded from the corridor—a feminine scream! He dashed into the hall. It seemed deserted; the usual oil-lamp, turned very low, glowed at the stairway end. In its dim rays, the entire length of the narrow corridor was visibly empty.


    But a movement drew him. Vanya's door was open, and he caught a glimpse of her figure. He hurried toward her.


    She stood covered in her flowered robe; her face, in the dim light, was not so much frightened as angry. The look she turned on him was tinged with suspicion.


    "Was that you?" asked Mark. "Did you scream?"


    "Don't you know?" she responded sharply.


    Footsteps sounded on the stairs, padded, soft. Shene appeared, wrapped in a bulging robe, felt bed-room slippers on his ample feet.


    "What's up?" he growled. "Can't you two honeymooners do without rousing the whole place?"


    "Some one was in my room!" said Vanya, ignoring his implied meaning."


    Well?" said Shene with a sneer.


    "Some one tried to rob me!" the girl snapped.


    "Rob you?" Shene laughed. "Rob you of what?"


    Vanya bit her lip nervously; she did not reply.


    "If you got a nightmare or fighting to work off," advised Shene, "do it quiet!"


    He padded off down the stairs. The door of one of Vanya's sister entertainers closed with a very audible click, leaving Mark and the girl face to face in the gloom. She looked at Mark silently.


    "What happened?" he asked in a lowered voice, moving closer.


    "Don't you really know?" asked Vanya.


    "Of course not."


    "I misjudged you, then. Naturally, it couldn't have been you; you don't have to descend to theft."


    "But what happened?"


    "I can't tell you here." She stepped back into her room; Mark followed. She seated herself on the bed, and Mark occupied the single chair.


    "Don't think I do this willingly," she said. "Not after the treatment you dealt me this afternoon on the Porpoise! It's only that I must trust somebody, and who else is there? At least, I think you're honest. You're mean, cold, heartless, bitter —but I think you're honest."


    "And if I am?" queried Mark. "Let's hear what happened."


    "Well, I was asleep. I'd spent a long time in miserable thoughts, but I finally fell asleep. I don't know how long after that I awakened; suddenly I was aware that someone was in the room. I was lying with my eyes closed, but I heard soft footfalls. Of course, I thought it was you!"


    "Why me?"


    "I thought you were—you were anticipating the sailing of the mail packet," she explained. "It seemed reasonable—like you! And I wasn't going to scream; I was just going to remind you quietly of your bargain. I knew that would be sufficient," She paused.


    "Well?" queried Mark.


    "I opened my eyes, and there was a dark figure—I couldn't see who it was—and just then a hand fumbled at my throat! So I screamed and—that's all."


    "You don't seem particularly frightened."


    "I've lived in Singapore," the girl said.


    


    CHAPTER XXIII


    


    "Didn't you see anything? Nothing to identify the man?"


    "When he ran through the door, I saw bare feet. He was fully clothed, with bare feet—that's all I know."


    "And you suspected me." He indicated the knee-boots he wore. "I suppose you think ran back to my room and laced these up between the time you screamed and I responded."


    "I was excited," she said. "I don't suspect you now. I know now who it was."


    "Who was it? And are you quite positive it wasn't, as Shone suggested, a dream?"


    "Of course I'm positive! And as to my suspicion—to whom do the facts of being fully-clothed, yet barefoot, point?"


    "You mean — Loring?" Mark asked.


    "Who else?"


    "I don't believe it was Loring. He's not a thief. He has a multitude of faults, and perhaps very few virtues, but I'll swear honesty's one of them."


    "You'd naturally defend him," the girl declared.


    "Besides," continued Mark, "what could he want? The little money he might expect to find? The moment he tried to spend a shilling we'd all know where it came from."


    Vanya looked at him earnestly.


    "It wasn't money," she said.


    "What else could he want?"


    She slipped a cord over her head, and drew out of her gown the tan chamois bag that had fallen to the deck of the Porpoise.


    "It was this," she replied, handing it to Mark. "You must have noticed it when I dropped it this afternoon."


    Mark loosened the slip cord, and tilted the bag's contents into hand—about a dozen small but perfect pearls. They might have brought forty or fifty pounds—say two hundred dollars—at Suva.


    "What are these?" he asked. "The remains of your family jewels?"


    "You're cruel!" said Vanya, flushing. "They were given to me by a friend, by old Bill Torkas. He liked me; he was the only friend I've had since—since I've been in the islands. He gave them to me one or two at a time, each time he visited the Cove. There were more of them."


    "More, eh?"


    "Yes. I sold some in Taulanga to pay my passage to the States. And that," she declared defiantly, "is the answer to the question you flung at me on the point two or three nights ago. That's how I got my passage money."


    It was Mark's turn to flush.


    "I'm sorry," he said. "Loring mentioned old Bill Torkas."


    "That's why I came back to the Cove after being turned away from the States. I had at least one friend here, I thought. But he had died—and even that refuge was gone."


    Mark poured the glowing little gems back into their bag.


    "To return to the question," he said. "How would Loring know of these?"


    "You saw the bag drop; I thought you might have mentioned it."


    "But I didn't," protested Mark grimly. "I hardly noticed it, in fact. And there were others on deck, too—the black boys, for instance!"


    "The feet were a white man's feet," objected Vanya. "I'm sure of that."


    "Shone might have seen, or even Orris."


    "Orris was at the wheel," said the girl. "But he might have seen. Or Shene, too. But I think it was Loring."


    "And I don't!" exploded Mark. "I've a mind to ask him."


    "Don't dare!" cried the girl. "Can't you see? Now that even one person at the Cove knows of these, I can't keep them. That's why I'm telling you of them—I want you to keep them for me."


    "To keep them?" echoed Mark. "Why, of course, if you're sure you want to trust me with them."


    "They're nothing to you. You spend more on whims than they'd bring. To me, they're everything —my means of living in the States until I can find other means." Mark drew his wallet from his pocket, and carefully placed the diminutive bag in a clasped compartment.


    "I promise that no one will get these," he assured the girl as he rose to leave.


    


    [image: Picture]


    


    He drew her into his arms, kissing her on her lips, her closed eyes. "Mark.” she murmured, "I hate you because a single kiss of yours erases the memory of all your cruelty."


    "Do you know what I think?" he whispered as he opened the door. "I think you love me!"


    


    IRON AND FIRE


    


    "I can't walk in this," objected Vanya, staring down at her brief white wash dress and bare legs, and then at the pile of laundry beside her. "I shouldn't anyway, with this washing to do."


    "Oh, come on," urged Mark. "For once it's cool enough for a stroll. And what's wrong with that outfit?"


    "Snakes!" shuddered the girl. "Ankle socks are de trop in the Friendly Islands, and not modest, besides, for climbing coral hillocks and windfalls."


    "Then change," he suggested. "I've not been a hundred yards from the Cove, save that once to the native village."


    She acquiesced, and disappeared with her armful of clothes. Mark strolled over to Loring's tree, whence that individual regarded him pleasantly from his comfortable sprawl.


    "What does today?" he called as Mark approached. "You've been slighting me of late."


    "Unintentional," smiled Mark. "I'm taking Vanya for a stroll on the beach."


    "Then I'll not go," remarked Loring. "But you're sure to get into trouble of some nature."


    "I can do that here," conceded Mark.


    "True words! By the way, do you owe me a quart?"


    "I do not, but I'll stand for one, since I'm denying you my pleasant company today."


    "No," said Loring regretfully. "I'll find a way to earn it; you'll be in some dilemma before long."


    "That's a good gamble. Apropos of nothing; what do you do during the rainy months?"


    "Just what I do now. Think, and try not to. Drink, and try to do more of it. Eat, and wonder that I waste the time at it. Sleep, and wish that I could do nothing but it."


    "I mean, how do you keep dry ?"


    "Oh," said Loring. "Generally I don't. When the rains are too troublesome, I throw together a palm leaf lean-to. Dry as you'd wish, and it soon disappears completely, and then you can forget the rains and pretend the sun always shines. A real house is a perpetual reminder of ill weather; mine's better."


    "That bit of philosophy's worth a drink," laughed Mark. “Put it on your tally."


    "I don't forget things of importance," grinned the beachcomber. "Has last night's scream anything to do with your high good humor this morning?"


    "So you heard it," muttered Mark. "Where were you?"


    "Within two inches of where I am now. Don't tell me you suspect me as the cause!"


    "Frankly, I don't," said Mark. "I can't picture you as being involved in this particular matter. Which is saying that I think rather more highly of you than certain others do."


    "And thanks for your good opinion," observed Loring. "Here comes one who doesn't share it!"


    Mark turned to see Vanya approaching; she had changed her garb to the breeches and boots she had worn in the native village. He nodded to Loring, and strolled over to meet her; she passed the beachcomber without a single glance.


    "Which way?" asked Mark.


    "That way is almost out of the question," the girl replied, gesturing toward the end of the cove bounded by the reef. "The shore overhangs, and there's practically no beach at all. So it must be this way."


    They moved along the wide, white beach. Mark noticed Vanya's tiny footprints beside his own ample ones in the firm sand as, just beyond the bend of the bay, they mounted a great fallen sandalwood tree, with a bole as thick as the span of Mark's extended arms.


    "Did you mean that statement about the modesty of your dress?" he asked as they sprang again to the sand.


    "Why, of course. Wasn't it obvious?'"


    "Yes, but how do you reconcile that attitude with your dancing? Don't you realize that your body was pretty thoroughly exposed in those costumes of yours? Your dress couldn't do any worse—or better!"


    Vanya flushed.


    


    CHAPTER XXIV


    


    "Well, if I must say it, I'd rather not dance in public, but I find it necessary to eat. And besides, I don't believe that a dancing costume argues any immodesty."


    "How do you figure that out?" "Simply enough. If my dancing is at all successful, my audience is interested in the rhythm, the posture, and the story of my dance— they're watching the dance, not me. If they aren't, the dance is a failure."


    "Good arguments," conceded Mark, "but do you believe that bunch of hard-tack sailors from the Ellice was watching the rhythm, the beauty, and all that, of your dance?"


    "I do," said Vanya defiantly. "Didn't they applaud?"


    "Yes, and you'd have earned still more applause if you'd taken off the rest of your clothes."


    "They applauded the dance!"


    "They applauded your legs, which are worth it, and the rest of your figure, which is equally worth it!"


    'Mark," said Vanya, stopping and facing him, "do you have to find these subtle and devilish means of tormenting me? I love dancing; it's the one bright spot in this dismal livelihood I earn. Do you have to spoil it for me?"


    "I'm sorry," apologized Mark, feeling really contrite: “I was echoing Loring's sentiments."


    "Loring!" exclaimed Vanya. "I'd prefer him not to discuss me! There's no one in Tonga who'd give you a more prejudiced opinion."


    "And yet," observed Mark, "his opinion of you is rather higher than you seem to believe. He has said many things I'd interpret as compliments."


    "I don't want his compliments."


    "Do you know," asked Mark, "that you're very pretty when you, flare up like that?"


    "Is that the reason you persist in those hateful attempts to anger me?"


    "I wonder," he replied. "You haven't flared wholeheartedly for a week, at least. You've changed of late—very suddenly. You've been meek, miserable, down-trodden, and obviously unhappy, since—since—"


    "Since when?” queried Vanya.


    "Since the night I burst into your room and kissed you by force," he answered.


    Vanya turned quickly away, gazing with averted face at the wall of jungle that grew quite close to the beach. She took a few steps along the sand.


    "Let's walk," she said.


    Mark followed her. She looked, he thought, adorable in the white breeched outfit; her jet black hair curled in wisps under the brim of her sun-helmet, seeming even , blacker than usual in the brilliant equatorial daylight.


    "Despite Loring," he said as he swung beside her, "you'd have an easy career on the American stage. You're beautiful."


    "I thought you said Luring complimented me," Vanya said flushing.


    "It was a compliment. He said your features were too fine, too small and delicate, to appear to advantage across the footlights."


    "And you think they're coarse enough to get across!"


    "Not at all! But I do think you're more than beautiful enough for the Follies or the Scandals."


    "The follies or the scandals?" The girl stared at him amazed. "Are those things honored in America? One always hears the strangest things about American customs, but follies and scandals—!"


    "No," laughed Mark. "Not the follies and scandals you mean! You wouldn't know, of course, that those are the names of two of the famous musical revues. Their choruses happen to be famous for beauty, so it is quite an honor—my opinion."


    "Oh!" said Vanya, walking steadily on.


    "Good Lord!" said Mark. "Don't you like to be told you're beautiful? Hasn't anybody ever made that remark to you?"


    "Yes," she said soberly, "but neither the men nor their subsequent remarks have left a very pleasant impression. That's always the opening gun in a hateful campaign."


    Poor little Vanya! He had been cruel enough to her, but now somehow his attitude was softening. He was doubting his own grim New England morals.


    "Tropic decay," he thought. "At least, that's what Loring's confounded cleverness would say. Iron and fire—cold hard iron softens in heat. And Vanya—am I just a means of escape to her? Or does she really care for me?


    They passed a long coral outcropping. Mark drew the girl over to it; they sat side by side on the limey rock. Mark slipped his arms about Vanya's waist and drew her to him; she yielded willingly.


    "Vanya," he said, looking down at her, "May I kiss you?"


    She looked at him in surprise. "Why do you ask—now?"


    "I want you to say whether or not you want me to."


    "Of course, you may."


    "But say you want me to."


    "I do—now!"


    Mark pressed a kiss on the full red lips; he was surprised by the tenderness of his own caress, and the eagerness of her response.


    "Do you love me, Vanya?"


    "I don't know—I don't, truly!"


    He kissed her again, a fiercer, more passionate caress. She clung to him gasping.


    "That means you love me, Vanya! It does, doesn't it?"


    "I think so! Yes! Oh, yes!" She tore herself suddenly away, sprang up.


    "This is foolhardy, Mark! I want to walk."


    It was full darkness when they returned to the Cove. Vanya went to her room, and Mark, after a meal of Hong's beans, to his, to a mingled medley of thoughts. He was happy, yet puzzled. Vanya was beautiful, and she loved him. Need anything else matter?


    In his hard Yankee soul, he knew it did. Vanya, an honorable, marriageable Vanya, did not exist for him and his stern morality. Life had destroyed that Vanya, if she had existed, and he could not in honor bring her into the home of his sister and mother. His thoughts lost their happiness; only when the off-season rain became a thundering torrent that shook the roof did he hear it.


    Then he realized that some one had been rapping at his door for some time. He opened it to find Vanya there!


    


    FLAME AND WATER


    


    "What's the matter?" demanded Mark, startled by the girl's appearance. "Has some one again—?"


    "No," said Vanya with a faint smile. "It's just the rain—I couldn't sleep."


    "So that's all," said Mark, relieved. "Come in."


    "These downpours!" said his visitor, slipping diffidently into the room. They sound as if they'd wash the house away."


    "Be seated," said Mark with a mock-courtly gesture. "The chair or the bed—or the bed or the chair."


    Vanya chose the bed, drawing her knees up under her chin and leaning against the frame, so that her feet, clad in the diminutive moccasins, peeped from the hem of the flowered robe. The rain pattered down with a staccato roar like a gasoline engine.


    "The rainy season is unpleasant for several reasons," she volunteered. "The rains are bad enough, but the ships are in, and I work every night. That's when Shene makes his year's profit."


    "You poor kid! This is a dog's life, isn't it?"


    "I'm going to extremes to escape, it!"


    "Yes," said Mark, sensing the dawn of a quarrel should he refer to his doubts of Vanya's story. "The rain's easing," he said to change the subject.


    "Off season," the girl responded. "It won't last long." She looked at him. "If you'll kiss me," she offered almost shyly, "I'll run along to bed."


    "You read my mind, Vanya!" He drew her to him, tilted her face to his—and suddenly they were again crushed to each other in a sudden. unexpected burst of passion. Vanya was the one who finally struggled free.


    "Mark," she murmured, "this is dangerous. I'm frightened—for you, I mean. You're changing, softening under the spell of this accursed place."


    "Why?" he exclaimed. "Because I've been a little gentle? You must like to be browbeaten!"


    "No, dear," she said, and Mart thrilled at the word. "Don't you see? Shene and Loring—Shene might have been a jovial inn-keeper in Ireland, or wherever his home is, and Loring in England would be just a pleasant, clever, harmless, tea-drinking Briton—instead of one a vicious criminal and the other a wreck."


    "Vanya, that's a phantom as harmless as this rain."


    "It isn't. It's the way the tropics destroy white men, and when they're finally gone—you'll see! The islands will be black again, and all that's left of us will be some crumbling roads and ruined buildings and a mass of legends. The land will be what it was meant to be—pagan, primitive, and beautiful, instead of fertile, profitable, and sordid!"


    "My dear," said Mark thoughtfully, "I've met men in the islands who were untouched. Rawlinson of the Colin, and his mate O'Keefe—"


    "Seamen!" she cut in. "Yes—they come and go, and the land can't poison them. But it's the settlers I mean. You've just begun to live here—and dear, there's something cold and fine in you that we're risking. With all your cruelty, there's something—and you'll not kiss me again until the packet sails!"


    For answer, he bent and kissed her; her unresponsiveness spurred him until his own lips felt bruised. Then she was clinging again to him, and again they were n the net of forgetfulness until a shrill, familiar voice parted them. Loring was chanting a wild accompaniment to falling rain and muffled surf.


    They listened in silence to his song.


    "When Tonga weeps her wet warm tears,


    On bird that soars, on snake that creeps,


    On White Man's ports with rotting piers,


    On Black Man's hut where evil sleeps,


    On monster-haunted ocean deeps


    Where lonely pearling-vessel veers


    Toward coral isles or lava steeps


    Futile and bitter hope appears


    When Tonga weeps!


    Each droplet seeps in damn' smears


    Along my face, my eyes, my ears,


    As if I wept instead, and keeps


    The memory of a Life, that leaps


    Across the desolate, dying years


    When Tonga weeps!"


    "You see!" whispered Vanya as the chant died. "Terrible! Terrible! Even in your arms he won't let me forget."


    "He 'drees his weird' for his own dead life," mused Mark soberly, "not for you, Vanya."


    "But don't you think I remember too across the desolate, dying years'? I was happy once."


    "I'm sorry, dear," said Mark. "Loring's a tragedy but not your tragedy. Forget him."


    He kissed her, thrilling to her reluctant response.


    "I can't keep you from kissing me, Mark," she said. "Heaven knows I don't want to keep you from it, except that it—frightens me. And now, the rain's stopped; I'm going to my room."


    He kissed her lightly as she sat erect.


    


    CHAPTER XXV


    


    "Are you always so sure of yourself, Mark?" she asked. "Have you always so much faith in your good American morality?"


    Mark wasn't, and knew it, recalling many a sleepless night spent in futile self-arguments, but he thought it decidedly best not to admit it.


    "Right is right," he said, "and wrong is wrong. That's a simple fact, isn't it?"


    "I never met a simple fact," countered Vanya. "They must exist only in countries like America."


    They moved into the dark hall, and Mark felt the girl stiffen suddenly beside him.


    "I'm sure I left my door open," she whispered in puzzled tones.


    "Left it open? Well, it probably blew shut."


    "Look!" said Vanya, as he opened the door. "Some one was here!"


    A drawer of the bureau stood partly open; articles of clothing projected from it.


    "I kept that in perfect order!" said the girl. "Some one—the same person—came back after the—after the things I gave you," she ended in a low whisper.


    "This is becoming outrageous!" snapped Mark. "Anyway, it couldn't have been Loring; he was singing on the beach.


    "Which only proves he was awake," observed Vanya.


    "Isn't there any way of locking this relic of a door?"


    "There's a lock, but no key." Mark examined the lock—a simple device of the cheapest make.


    "I have a bunch of persona keys," he mused. "It's possible one might fit."


    He slipped quietly back to hi: room and returned with a key-ring Almost his first attempt was successful; the long-unused lock turned with a shrill creaking. He slipped the key from its ring, and handed it to Vanya.


    "At least," he said, "no one car turn that lock without rousing you."


    He bent and kissed her, and went silently back to his room, smiling at a sardonic thought in his mind. For the key he had given her was his own latch-key, to the old-fashioned white house in far away Spring Brook.


    


    A CURIOUS SITUATION


    


    "Good riddance," observed Loring as he and Mark watched the receding Porpoise, some days later. "With Orris gone, I'll have a chance at the piano, if a ship happens in."


    "Does Shene pay well?" queried Mark.


    "Ten shillings, and I take it out in drinks. By the glass, too—the dog! —not by the bottle." He flipped a pebble in the direction of the departing Porpoise. "By the way, you and the lady seem in better mutual agreement of late."


    "Yes," said Mark shortly, fearing the satyric beachcomber's keen analysis of his attitude. "Do you I know your singing disturbs her?"


    "Doubtless. But that's one reason she's maintained a higher relative level than her companions. My songs waken her memory, and she struggles against the strictures of her fate. Life is to struggle, Comrade, and that's where Vanya and I differ. I remember, but I don't struggle."


    "It's to her credit that she does."


    "If you want credit," shrugged Loring. "The only sort that interests me is at Pearly Shene's bar."


    Mark laughed, and stared out at the vanishing Porpoise, now riding far distant on the green Pacific swells. The warm sun on his back made the cool water seem even snore desirable.


    "Does one swim here?" he asked.


    "Who'd want to? Hong or Shene?"


    "You might, or Vanya."


    "I wash occasionally. Vanya carries water to her room long before you're up each morning. Probably hasn't a suit, and if she swims, it's on a deserted stretch of the beach."


    "But it's safe?"


    “An occasional shark, but I never saw a shark attack a person. You hear tales. Then there are Portuguese Men-of-War— those damned stinging jelly-fish what Orris calls cramp-fish; they're electric eels. But they're all rare."


    "Then I'm going in. Come along?"


    "No, thanks," said Loring lazily. "Get Vanya. She may own a suit, or she may consent to a dip without."


    "She won't," said Mark sourly, turning toward the hotel. Loring's continual cynicism irritated him. He wandered slowly back; perhaps Vanya was about somewhere. He found her finally at endless mending in her room, and immediately broached the subject of a swim.


    "Do you ever swim here?" he asked.


    She looked up, coloring.


    "I have—but well away from the Cove, and alone!"


    "Have you a suit?"


    She nodded.


    "Get it on, then; we're swimming!"


    Mark departed to his own room, and dug out his own suit and his robe. He arrayed himself, and returned for Vanya.


    She was ready, draped in the inevitable flowered affair, and together they proceeded to the beach. The little bay looked strangely empty with the Porpoise away; Mark had grown to expect its familiar shape off shore.


    He doffed his robe, baring his safely-bronzed shoulders and legs to the fierce sun. Vanya seemed strangely reluctant to remove hers; she looked at Loring, casually watching them from his palm a hundred yards away.


    "Off with it!" ordered Mark. "Loring's harmless."


    She dropped the robe diffidently to the sand, and Mark broke into an amused chuckle.


    "Pre-war vintage!" he laughed. The outfit came quite to her knees, and was skirted and sleeved and bloused, as loose about her as a cotton sack.


    "I've always heard that there wasn't a bathing suit in Russia," he laughed, "but you've got enough there for two of them!"
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    "There were several at Lake Baikal," said Vanya. "I don't know how this suit came to be with us; it was thrown in with what clothes we packed."


    "It would keep you from first prize at any Atlantic City contest," chuckled Mark. "The judges would suspect you of concealing some serious defect."


    "I know," said the girl, with an embarrassed smile. "I've seen your American movies in Singapore.”


    "Well, into the water, anyway! I'm curious to see if it's possible to swim in that outfit."


    It was barely possible, apparently. Vanya managed a few desperate strokes beyond the line of breakers; Mark kept easy pace with his effortless crawl. Then the girl dropped her feet to the bottom and stood panting and smiling.


    "No wonder you tire with that load of wet goods!" said Mark, eyeing the billowing suit distastefully. "It isn't the suit. I don't do much better without it."


    "Let's see your stroke," he commanded.


    The girl dutifully obeyed; she struggled a dozen yards with desperate efforts.


    "Wrong! All wrong! Even for the breast stroke. Here!" He seized her by the belt of the questionable suit. "Now—draw your knees way up, and kick outwards and backwards. That's some better—now try."


    He released his support; instantly the black head disappeared beneath the surface. She rose choking and sputtering; with a frantic flailing of arms. Mark placed her on her feet, and she looked into his face and laughed.


    It was the first time he had really heard her laugh; it was low and soft, like her singing voice, and it seemed to Mark quite the most wonderful sound in the world. He seized her impulsively, and planted a quick, wet kiss on her equally moist lips.


    In a moment, she struggled free.


    "Loring!" she gasped, with a rapid glance at the beachcomber, who still eyed the two of them casually from his seat against his tree.


    "Oh, Loring! " said Mark disgustedly. "As if he counted for anything at all!"


    "Anyway, I'm tired," she said with a little smile. "I'll watch you from the beach."


    


    CHAPTER XXVI


    


    Mark plunged into the green combers, moving with great, flashing strokes out toward the open sea. He rose and fell with the rise and fall of the waters; riding high up on the crest, and sliding smoothly into the trough. He reveled in his strength, in the cool, salty feel of the sea, in the swift slurring of waters past his face. Far out he paused, looking back at the remote beach.


    Vanya was standing on tiptoe at the very edge of the surf, her upraised arm glistening in the sun. A faint cry drifted thin and elusive on the wind.


    "Mark! Mark! Come back!"


    He turned and raced back through the great rollers. Now the waves came from behind; they lifted him high up for a moment, carried him on, and then slid rapidly away toward the white beach. He plunged on, slipping through the water as smoothly as an otter.


    In the surf he dropped his feet, found bottom, and ran in toward Vanya, standing knee-deep in the water. Her face was white, troubled; he thought he saw the flash of tears.


    "What's the matter? What's wrong?" he cried, as he emerged dripping. The girl ran to meet him, and, regardless of the nonchalant Loring in the distance, threw herself into his arms.


    "What happened?" he repeated.


    "You went out so far!" she choked. "I could hardly see you. Every wave hid your head, and I couldn't see it until the next one."


    "Good Lord, girl!" he exclaimed. "Is that all? I can swim!"


    "I know it—now," she said, throwing back her head and smiling up at him. "I've never seen anything more beautiful, more graceful! It was thrilling until—until I began to get frightened."


    They waded hack to the warmth and dryness of the beach, rounding the curve, and seating themselves on the bole of the giant windfall.


    "Were you really so worried?" he asked.


    "Mark! Do you think I lied that day?"


    "When you said you loved me? No."


    "I've never lied to you. I wish you'd believe that, but I suppose you couldn't, and still be—"


    "And still be what?"


    "And still be Mark Talbot! I know you doubt the story I told you, but it's true."


    "If I could believe that," he said fiercely, "if I could believe that—and also that you've held nothing back—not even this thing could stand me back!"


    "Not even what thing, Mark?"


    "Your acceptance of that damnable proposition I made you! That speaks for itself, doesn't it?"


    "Mark—!"


    "Don't make it worse by explanations, Vanya! Didn't you know I offered that as a test? I'd have seen you into America all the more gladly had you refused!"


    "Good Heaven, Mark, but you're cruel sometimes." she murmured as she dropped to the sand.


    The voices of shouting men greeted them as they approached the bay. A strange vessel lay at anchor in the curve of the inlet.


    


    AN OFFER


    


    "What a climate!" muttered Mark, mopping his streaming forehead. "All it needs is a few devils with pitchforks, blowing up the flames."


    "Everything's here but the pitchforks, then," agreed Loring, gazing around the bar-room, and pounding his half-drained glass on the table. "There are the devils." He indicated the crew of the pearler Caroline, fresh from the islands that named her, who sat in the humid, smoke-filled, airless room.


    "It's a burning shame," said Mark, "to expect those girls to work in this heat!”


    "Those girls? You mean Vanya."


    "Of course I mean Vanya! The others can steam themselves like clams for all of me." He stared moodily at Vanya's co-performers, now each sitting at a table with a seamen. Loring called lustily for another drink from the scowling Hong.


    "Well, it can't be helped," sighed the beachcomber. "How'd you like my technique?"


    "On the piano? You're pretty good. I'd appreciate it more except for this heat."


    He wiped his face with a handkerchief grown almost wringing wet in service.


    "One gets accustomed to it," said Loring indifferently. He caught a gesture from Shene. "Here goes again! Our friend the lady is about to appear."


    He slid over to the piano, and again struck those surprisingly melodious chords. Mark watched Vanya step from the door behind Loring to the small raised platform; she stood hardly half a dozen feel; from his table, wearing the long black evening gown affair she had worn for the delectation of the Ellice's crew. Something about her appearance displeased Mark; her make-up was different, her cheeks an enameled pink, and her lips a lacquered red. She met his eye with a faint smile as she began to sing.


    "Mean to Me!" she sang—a song Mark had heard back in the States. She caught his eye in the midst of it, flashed him a tiny smile of implication, and continued. Mark grinned to himself at her look; he didn't blame her at all.


    After her encore, Vanya ignored as usual the crowd's invitations. She came gravely over to Mark's table amid a roar of appreciation from the Caroline's crew; her action was evidently expected! Loring reached over and removed the remains of his drink; he set the glass beside him on the piano, and retained his seat, playing a soft, unobtrusive melody. Vanya looked tired, weary, beneath the false glow of her make-up.


    "You'd look better," observed Mark, "in just ordinary rouge and lipstick, or with nothing on your face at all. I don't fancy that I grease-paint, or whatever it is you I have on!"


    "Ordinary rouge and lipstick I won't stand this weather," replied the girl. "And besides, I make up to satisfy the customers—not you!"


    "I'm a customer," stressed Mark. "The only way to satisfy me would be to discontinue the balance of tonight's performance. I don't see how you can stand it. I suffer enough just sitting here."


    "It is bad," said Vanya, wearily.


    "I'm minded to speak to Shene."


    "You'll do nothing of the sort. I've gone on in worse weather than this.


    “But Vanya! It's worth it to me to pay him what this crowd would I spend. I'll buy him off."


    "You will not! Do you think I'd take charity from you? I can manage without that." One of the other girls was on the platform; Mark looked at her face, I beaded with perspiration from the effort of her dance.


    "Vanya, as a particular favor, will you let me try?" he said softly. "My reasons are selfish! I'd feel a great deal happier if you would." The girl shook her head.


    "Don't think I'm unappreciative," I she said, "but I can't let you."


    Nor did she. Shortly thereafter she disappeared into the room that served as a dressing room, and returned in her costume of crimson blouse and tiny black velvet shorts.


    Her dance was a repetition of her first dance for the crew of the Ellice—a wild, gypsy-like movement; yet there was a difference.


    Her steps were the same, there was the same grace of form and motion, but something had changed. She did not lose herself in the dance; she moved carefully and correctly, but the old abandonment to the joy of rhythm was lacking. Was it, Mark wondered, the heat, or was it—possibly—the result of his statement on the beach, his assertion that her audience watched her body, not her dance? She was trying desperately hard; everything was there but the spirit.


    Nevertheless, her audience approved; she bowed and gave her usual encore. Mark tore his eyes reluctantly from the lure of her lithe body, and watched the faces of the sailors about him.


    Like automatons, he saw their eyes shift in unison as they followed her. Like puppets moved by the same string, their eyes moved right, left, up, down, at the girl's movements. And what he saw in their faces angered him. They had no right to be watching Vanya like that —the agile grace of her body, the curves of her slender figure, the black sheen of silk on her slim legs! No right! And he'd see to it!


    Vanya bowed, forced a wan smile, and retired to the dressing room with just a weary glance at Mark. Loring came back to the table with a shout for Hong and a drink. He slipped into the chair with a mutter of dissatisfaction at Hong's slowness.


    "What's Vanya doing?" queried Mark.


    "Resting. That dance of hers is real work."


    "I don't see how she stands it."


    "Nor I," said Loring. "These slender girls have an inconceivable amount of vitality."


    "She seemed tired."


    "She did. I hardly thought she'd be able to finish."


    "Lord!" groaned Mark. "I'm going in to see her."


    "Let her rest," suggested Loring, but Mark had already departed. He rapped on the door beyond the piano; the other girls were among the guests; Vanya must be alone. He entered at the faint, "Come in!" Vanya was lying back in a canvas steamer chair, still in her dancing costume, with closed eyes. She opened them as Mark entered.


    "Mark!" she gasped.


    "Keep still!" he ordered, glancing about the room. On another chair he spied the tattered vagabond costume she had worn before in her second dance. "Do you expect to dance again tonight?"


    "Of course, Mark. I must."


    "But you're not going to."


    "Please, Mark! Let's not argue."


    "You're not going to dance! Tonight, and then again tomorrow night—"


    "There won't be any tomorrow night. The Caroline sails at noon, with the tide."


    "It makes no difference, Vanya! You're not dancing again tonight. It isn't only the heat! It's that avid crowd out there, ogling you dressed like this—" He indicated the long curves of her legs. "I won't have it, and I'm not—"


    "All right, Mark! All right!" cut in the girl desperately. "I'll sing instead! Will that satisfy you?"


    "It'll have to," growled Mark. "All the same, I don't like that crowd of scum gaping at you. I'll get out now, and you change."


    "Silly!" Vanya smiled, though somewhat wearily. "Do you think (change costumes between each number? That dress comes quite to the floor; I slip it on over this."


    "Then I'll stay until you go on." He tossed the costume of tatters to another chair and sat down, drawing his chair beside her.


    "I can't help it, Tanya!" he continued. "The sight of those faces, with their eyes following every, move you made—I wanted to punch their leering mouths! The grinning apes!"


    "Isn't it strange that it didn't bother you last time I danced?"


    "But it did! I was too wrapped up in watching you myself to know it."


    "But, Mark, there will be other ships in. You can't act like this every time—I've got to live, you I know."


    "Not by dancing!"


    "But I must!"


    "Not at all! I've an idea—I wanted to talk to you about it tonight. A very simple and reasonable solution."


    "Mark, honey," said Vanya, "would you mind telling me about it tomorrow? I'd like to turn in as I soon as I'm through here. I can't think tonight—kiss me, and let it rest till tomorrow." Just as their lips met, Loring rapped his summons on the door.


    


    CHAPTER XXVII


    


    A REFUSAL


    


    "Was Shene furious?" asked Mark as he and Tanya stood on the point watching the Caroline weigh anchor. A light breeze had cooled the parched air, whipping the girl's dress about her; she looked, Mark thought, like a lovely child of twelve.


    "Why should he be? Every one was satisfied, or I hope so, anyway. And I'm glad you made me sing, Mark. I felt on the verge of collapse."


    "You looked it. They'll have to be satisfied with less in the future." "Mark," said the girl, turning to him with a serious expression. "Why are you so suddenly opposed to my dancing?"


    "I told you why. I won't have you exposed to the gaze of eager scum like that"—he indicated the Caroline, just rounding the point.


    "But it's my living, Mark."


    "No longer, however."


    "Mark," said Vanya softly, "how do you think I'll manage to live when we reach the States? Or haven't you thought?"


    "That's different, to dance before a cultured group."


    "How do you know my dancing has merit enough for that?" asked Vanya. "Even if it has, do you think I can step off the ship into the ballet of—whatever you call your opera—the Metropolitan?"


    "Vanya, truly I hadn't thought of that."


    "And if I should, by some miracle, manage to be placed in your—those revues—Follies or Scandals, does every person who buys a ticket for those belong to a cultured group, and pay to see an artistic performance, and watch the dance instead of the dancer?"


    Mark groaned inwardly; the picture Vanya drew disturbed him somehow, and he sought ingenuously for some means to counter.


    "Vanya, when we reach the States, I'll manage in one way or another to see that you're decently placed. I have friends there, and some influence; and there are many quiet, artistic groups of dancers in the country."


    "Our bargain ends at the docks, Mark. You made that stipulation yourself."


    "But I want to do it, Vanya."


    "And I won't accept it! However, Mark, there's so much fuel to burn before we reach the States. Why quarrel about it now? Tell me about the idea you said you had last night."


    "Of course," said Mark. "I wonder that I didn't think of it before. It's simple; you're to leave Shene's employ at once, and stay at the Helmet as my guest; or, for that matter, in Nukualofa or Taulanga, if you'd rather. It's only a short time now before we can leave."


    The girl stared at him in apparent amazement.


    "Mark, do you really believe I'll agree to that?" she asked.


    'Why shouldn't you?"


    "Do you think I'll take help from you as long as I can pay my way?"


    "But dear, I offer it gladly. I'm not going to suffer any more seeing you devoured by the eyes of South Sea scum like those out there." He gestured toward the receding Caroline, now hull-down over the horizon.


    "Then you'll just have to look away when I dance."


    "But Vanya, why won't you do it? Is it asking very much? '


    "Too much, at any rate; I simply can't do it!"


    "But dear, can't you see my view-point? I don't like to think of you appearing in that dive, dressed— like that! And I don't believe you like it either—not if you've told me the truth of your attitude toward dancing."


    She shook her head silently, decidedly.


    "Or do you like it?" Mark continued, his patience worn thin. "Do you like to prance half naked before those grinning monkeys? Do you enjoy their ogling? Are you like a spoiled child with an exhibition complex?"


    "Mark, I can't accept your offer," she said with a tone of finality, ignoring his angry outburst.


    "But you'll accept passage to America; you'll take help in that!"


    "And I'm paying for it—dearly!"


    "Vanya," he said, choking back his temper, "you're being a stubborn fool!"


    "And you're being a brute — crude, coarse, and without a spark of understanding! You're like the old Mark Talbot!"


    "That you thought so fine and noble! Well, you're like the old Vanya!"


    "That you thought so depraved and vile and unworthy! Thank you, indeed!"


    


    [image: Picture]


    


    "You're a headstrong mule!"


    "And you're a stupid jackass!"


    "Vanya!—" Mark sputtered, his anger rendering him almost speechless. He glared at the girl with clenched fists, and she returned his gaze. They stood for a long moment staring their rage into each, other's eyes.


    Then, gradually, the flush receded from Mark's cheeks; a faint hint of a smile twitched the corners of his mouth, and his eyes softened.


    "Honey, we're acting like a pair of children."


    "You are! You're acting like a good many more than a pair!" Vanya was still angry.


    Mark laid his hand gently on her bare brown arm.


    "In the first place, dear," he said, "how often do ships drop anchor in the Cove at this season?"


    "Seldom enough ; three or four the whole dry season."


    "There!" he said triumphantly. "The chances are a hundred to one that no more ships will visit the place in the few days we have left to stay. Why quarrel about such improbabilities?"


    “Because you like to quarrel, apparently."


    "Don't you see, dear? The odds are that you won't be called on to dance while we're here. You'll have nothing to lose by promising that you won't, and I'll waive the guest part of the offer if you'll promise I me that."


    "On the same argument, you'll have nothing to lose if I don't promise."


    Mark was forced to laugh in sheer exasperation. He slipped his arms around the girl, regardless of the forgotten Loring under his tree on the far side of the cove.


    "Kiss me, Vanya!" he whispered.


    She yielded willingly; he pressed his lips to hers; they were warm; vibrant, responsive, and indescribably sweet.


    "Promise?" he murmured as he withdrew his lips.


    "No, dear."


    "Then kiss me again!"


    "Not again," she shook her head gravely. “If I do, I'll promise what you ask, and I'd only have to break that promise."


    "Then I could just keep on kissing you."


    "No, Mark! Don't—don't start all over again."


    Mark shrugged; the argument began to seem trivial, for it was quite true that the probabilities were strongly against the early appearance of another ship. The quick succession of the Ellice and the Caroline was a rare occurrence.


    "You win, then," he said. "A graceful surrender!"


    "I'm amazed," said Vanya, smiling. "Honey, may I go do my mending?—and without you; I can't work with you near me.”


    "I'll visit Loring," chuckled Mark.


    "I'd as soon visit a nest of hornets!" said the girl as they moved toward the beach. "At least their stings are in their tails instead of their tongues."


    Mark watched her disappear into the hotel. His anger had vanished completely as he turned to Loring.


    "Comrade," cried that worthy, "you come at an opportune moment! I've figured out a way to earn that quart!"


    "I ought to tell you to mind your own business," said Mark.


    "And I," answered Loring, "should be duly insulted, and explain that I have only your interests at heart. But I can tell you why you're afraid to believe Vanya's story, which, by the way, you never told me."


    "I'm not afraid!"


    "You are, and here's why: because your self-picture, the way you think of yourself in your secret thoughts, is much like mine—a gentleman. Though perhaps we mean different things by the word."


    "I don't follow."


    "Well, if her story's true, have you played the gentleman? Have you lived up to your own secret ideals of yourself —if it's true? Emphatically not, and that's why you dare not believe it!"


    "Loring," burst forth Mark, with a few savage paces, "your services will earn you a solid kick rather than a quart of Shene's poison! I don't want psychological ways—I want proofs.”


    "Proofs? You're wilfully blind. I don't even know her story, yet can prove it's truth."


    "I'd like to see you!"


    


    CHAPTER XXVIII


    


    "Vanya's manner, then. Is it the manner of a hussy? Or her French —or, for that matter, her English?" asked Loring.


    "There are French islands in the South Seas, and Singapore's an English city. I've met sailors fluent in a dozen tongues. Every nation has colonies in the Pacific."


    "And did your sailors," queried Loring, "speak the King's English, and vary their chanteys with excerpts, in Parisian French, from 'Samson and Delilah'?"


    "Loring," said Mark half enviously, "you should have been the attorney instead of me. You can weave a convincing chain of evidence out of air and dreams."


    "Neither air nor dreams enter into this chain. I'm not to be fooled on the points I mention."


    "The whole trouble with your admirable defense," said Mark, "is this: You're defending against the wrong charge. It doesn't matter whether the story of her origin is true or false—not any more. One doesn't expect any woman to be entirely truthful. It's quite a different point that's the really vital element."


    "Probably some more difficulties from your curious American standards,” said Loring dryly.


    "What is the trouble?"


    "It's that damned proposal I made her in a misguided moment, and that she accepted!"


    "I know nothing about your proposal," said Loring, "except that the lady's acceptance lost me a quart bottle, which I am endeavoring, by honest efforts, to recover. But I can imagine extenuating circumstances."


    "Extenuating circumstances! For that? I'm sure I can't."


    "No," said Loring judiciously, "I begin to realize that you couldn't." "After all, there are such words as decency, purity, self-respect, and honor."


    "All of which words," put in Loring, "mean one thing to a woman and another to a man, and—much more to the point—mean one thing in New England and another in Paris."


    "They have only the New England meaning to me."


    "And that's not necessarily the right one. And even if your meanings are correct, aren't you being unnecessarily harsh in your interpretations? Are you so sure of your judgments?"


    "I can't see how facts can be questioned."


    "Isn't it possible," pursued Loring, "for a person to be so situated, so miserable, that any escape at all seems preferable? Can't you imagine that person driven to extremities not usually desirable?"


    Mark shook his head.


    "Well, perhaps such things don't happen in New England," said Loring sardonically. "I'm sure they do in Old England, which is very nearly as civilized!"


    He dug his bare brown toes into the sand, and turned suddenly to Mark with a grin.


    "Have I earned my quart?" he queried.


    "Of course—though as a matter of fact, I haven't doubted Vanya's story for several days. The other point's the troublesome one."


    "Then I haven't really earned it," mourned Loring. "Well, here's some additional food for thought, then. I told you once that I'd never tried to approach Vanya, for a reason. Did you ever wonder what the reason was?"


    "No," said Mark thoughtfully. "No; I never did."


    "It's because—and this is strange, coming from me—because I happen to respect her."


    "I'll say it's strange! I've gathered that you respected nobody and nothing."


    "Yet it's true. There was a time when we were—friends. Don't flare up--I mean just friends. When she first came here, though now she never speaks to me."


    "I've noticed that!"


    "She was different—less solemn, less hopeless. She was spirited, the sort of spirit she retained until you killed it somehow."


    "Spirit! You mean temper!"


    "Call it what you please. But she used to talk to me, much as you do. She even tried to waken me to effort, to going back to England—in a word, to reform me."


    "So I told her. But I let her try, and cadged drinks from her when I could."


    "Ethical idea, I must say—on Shene's wages!"


    "She knew what I was doing. What I'm trying to prove is that she had ideals then; even Singapore hadn't broken them. It took Tongatabu—and you!"


    "What good are ideals, unless you live by them?"


    "Do you live by yours?" queried Loring.


    "I'm a man."


    "And therefore excused. Well, New England morals may be, and probably are, the highest the world, but—"


    "But what?"


    "But the rules are too inflexible, harsh, and cruel. You can't live by them."


    "I do!" snapped Mark.


    "All you do is blame others for failing."


    "I won't argue. What about you, and Vanya?"


    "Oh, what finally finished our friendship was this. I cough a bit during the rains—harmless but nasty—and last season I convinced her I needed medicine, and she gave me money to buy it. I did, too; but not the kind she thought."


    "That was a scurvy trick! I don't blame her for cutting you."


    "Blame her! It does her credit," said Loring with his cynical smile. Mark made no reply. Ho was thinking of the Vanya Loring had known, cheerful, hopeful, happy. He knew her spirit; it had flamed out at him a half hour ago, there on the reef. Yet she had grown meeker, more submissive, ever since the night he had forced his kisses on her. I "Comrade," said Loring, watching him," you were bred a prig but you weren't born one. You've some imagination—not much, but sufficient if carefully nurtured. Use it."


    "To the devil with you!" snapped Mark. "If I've too little imagination, you've too much, and one can never be sure how much embroidery you stitch around your stories! And at that, you haven't answered the one thing that has troubled me!"


    "Because I can't conceive of that thing troubling me. That's where our natures part company, and I can't advise you where I lack understanding, can I?"


    "But what am I going to do about it? What am I to do about the infernal mess?"


    "Ah!" said Loring. "That's for you to figure out."


    


    TURTLES


    


    "I didn't mind the drinks I paid for. I didn't even mind that medicine fraud," said Vanya, kicking a bit of coral rock from the tip of the point. "Loring couldn't have told you my real reason for disliking him, because he doesn't know."


    "What was it?" queried Mark. "It was discovering his utter worthlessness. He's like a cut-glass bottle, all sparkle, but empty inside. It hurt me to learn that, because I was different then; Harbin. Canton, Singapore, and Shene's Cove all seemed like way-stations to America. I was hopeful; you see."


    "I don't think you looked quite to the bottom of the bottle, or the flashes blinded you."


    "They blind you!" said the girl impatiently.


    “Percy Loring of Abbeycroft," mused Mark. "That's how he introduced himself."


    "Doubtless a lie," said Vanya. "Neither of us knows his story, though I've heard him tell a dozen to sailors. He's a mystery we'll never solve, and I for one am less interested in it than in doing my daily washing, which I'm going to do."


    She sprang erect, charmingly boyish in her whipcord breeches and black boots.


    "Do you have to go?" asked Mark, dragging his tall frame reluctantly erect.


    "It mustn't accumulate," said the girl with a smile. "I haven't enough to spare."


    Mark followed her down the ridge that topped the coral reef. They picked their way carefully along, sending small showers of dislodged pebbles bounding down the sheer sides. Suddenly Vanya paused with a little cry of surprised interest. "Look!”


    Mark followed her finger's direction. Below them, on the shelving strip of sand that fringed the inner side of the reef, a train of small moving dark objects caught his eye. Tiny sea-turtles, and just hatching. He saw the disturbed sand, well above tide-water level, where the little creatures were digging their way up from the buried nest where the eggs had lain, until the heat of the tropical sun, beating down through the covering sand, had hatched them.


    One by one the awkward little creatures, no larger than a watch, struggled out of the sand, and made their way unerringly directly to the green water's edge. Not one hesitated or started in a false direction; each followed an infallible instinct that led it straight to its native element.


    Minute by minute, the parade of tiny amphibians continued to emerge. They had watched at least a dozen claw their way out of the sand and drag themselves laboriously to the sea. But there they were at home! There they were in their natural environment, no longer at the mercy of creatures of land and air, protected by their shells against aquatic enemies.


    "How sure they are!" exclaimed Vanya. "They're born knowing exactly where they belong, and what to do to get there. I think instinct is wiser than reason; human beings blunder about the business of living, and more often than not, make a miserable failure of it, but turtles never blunder."


    "Never?" said Mark. "Look there!"


    He pointed to the strip of beach below them. One of the tiny creatures had fallen into a funnel-like depression in the sand, and was struggling vainly to release itself. It could not climb the yielding slope, which crumbled before it and threw it again to the bottom. Time after time it fought its war half to the top, and slid helplessly again into the little pit. They watched its unreasoning, instinct-driven efforts.


    "See!" said the girl. "It could get out on this side. This side is lower; if it would only turn around!"


    "It never will," said Mark. "It will keep trying to climb the side toward the sea; its instinct tells it to move toward the water, and unless some outside force intervanes. it will struggle against that side—the ocean side—until it dies."


    He lowered himself to a projecting rock, and dropped to the sand. He seized the turtle, and turned, holding it at arm's length toward Vanya. Smiling at her shriek of refusal, he turned toward the water, and placed the diminutive amphibian at the ocean's edge. It disappeared at once, with frantically beating feet, into the green depths that had already welcomed its brothers. Mark watched it vanish in silence, and clambered back up the ten-foot cliff to Vanya's side.


    "That was a kind thing to do!" she said. "I shouldn't have imagined that you'd think of it."


    "Animals—young, helpless animals—deserve protection at human hands," said Mark briefly.


    "You don't care for hunting, then?"


    "Not some kinds. I suppose big game hunting is fun, where the quarry conceivably has a chance to turn the tables on the hunter, but fox hunting, or rabbit or deer—not for me! I shot down foemen in the War, and loved the thrill of it, but they had the same arms and the same chance I did."


    "Yes," said Vanya. "You can be cruel to human beings without a qualm, can't you?"


    "Human beings can fight back!"


    "Can they?" she said slowly. "Always? But never mind," she continued in a changed voice. "I used to enjoy hunting; my father hunted bear and wolves."


    "From his lodge at Lake Baikal?" asked Mark, smiling.


    "I don't care whether you believe me!" snapped Vanya, turning again toward the shore extremity of the point.


    "But I do believe you!" cried Mark.


    "You know you don't!"


    "I do! I've believed it for days."


    


    CHAPTER XXIX


    


    "Mark," said Vanya, again stopping, "if you really believed what I've told you, you couldn't — you simply couldn't—have acted as you have toward me! You're not just naturally cruel; you're not a sadist —or you wouldn't have rescued that crawling little reptile just now."


    "Vanya, I have been kinder—as gentle as I could be! You know it!"


    "Kind—gentle! Yes, if you mean not beating me, or if you mean that—that disgusting offer of charity! Is that what you mean? Is that your conception of kindness? Because it isn't mine!"


    "Dear," said Mark, "don't let's work into one of those bitter quarrels of ours. I tell you I believe your story; I'm convinced that you told me the truth."


    "But not the whole truth, I suppose! That's what you're trying to imply, isn't it? You mean I've left out—details—of my life in Canton or Singapore, or here. Don't you? Don't you?"


    "Honey, I haven't asked you—"


    "No, you haven't! But you wanted to know how I paid for my passage to San Francisco! You'd have doubted my story about Bill Torkas if it weren't for Loring—your dear, worthless friend Loring! And then —!" She paused, almost choking with indignation.


    "Yes! Then! Then what?" bristled Mark. His own none too easy temper was beginning to raise its head.


    “Then—then you had the unspeakable audacity to throw up to me the fact that I accepted your damnable proposal! And to top it all off—to add the last sneer, the final insult—you tell me casually that you made me the proposition as a test! That you'd have taken me anyway!"


    "And so I did make it! So I would have! I wanted you to refuse me!" Vanya was crying now; tears rolled from her eyes down her brown cheeks, despite the desperate blinking of her eyes to withhold them. It was the first time Mark had seen her really weep; she was giving way unrestrainedly to her anger and unhappiness, and even through his own anger a trace of pity awakened.
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    "Vanya!" he cried. "Listen a moment! It's all true, what you're saying. I've been an utter cad. But can't you see why? Can't you understand my reasons? You did accept the bargain! Could I tell my mother or my sister—"


    "Mother and sister!" stormed the girl. "I had a mother and a father and a brother—and any of them would have shot you to death, eagerly and gladly, for much less than you've done to me! And after all this, you tricked me into admitting I loved you! I wish—" Her voice broke; she choked back a sob, while Mark stared speechless at her.


    "Why don't you withdraw your offer?" she sobbed. "Your test worked! You found out what you wanted to know! Does a promise made to a woman like me bind a—gentleman?"


    


    REVULSION


    


    "Loring," said Mark, staring at the empty bay, "Would you like to go back to England ?"


    "About as much as I'd like to walk right into Paradise—and it's just as impossible." The beachcomber twisted his brown toes in the moonlight.


    "I could help."


    "So you could, if I were willing; which I'm not. I have my reasons."


    "They must be strong ones to keep you here."


    "Maybe I'm wanted for murder," observed Loring cheerfully.


    "Then you wouldn't be here. Tonga's British." Mark paused, then continued. "I've a mind to get in touch with your family. Perhaps they'll do something if you won't!"


    "Go ahead," said the beachcomber complacently. "You'll be chagrined to learn that Loring isn't my name, and that Abbeycroft doesn't exist."


    "You're determined on utter ruin!" Mark exclaimed in exasperation. "Would you take money, as a sort of parting gift? Or I could send a few dollars each month."


    "Great idea,” said Loring. “On a few American dollars I could soon drink myself to death."


    "In other words, you won't take help."


    "You caught my subtle meaning. But I appreciate your intentions; I'm really grateful." He glanced at the hotel. "Here's your boy."


    "My boy? Oh, the native I sent to Nuku for the prau." Mark turned to the young native glistening brown in the moonlight. “My boat come?" he asked.


    "Boat come tomorrow," confirmed the lad. "Big pearl boat come, too."


    "A ship!" said Loring in surprise. "That's a miracle—three ships in as many weeks during the dry months. Shene'll grow affluent, the dog! What name?"


    "Ker'dec," responded the native.


    "The Kermadec," interpreted the beachcomber. "Captain Horsten, as ugly a brute as you'll find under the equator."


    "He'll do without Vanya," said Mark grimly, fishing among the change in his pocket and tossing the boy a silver dollar.


    The native caught it and departed. Mark called a good-night to Loring and wandered after him, noting the yellow oil-light glowing in Vanya's window. It had been hours since he'd seen her, not since their argument of the morning.


    He felt no desire for renewed argument. He walked slowly toward the point, thinking of the problems that had harassed him ever since his departure from San Francisco. He had set out with high hopes of adventurous events and a romantic life; yet ever since that first day, his wanderings had been inextricably tangled in the career of the black-haired Russian girl whom he had seen on the dock and met in the steerage.


    Vanya! Loring, shrewd and clever and satyric, had told him that he was in love with her; well, he was. He might as well admit the fact to himself. He didn't want to be; the admission was reluctant, unpleasant, and yet—in another way he was glad to face it. Not that it simplified his problem to name the emotion love, rather than calling it infatuation or obsession; if anything, it complicated the mess. And Vanya's reciprocal emotion—what did even that count against the bald fact that she had accepted his infamous offer?


    Mark stared at the lighted square of window, and turned away toward the deserted point. He picked his way out on the coral spit, and paused as he reached the spot from which they bad watched the hatching of the turtles. There he sat with his legs hanging over the edge of the little cliff, staring down at the still ruffled sand whence the newborn amphibians had emerged.


    The wind would smooth it out eventually, of course, but as yet the small mounds and hollows where the turtles had struggled to the surface were visible as a reminder. The turtles had met their problems, Mark thought, with a directness and a certainty that should give an example to him. They wasted no efforts in futile speculation as to which way lay the sea; they were born and knew it at once.


    Mark was, he thought, like the little turtle who had strayed into the sand-pit. He could not change direction, but struggled helplessly against the sandy walls of his life's training. Loring had different ideals, different standards; no matter—Mark realized that it was too late to change his own.


    He sat perhaps half an hour on the shelf of the reef. The moon, rising a little later each night, had nearly reached the zenith, and its silver luminosity cast a kind of magic beauty over the island. Mark almost regretted departing on the morrow; the place had a haunting loveliness by moonlight.


    Then another sort of loveliness awoke in his consciousness. He thought of Vanya, of her features pale with anger, or smiling one of her rare, grave smiles, or—as he seen her once—laughing. And he began to realize that the beauty in the scene of silver moonlight was not entirely due to the charm of the tropical island; part of it, at least, was bound up with the presence on that island of the dark-haired girl he had followed so tenaciously and so far. Tongatabu, lacking Vanya's presence, would have seemed no more beautiful than the islands of the Carolines, or Fiji, or Samoa, or a dozen others he had visited and left. It was not the island at all, he concluded; it was Vanya — Vanya, who half-loved, half-hated him, and whom he half-despised and half-worshiped.


    Back in the clearing, he could still see the lighted rectangle of her window in the Diver's Helmet. Suddenly he wanted to see her, to talk to her, to be gentle and kind, and to forget the bitterness that ever lay between them. He rose abruptly, and made his way back along the reef to the clearing, and into the oil-lit bar-room.


    


    CHAPTER XXX


    


    Shene and Hong were leaning on the bar together. Shene nodded as he entered, removing an odorous pipe from his mouth.


    "Leaving tomorrow?" he said.


    "Yes," answered Mark shortly.


    “We'll be sorry to lose Vanya," said Shene, with a yellow-toothed smirk. "We'll be sorry to lose her," he repeated.


    Something in Mark resented Shene's use of the girl's name. "She'll be happier in the States," he said.


    "Doubtless—doubtless!" rumbled Shene. "This is a hard life for a girl."


    Mark passed on, and mounted the stairs. Vanya's door was closed; he rapped softly on the panel, and entered at her low reply.


    She was sitting on the bed, engaged in her interminable mending; she looked up gravely as Mark entered. Without a word, his mood of romance still upon him, he stepped to her side, leaned over her, and kissed her. Her arms stole about his shoulders; she held him tightly to her for a moment.


    "Dear Mark!" she said very softly as she released him, and he stood erect. It was then that he noticed what garment she had been mending—the loose crimson blouse that was a part of her dancing costume.


    "Vanya!" he said. "Why bother to mend that? You'll have no more use for it here."


    "A ship comes in tomorrow," she replied, still gazing at him with serious eyes. "I shall have to dance."


    "No, honey! Whether you've promised or not, about the dancing, you won't have to dance here tomorrow night. You've forgotten that the mail packet sails day after tomorrow. Tomorrow we go to Taulanga; I've ordered a prau here to take us."


    "I haven't forgotten the mail packet, Mark."


    "Then why bother mending that? We'll be gone before evening."


    "We won't," said Vanya. "I'm going to dance tomorrow.”


    "I tell you we'll be gone!"


    "You will, Mark. I can't go through with it."


    "Go through with it! Vanya, what do you mean?"


    "Our bargain," she said gravely. "Mark, I can't do it! I'm not going!"


    


    DEPARTURE DAY


    


    "She won't get away with it!" muttered Mark, finally giving up the attempt to sleep as dawn lightened his windows. He swung out of the rumpled bed and set about the routine of dressing.


    Vanya hadn't yielded. Endless arguments of the preceding night had left both sides exhausted, but Vanya had won. She wouldn't even answer questions save to reiterate that she couldn't go. Yes, she hated the Cove, but she couldn't go. Yes, she wanted to enter the States, but her end of the bargain was off. And indeed yes, she still loved Mark —but she couldn't go. And that was all.


    "She's bluffing!" raged Mark as he laced his boots. "She wants to bargain, and it's unworthy of her. She wants—I suppose—marriage!"


    He slipped into the empty hall, where the daylight dimmed the pale oil-lamp, and at Vanya's door ventured a faint rap.


    "Won't wake her if she's asleep,' he thought.


    But her voice came instantly. "Mark?"


    "Yes."


    Her muffled footsteps sounded, a key—his own latch-key, twisted creakily, and Vanya peeped out wrapped in her flowered robe. She looked out at him questioningly Her features betrayed as sleepless a night as Mark's had been; het dark eyes were heavy, and a tinge of red colored the lids, as if from weeping.


    "What is it?" she whispered. "Let me come in."


    She opened the door a trifle wider; Mark entered, and she closed and re-locked it. She dropped to the edge of the rumpled bed, and Mark sat on the chair, surveying her. For all that she looked tired, sleepless, weary, he thought her intensely beautiful.


    "What's the matter?" she repeated. "Oh, Mark, you haven’t come to renew that useless, heartbreaking argument of last night!"


    "No," he said, shaking his head. "I gave up trying to sleep, and I wanted a walk to—to help clear things up in my mind; and as I passed your door, I thought you might be awake. I knocked lightly, not to disturb you if you were sleeping."


    "I was awake," she said. "I couldn't sleep either."


    "This is what I came to say," Mark said, still in a low, almost whispering tone. "I'm going to leave you alone today—all day. I'm going on a long walk, or I'll hobnob with Loring—at any rate, I'll not be near you. And I want you to think this over, carefully and finally. The prau should he here by the middle of the afternoon; I'll return then for your final answer."


    "There's no need, Mark. I can't change what I've said. I can't go through with it!"


    "But you'll do what I ask?" he murmured. "You'll think it over?"


    "Of course. Could I help thinking of it? Do you believe it means so little to me that I could forget it?"


    "No. I don't think that, Vanya. I think you want something more of me—something I can't give."


    "I suppose you’re right," said the girl dully. “I suppose you can't give what I want—the only thing that would make this unholy bargain possible to me!"


    "And then, Vanya, it wouldn't be an unholy bargain?"


    "No—not then! But I'll think of it, if that will satisfy you, though I can tell you now that the answer will be the same."


    "I promised not to argue, dear, but—"


    "But you promised not to argue," cut in the girl. "Please, Mark, don't let's get into another bitter quarrel. It can't help matters, and I—I simply can't stand another battle."


    "Then I'll leave you," said Mark, "until this afternoon."


    He kissed her gently, and stepped quietly into the empty corridor; he tiptoed down the creaking stairs. Below, the bar-room was deserted; even Hong, who never seemed absent from his post, was invisible now. The sunlight slanted across the tables, bringing out in curious shades the dust that had settled on them since the visit of the men of the Caroline. The room, for all its open windows, had a musty, abandoned smell.


    Mark opened the chest behind the bar; nothing to eat was there save several clustered bunches of bananas. Lacking ice, of course, bread, fruit spoiled too quickly to warrant keeping, but he had hoped for a pineapple. He tore four of the brown bananas from their cluster, and slipped them into a paper bag from the bar; they'd do for breakfast and lunch, should his walk prove lengthy enough for two meals.


    He stepped from the door of the Diver's Helmet into the blinding sunlight of full tropical day. The gulls were gathering on the beach; their raucous squawks sounded familiarly pleasant to him—he had heard the sound on island after island for many months. The surface of the cove itself was almost glassy in its calm, but beyond the point, out in the open Pacific, small rollers flashed in the morning light. Behind him, the green hills of Tongatabu, with their mystery, glowed emerald; he turned and glanced up at them toward the village where he and Loring had watched the dance of the virgins. There was, of course, no visible sign of that settlement; nothing but lush jungle stretched from the edge of the clearing to the top of the highest visible hill.


    Loring was sprawled on his side beneath his tree, apparently asleep; save for his presence the clearing was as deserted as the bar-room Mark had just quitted, and nearly as quiet.


    He walked quietly across the clearing, past the unstirring beachcomber, and along the broad white sand that he and Vanya had followed before, on the walk they had taken together. He passed the great fallen tree they had clambered over, and he passed, far beyond, the coral outcropping on which they had rested, and where Vanya had confessed to Mark that she loved him. Where now was that love of hers, he wondered. Had he killed it? Small blame to Vanya if she had ceased to care, or if she had never really cared! He had been at fault, grievously at fault, throughout the whole miserable affair; yet, after all, could he have acted differently? Mark knew well enough that he couldn't have; he had done only what his training, his ideals, his morality, had made it inevitable for him to do. He couldn't have offered marriage to Vanya, not with the stern social code of half a dozen generations denying him the privilege. Not even loving her as he now realized he did.


    So he tramped on along the deserted beach, far beyond the place where he and Vanya had turned back. He passed a pineapple grower's establishment; natives were abroad in the fields, moving among the palm-like spikes of the plants. Each worker, as Mark passed, turned and stared silently at him for a long minute or more; strangers, he reflected were doubtless rare beings along that coast, especially strangers trudging alone along the beach. And the sun rose inexorably in the sky; when it was nearly at the zenith, he paused, threw himself on the sand, and consumed his warm and very soft bananas.


    He sat for a while thinking. He thought of Loring, mysterious, clever, ineffectual, and of Hong and Shene, whom Loring hated, but for the most part he thought of Vanya. He thought of her at first as she had looked in the crimson blouse and black velvet shorts in which she danced. A wave of longing swept over him at the picture he evoked of her slim, graceful body. He closed his eyes, and deliberately turned his mind from that image he found so dangerously alluring. He forced himself to consider Vanya's inexplicable revulsion and her refusal to uphold her end of the bargain. His mood of longing changed gradually to a slow feeling of indignation.


    "She wants marriage," he thought. "and that I can't in honor give. Black sheep or not, I'm still a Talbot!"


    He glanced at the sun; it was already, he thought, a bare hair's breadth past the zenith; he had to be leaving. He rose, crumpled the empty paper bag into a ball, and tossed it into the backwash of a Pacific comber. He watched it drift for a moment, and then set his face on the return route.


    Somehow the return seemed quicker; some excitement or expectation within him made his footsteps much hastier than on the first half of his long walk.


    "Vanya's to me like magnet to steel," he told himself. "I leave her slowly and with effort, but I bound back with such celerity that it surprises even myself."


    He passed the pineapple plantations, the coral outcropping, the mighty fallen tree, and the curve of the Cove lay before him. He rounded the bend of the shore; a vessel lay at anchor in the tiny harbor, a great schooner-rigged ship with men busy about the deck.


    Loring, peeling a bread-fruit, was watching idly; he looked up at Mark's approach.


    "There she lies!" he said. "The Kermadec, with her crew itching to enrich Pearly Shene."


    "Just in?" said Mark. "There's no one ashore, from the look of the tender."


    "She's been in an hour, at least. Horsten's not the man to give his crew shore leave until they've put in a full day's work. Not a man ashore until well after dark, unless he's changed his nature. He'll keep them swabbing decks and polishing brass, whether it's needed or not, until mess time. He's a hard man to sail under."


    "Shene must love him for that!"


    "Shene doesn't care. What money the crew has will be his anyway before they sail. But look—there's your transportation!"


    Mark turned. The native craft was just rounding the point toward the beach.


    


    CHAPTER XXXI


    


    STUBBORNNESS


    


    "You ready to go?" said Pearly Shene, as Mark and Loring leaned at the bar.


    "Just about," answered Mark.


    "Sort o' late to leave today," rumbled the giant. "Taulanga's good distance."


    "We'll take it by night," said Mark, wondering if Vanya would actually persist in her obstinacy. She wouldn't, he decided; she was bluffing beyond doubt. "It's cooler that way," he added, to Shene.


    "Sometimes not," said the other.


    "Can't help it. We'll have to do it; the packet leaves Taulanga early tomorrow."


    Shene gave only a hoarse rumbling by way of reply.


    "And while I think of it," said Mark, "I want you to credit my friend Loring with a quart bottle. I'll pay for it now."


    "Sure," said Shene. "He'll get it whenever he wants it."


    "I think I will!" said Loring, disregarding the glare of Shene's unfriendly eyes.


    "Want a receipt?" asked Mark.


    "What good is a receipt from him?" queried the beachcomber, utterly careless of the fact that Shene was glowering at him. "It would have about as much value as an indenture from Hong there, and that's worth, to be very exact, nothing!"


    Shene gave a faint but ominous rumble. He moved away down the length of the bar, and engaged Hong in a low-voiced discussion of some sort. Mark caught the murmured sound of a word or two; it sounded like "last chance."


    "You're simply laying the foundation for future trouble," he muttered to Loring. "Why don't you try being a little tactful?"


    "You can't use tact with pigs," said the beachcomber casually.


    Mark set his glass on the bar.


    "I've got a number of things to attend to," he said, moving away. "I'll see you before I leave."


    He ascended the stairway, Vanya's door was closed, but he heard her moving about within the chamber; he knocked gently on the panel.


    The door opened, and he stepped in. Vanya was wearing her flowered robe and tiny leather moccasins; she had apparently been combing her hair, for it cascaded in glistening ebony streams about her shoulders. She looked at Mark with that serious questioning glance he had come to know so well.


    "Has the grand jury reported?" he asked, smiling at her.


    "Yes, Mark," she said, still with the grave eyes fixed on him.


    "And did it reverse the decision?" he continued, covering his growing concern by the use of banter.


    "No. It confirmed it."


    "Honey!" Mark exclaimed. "You can't be meaning to carry this farce any further!"


    "It isn't a farce, Mark. It's a comedy or a tragedy—but not a farce." She sank on the bed. "Which one it is depends on where you sit, I suppose."


    "I know which it is to me!"


    "And to me," added the girl. "But your friend Loring would laugh his shrivelled soul away at it!"


    "Vanya, you're being a stubborn fool!"


    "I don't know, Mark. Perhaps I am."


    "The prau's here. We ought to be leaving right now."


    "And yet we're not leaving. Not now nor ever, Mark."


    Mark paced back and forth in the limited space of the room. He was brought finally face to face with Vanya's decision, and he realized at last how desperately he wanted her to go with him. Yet it seemed incredible that she should refuse, should prefer this sordid sailor's hangout to the possibilities, the opportunities, that America could offer. He turned suddenly to her, resolved on a new method of attacking her opposition. He seated himself beside her, taking one tiny hand in his. He lifted it in his own great palm, and held it close as if studying it.


    "Vanya, dear," he said. "Have you changed so much in your feelings toward me? Have I done or said anything so unforgivable that my offer, which once was acceptable to you, has suddenly become so distasteful that you can't even consider it?"


    The girl looked at him with something of the old sullen look returning to her face. A certain sweetness that had grown there of late was dying. She made no answer.


    "Dear," said Mark softly, "won't you answer me? At least I deserve to hear your reasons for this abrupt reversal."


    "I've given you my reason," said Vanya dully. "Don't make me repeat it. You can't give it, and I shan't demean myself to ask."


    "Vanya, dear,” he murmured, "did you mean what you said that day, the day we walked together?"


    "That I loved you? Mark, you know I meant it. I say it again, Mark—I love you! Of that at least I'm not ashamed."


    "Yet you won't go?"


    "And yet I wont go, dear." Mark sat silently thoughtful for a long moment. Vanya reached out her free hand, touching very lightly the unruly brown curls of his head. "Vanya," he said finally, "if I thought that any fear of me were moving you, if I believed that a repugnance to my caresses were the thing that troubled you, I'd promise gladly to bring you into America without a single advance on my part. I'd take you there without obligation, and ask absolutely nothing of you."


    "Mark! Oh, Mark!" she cried. "I know that. I never doubted that. If I'd wanted that, I'd have asked. But it doesn't solve the difficulty—not in the least. I couldn't accept charity—from you least of all people in the world."


    "Marriage again!" thought Mark ruefully. 'The one thing I'm forbidden to give by everything in which I believe." But aloud he said, "I knew you'd refuse. Yet the offer stands."


    "But it doesn't solve anything, dear."


    "No," said Mark slowly. "It doesn't."


    He pressed the girl closer to him, taking her lovely, troubled face between his hands. He leaned down and kissed her, gently at first, and then with increasing ardor as she closed her dark eyes and yielded in his arms. When finally he withdrew his lips, she lay quiescent against him for awhile, her breath sounding in little gasps.


    "Vanya," he breathed, "will you go to America with me?"


    "Mark, dear!" she whispered.


    "Will you go?"


    She sat suddenly erect, leaning away from him.


    "Mark! Even your kisses are lies, planned for effect. But they can't make me alter this decision. No matter how quickly I forget while I'm in your arms, I'll always remember the moment I'm free of you. I'll remember and repeat what I've said—Mark, I can't go!"


    Mark was nearing the point of exasperation. His quick temper rose in him; he fought it back with a surge of effort.


    "Vanya," he said, "if this is a trick of yours, an attempt to force my hand, or a method of getting a better bargain, don't drive me too far to recall."


    "A trick?" queried the girl. "Do you think I don't mean it?"


    "I don't know, but if you don't mean it, you'd better retract it now."


    "Well, I don't retract it. You'll see whether I mean it!"


    "Vanya," said Mark, "I'm going to my room before this—this insane defiance of yours drives my anger beyond control. I'm going to pack what's left of my things, and then I'm coming back here. And I want to see your belongings packed too."


    He turned abruptly and strode out of the door. A flicker of movement at the head of the stairs caught his attention, and he saw the massive face of Hong disappearing below the floor level.


    "Eavesdropping," he thought fiercely. "To the devil with him!" He strode angrily back to his own room, and thrust the door savagely open, kicking his littered bags aside.


    He sat angrily on the bed, wondering what was to be done now. What if Vanya remained firm in her decision? After all this long search, all his restlessness, his dreams of her.


    "I'll have to out-bluff her now," he thought. "Is this Talbot stubbornness or really the ideals and moralities of my people? Damned if I know!"


    He rose, and began flinging his possessions into his bags. The room looked odd and bare when he finished; it had been home for so long. Then he strode to Vanya's room, knocked and entered, to find her still seated on the bed as if she hadn't moved.


    "You're not packed!" he snapped. "Does this mean you're persisting in your obstinacy?"


    She nodded gravely, silently. "Very well! I'm leaving.' He paused for her reply; none came. "Listen, Vanya," he continued. "I'll give you one final chance. I'll wait just a half-hour on the beach. Understand? Half an hour!"


    He turned away, moving toward the door.


    "Mark," said Vanya. "Mark. your key. Take it."


    The key of the white house in Spring Brook.


    "Keep the damned thing!" grated Mark.


    "No." She sprang to the door, tore the key from the ancient lock, and thrust it into Mark's hand. He saw tears on her cheeks. "I don't want a key! I'll not need a key to lock my door here—not ever again!"


    


    HALF AN HOUR


    


    Vanya remained staring at the door as it closed behind Mark. She was scarcely aware that tears were on her cheeks, that her hands were clenched in determined little fists, that her mouth was set in a tight line of desperate intent. She was miserably distraught, despondent over Mark's apparently heartless treatment; he had so completely failed to comprehend her feelings.


    "He doesn't care for me," she told herself. "He's cold, hard, and without any understanding; all I mean to him is a pleasant plaything. I'm not even a human being to him—just a doll—or a pet. I'm an intractable dog that won't jump fast enough to his bidding!"


    She threw herself unhappily on her bed, and lay with tear-bright eyes staring at the moldy plaster of the ceiling. The pattern of its cracks and damp spots was graven on her mind from long familiarity. There was the odd blur that reminded her of a spouting whale, and there the one that resembled a horrible caricature of Hong's fleshy profile. Was she to see those unpleasant patterns year after year, in this room, or another like it?


    If only Mark had loved her! That and that alone, could have justified her yielding to him, could have made that bargain not only acceptable, but a splendid, joyous thing. She could have taken that at and much more from him—if he had loved her. But lacking his love, the bargain was a sordid business arrangement, insufferable, unbearable. Even Shene's Cove was preferable to that.


    For on this most vital point Vanya and Mark had completely misunderstood each other's meaning. Mark, bound by the rigorous ethics of his New England training, read only "marriage" in Vanya's demand. He never doubted but that that point alone was the basis of her refusal. And Vanya, loving Mark, and believing his interest in her to be but the merest physical infatuation, was demanding his love; for that only she needed to justify her acceptance of his offer. To Mark, the bargain lacking marriage, was unholy, and Vanya had condemned herself by her original complaisance. He thought her present refusal the result of his own attitude, an attempt to force him into some more favorable agreement. But to Vanya, the bargain was insufferable only because it lacked Mark's love. They had quarreled over the situation without either comprehending the other!


    But the girl, lying on her bed and gazing despondently at the ceiling, knew nothing of Mark's own confusion, nothing of the struggle he was undergoing. She seemed lost, helpless, utterly hopeless. She glanced wearily at the cheap watch, standing upright in a case on the washstand beside her. Less than three minutes had passed.


    


    CHAPTER XXXII


    


    She rose restlessly and approached the window. There, pacing up and down the beach, was Mark. The prau was drawn up on the sand, its oarsmen lounging beside it, and in the bay lay the Kermadec, with seamen at work on its deck. Back and forth strode Mark, his eyes bent on the sand.


    He looked up, gazed directly at the window where she was standing. She saw him pause, draw his watch from his pocket, and regard it meaningly. Cruel gesture of warning! On an impulse she loosed the bow that bound her robe, spread it wide with both arms. Like a flame in the window, the scarlet blouse of her dancing costume flashed in the sun. Mark saw it; he turned his back and stared out over the blue waves of the Pacific.


    The room seemed suddenly stifling to Vanya. She kicked off the tan leather moccasins, and slipped on the crimson slippers that were a part of her costume. She moved into the hall, not knowing where she was going—anywhere, so that the horror of that drab, desolate room should cease to weigh upon her.


    Mark, pacing beside the prau, was in something of a frenzy. He couldn't believe Vanya would persist to the end in her refusal; that was incredible. Yet what was he to do? Carry through and leave, hoping she'd get in touch with him? He knew she wouldn't. Pretend to leave, and stay in Taulanga? He'd be back at the Cove in two days.


    "I'll bluff it through to the last minute," he decided grimly. "She'll weaken! When the half hour's up, I'll have the blacks paddle to the point, out of sight of the hotel. We'll see how she likes it!"


    He paced hotly back and forth. If only Vanya would yield the thing would be simple, no problem at all. And even yet he believed she would; surely her obstinacy couldn't persist to her own destruction.


    But he wasn't so positive a moment later when he glimpsed her in the window. That deliberate gesture with which she revealed her objectionable dancing costume seemed very much like a symbol of farewell. He fell to sullen musing, hardly disturbed by the voice of Loring under his tree, shouting his bitterness in song to the unheeding island. A moment later the beachcomber was beside him.


    "Do you know," he said bluntly to Mark, "that you're a bigger fool than I thought?"


    "I know it!" Mark agreed glumly.


    "Which is saying much! You've managed to tangle things at the last minute, haven't you?"


    "I guess so. Anyway, Vanya's not going."


    "Would you mind telling me why? Not that I'm surprised."


    "Yes, I'll tell you why," said Mark, after a moment. "She wants marriage!"


    "The magnitude of your stupidity grows in my estimation. Of course you couldn't consider that!"


    "I'm damn well considering it!" snapped Mark. "I happen to love her! But it's not such a simple problem to a man of morals."


    "By the way," said Loring, "how do you know she wants marriage?"


    "She said so, of course."


    "She did? That — somehow – doesn't sound like Vanya. If her reason had been as simple as that, she'd have known it long ago."


    "Well, for once, then, you're wrong."


    "That may be; even that’s possible. Did she actually tell you that?"


    "Perhaps not in so many words. Her implication was clear enough."


    "Ah!" said the beachcomber. "Anything less than a literal statement might give your stupidity a chance to operate. Just what did she say?"


    "It came about this way, if you're so bound to have it: I accused her of adopting this attitude of refusal for trading purposes—to drive a better bargain, and I told her I couldn't give her what she wanted, meaning marriage. And she agreed with me. That's plain enough, isn't it?"


    "But did you mention marriage specifically?"


    "No. I didn't. What else could the remark mean? Can you figure out another meaning?"


    "Yes," said Loring. "I can. And so could you if you weren't blinded by your prejudices."


    "I'd like to hear it!"


    "I can think of several. Your statement and her reply might refer to respect, or kindness, or honor, or protection—or love!"


    "Or love?" repeated Mark blankly.


    "That's the term I used. Love, affection, amour, or whatever you choose to call it."


    "But why—?"


    "Did you," interrupted the derelict, "ever happen to tell the lady that you loved her? Did it occur to you that it might—just conceivably might—make a difference to her?"


    "No, I don't think so," said Mark dazedly. "But good Heavens, Loring—!'


    "I know! You mean she should have realized it. But sometimes, comrade, your actions are a little paradoxical. I can faintly imagine her doubting it."


    "Loring," said Mark admiringly, yet half-exasperated, "you're a perfect genius at solving difficulties and building cases out of air and dreams! I've told you that before."


    "Thanks," said the beachcomber dryly. "I have the advantage of knowing Vanya's character, and my theory fits it; yours doesn't."


    "And still—," began Mark.


    "I can guess the rest. And still it doesn't alter the situation. That's the observation you were about to make, I take it."


    "It was! Have you any answer to it?"


    "Haven't I always an answer? Let me recall a little remark of your own. You reminded me not long ago, re the lady, that there were such words in the language as decency, honor, and self-respect. Remember?"


    "I do indeed."


    "Then let me remind you that there are also certain less pleasant words."


    "Do you mean," asked Mark in a low voice, "that you think I'd have —I might have been guilty of seduction? Her first love?"


    "Think? I know!"


    "And how do you know?"


    "Common sense, Comrade. Don't you think the opportunities for dalliance on the primrose path are as great in Shene's Cove as at Singapore or Canton? Or a bit greater?"


    "I—guess so."


    "Then it's obvious that if Vanya played straight here, she must have there as well! And I'll swear to her exemplary conduct at the Cove!"


    "Lord!" said Mark softly. "Lord, I want to believe you, Loring!"


    "That’s your own problem," said the beachcomber. "And now, I've a banana or two under the tree, and I think I'll eat a bite, and then, probably, I'll indulge in that quart I have credited."


    


    PEARLY SHENE


    


    Meanwhile Vanya had quietly descended the stairs, immersed in her own troubles. Perhaps, she thought, she could slip out behind the hotel somewhere, sit at the edge of the jungle, where at least there would be color and movement and bird-sounds to solace her and distract her mind from its wretchedness.


    At the foot of the stairs she paused. Shene's rumbling voice came from the bar-room—a fragment of speech.


    "—now or never!" she heard. "It's a cinch she ain't mentioned 'em to him; them kind don't talk about their own business."


    "Plenty quick!" Hong was answering, "I fix!"


    The snatch of conversation meant nothing to her. She stepped into the room, unaware of the startled glances turned on her by the pair. Shene was leaning on the bar; Hong was behind it with a glass of something in his enormous, soft, yellow hand. Immersed in her own turbulent thoughts, she murmured an almost inaudible answer to Shene's rumbled greeting, and continued on her way to the outer door.


    Shene laid a great paw on her arm; she halted, looked at him with dull, questioning eyes. He gave a hoarse chuckle.


    "Listen, girl," he boomed. "I'm wanting to tell you something, by way of friendly parting. I want to tell you that Pearly Shene is sorry to be losing you."


    "Thank you," said Vanya tonelessly. She was too disturbed, too chaotically upset to bother making Shene an explanation. Let him find out this evening, when the men of the Kermadec came ashore! And let him watch her take whatever invitations were called to her! She knew the crew of the Kermadec. Their requests might not be exactly polite; but at least they'd furnish her with a vicarious revenge on Mark. She made as if to pass on.


    Shene rumbled again in his basso pro fundo tones.


    "Hong and I been talking about you," he announced. "We been saying how the place will be different with you gone. These others we got ain't the same type as you."


    Vanya made no answer. She stared mechanically at the tables gray with dust, the chairs, now empty, but soon to be filled with the boisterous forms of seamen on shore leave. The room was dusky, for the afternoon sun was behind the building; darkness would arrive very soon now, and with it the men of the pearling vessel.


    She moved again toward the door, when Shene rumbled once more.


    "Just a word o' goodbye to Hong and me," he growled with an attempt at an amiable smile. "You ain't going without a word!"


    Was the man leading up to something? Vanya wondered disinterestedly; whatever it might be, it had no importance to her. Nothing! could ever be important now; Mark was leaving, and with him the dim glow of happiness, that had gleamed for her occasionally during these last few weeks, was dying—forever.


    


    CHAPTER XXXIII


    


    Then, suddenly, a new sound broke in upon her dismal meditations, a high, wild, bitter sound. Loring was singing. And, fact unprecedented in her experience, he was singing sober by daylight!


    "There is a land where white, clean snow


    In winter falls, and cold winds blow


    Across a hill where pine trees grow,


    But not in Tongatabu!"


    Vanya drew sharply back; she shuddered as the shrill tones continued.


    "There is a land (by Heaven planned!)


    Of kindly face and friendly hand


    And honest men! There is a land


    But not in Tongatabu!


    There is a land that's cool and green,


    Of valleys fair and rivers clean—


    That prisons men like Hong and Shene,


    But not in Tongatabu!


    A land of neither palm nor Spice,


    But town and moor and cool, grey ice.


    England's its name—or Paradise!—


    But not in Tongatabu!"


    "Oh God!” said Vanya, "Now—now again! I hate that man!"


    "The dirty, rotten bum!" said Shene. "Some day I'll learn him to make songs at me! The sailor scum takes 'em up; I hear 'em clear to Papeete."


    "I can't stand it!" Vanya murmured to herself. "If he sings again—!"


    But the song was not repeated. When she glanced out of the door, Loring's palm was deserted, and only the steadily lengthening shadow of the tree occupied the place where he was accustomed to lie.


    The girl was shaken; the bitter wistfulness of the song had struck her with unusual effect, the more so because of the strain under which she was laboring. She leaned against the corner of the bar, and closed her eyes for a moment; for a little while, she felt, she could not bring herself to step into the clearing, not while Mark was pacing his restless way back and forth along the beach beside the prau. Or was he still waiting? She had no idea how much time had elapsed since his threat. She glanced at the tarnished alarm clock standing behind the bar; less than fifteen minutes had passed. It seemed to her that the laws of time had been suspended, so slowly did the minutes creep by.


    Shene cleared his throat, preparatory to speech. Vanya started at the sound; she had quite forgotten the presence of both the giant and the mountainous Hong.


    "You're wise to go by night," rumbled the great tones of Shene. "It's far the better trip, cooler and pleasanter."


    The girl made no answer; she remained leaning against the bar, her enveloping robe clutched tightly about her body. The shadows, minute by minute, were growing longer, as if the sun were plunging toward the horizon. Half an hour would bring darkness, and darkness would bring the crew of the Kermadec, and she would dance. How could she dance? With Mark moving somewhere out on the Pacific, toward Taulenge, away from her forever! That didn't matter; she'd have to dance. She wouldn't sing tonight —just dance, as a taunt flung after Mark. He couldn't know, of course, but she thought he'd guess. He'd be wondering, imagining; she'd see that his imaginings fell short of the facts! No matter how viciously he pictured her, he'd not be vicious enough. She glanced again at the clock behind the bar.


    So few minutes had passed! Still more than ten minutes of the half hour left, to be suffered through somehow. Shene was rumbling again; his voice sounded like the low mutter of summer thunder among the mountains of her home. Gradually his words penetrated her consciousness.


    "And I was thinking it's only right to show some appreciation,' he was growling. "So I got out a bottle of port; it ain't the kind I sell. I just got the one bottle; there ain't another like it on the islands. I wouldn't open it for many, I tell you."


    She looked at him questioningly. She hadn't heard the remarks leading up to this discussion of his special brand of port.


    "So we'll have a drink of it," he concluded. "You'll have a farewell drink with Pearly Shene!"


    "We'll have a farewell drink together!" repeated Pearly Shene to Vanya. "The best port this side of Ceylon."


    The girl stared at him dully. "Come, girl!" he rumbled. "A farewell drink with Pearly Shone." His words dawned on her; why not? Perhaps a drink of wine might clear the muddled turmoil of her mind; she needed a stimulant of some sort.


    "Yes, of course," she said.


    She moved to one of the outer tables, and sat facing the window that overlooked the bay. The Kermadec was out there, and there was Mark, pacing beside his black paddlers. Someone was approaching him—Loring! She saw Mark glance at the building; she could see him, but doubtless, in the shadow of the room, she herself was invisible to him.


    Shene had dropped ponderously into a chair opposite her; she hardly saw him, and was hardly conscious of Hong's elephantine figure. She realized that he had placed a glass of wine on the table before her.


    "A farewell drink, girl," rumbled Shene, raising his glass. "Here's luck to you!"


    Vanya raised her glass mechanically to her lips, and took a tiny sip of its contents. The wine was good; apparently Shene had chilled the bottle in the spring, for the liquid was deliciously cool. And yet, it hadn't quite the taste of port; there was a cloying sweetness in the smell of it, and a saccharine quality in the taste. One couldn't drink much of this, she thought, watching Mark in his conversation with the beachcomber.


    "My cause won't be helped by Loring," she mused. "He hates me too much to do anything that might help me."


    She placed her almost untouched glass of wine on the table, and watched the tableau on the beach. Mark and Loring were in earnest discussion; she could see Mark's tense and serious face against the green background of the sea; and Loring, with his back toward her, gesticulated in the intensity of his argument.


    "Discussing me, of course," she thought. "Let them! I'll give them something to discuss after tonight!"


    Shene's growl obtruded itself into her field of thought.


    "Good wine to drink while it's cool," he was saying. "Don't spoil it by letting it warm up; there's plenty more of it."


    Vanya indifferently took another sip of the liquor; the sweetish taste seemed more pronounced. It was the taste of no port wine she had ever, in her limited drinking experience, encountered.


    She watched the movements of Mark and Loring on the beach. They talked; they talked interminably. Their long black shadows repeated in accurate detail each pose and gesture that they made; the shadows stood close together, and engaged, it seemed to the girl, in an argument of their own. And inch by inch they grew taller on the sand; they formed a sort of fiendish sundial that told off the passing minutes. She wondered how much time had actually elapsed; it seemed incredible that half an hour could extend itself so impossibly. The bar, with its ticking clock, was behind her, and she felt reluctant, almost fearful, to turn her head and discover the true progression of those infinitely lethargic minutes. Better to learn it from Mark's actions; the denouement couldn't be long delayed now.


    "Would y'like, maybe, a different sort of wine?" Shene was asking. "Maybe you'd like a white wine better than the port?"


    "No, thank you," said Vanya disinterestedly. "I've always preferred port."


    "You'd never think it!" said Shone, eyeing her glass. She had sipped less than a quarter of the tumbler.


    Curiously heady wine, she thought; even the minute quantity she had swallowed had given her a faintly dizzy feeling, not particularly unpleasant. That was probably because she'd hardly touched a bite to eat all day; undoubtedly that was it.


    "Hong!" barked Shene. "Fill it!"


    The ponderous Chinaman refilled Shene's drained glass, and the latter raised it in his gigantic hand. "Here's to luck!" he rumbled. "Drink with me to luck, girl." Luck! Vanya felt a sardonic sort of humor in the word. Luck! One of Fate's nicknames, the force that drained away everything from the luckless, and when one thought there was nothing left to lose, found still another deprivation to inflict. Chance! When it had taken every possible possession from her, then it had sent her Mark, merely to snatch away the dearest of them all. Yes, she'd drink with Shene to the Fickle Goddess, who to her was not fickle at all, but a deadly, persistent nemesis.


    "Luck!" she echoed, and railed her glass to touch his.


    She took a deeper draught of the wine, and again that cloying sweetness struck her palate. It was more or less unpleasant on second or third taste; she set down her glass still less than a third consumed. A slight feeling of nausea at the saccharine taste shook her.


    "What's the matter?" boomed Shene. "That's the best wine in the islands!"


    Why was the man so insistent on her drinking his concoction? He'd never taken any noteworthy interest in her heretofore. He hadn't even been ordinarily friendly. Then why this sudden outburst of hospitality?


    Her mind was a trifle befuddled, probably, she thought, from her long, exhausting, emotional arguments with Mark, and the final despair of his departing threat. Yet a suspicion dawned; the wine had been doctored somehow—drugged or poisoned. But why? What possible interest could Shene or Hong have in such an attempt?


    She stared at Shene. Suddenly she saw the explanation—an ironic reason quite in consonance with the whole farcical affair. The pearls! The little chamois bag of pearls that she had dropped on the deck of the Porpoise.


    Shene had seen the accident! It had been Shene, not Loring, who had entered her room that night, and who had ransacked her possessions on that other occasion—when Mark had given her the key. This was an attempt, a last effort, to rob her of her single remaining thing of any tangible value—the last thrust of Fate.


    And the sardonic element in the whole affair brought an hysterical little laugh to her lips. For Mark still had the pearls in his wallet; he had forgotten to return them!


    


    CHAPTER XXXIV


    


    The ship's bell of the Kermadec sounded; the tones drew her eyes again to the beach. She saw Mark glance with a spasmodic movement at the declining sun, and then at his watch. And then—the black boys were pushing at the prau, and Mark was stepping into it, and he was moving, followed by a wake of sunset-glowing ripples, out toward the broad Pacific.


    Vanya watched him almost incredulously; that he should desert her now! From the beginning of the argument she had been praying for a miracle, for a revelation to be granted Mark, for anything that might keep him a little longer. Yet there he sailed; he was the same cruel, cold, and heartless Mark Talbot he had been from the beginning.


    She eyed the glass of wine, a mood of desperation came over her.


    "I hope it's poisoned!" she thought wildly. She seized the glass, raised it in a mocking toast. For a moment the fading daylight gleamed amber through it.


    "To decency!" she cried. "To the code of the gentleman!"


    Shene blinked at her in slow puzzlement as she drained the glass to the last too-sweet drop.


    


    * * *


    


    Percy Loring, sprawled under his tree, watched Mark's departure with as much emotion as his capacity offered. He had lost the power to feel anything deeply, but he had liked Mark, and this departure of his was idiotic—standing, after all, by his fool-born ultimatum.


    "Nothing to be done," he thought. "Vanya'd take any of my sympathy as sarcasm. Best thing is to start on that quart of mine, while Shene needs me at the piano. That gives me the whip hand, for once!"


    He strolled into the Diver's Helmet on silent barefooted tread. It seemed deserted, then he spied Hong's broad back in the doorway beyond the piano; he was carrying something. And Shene's voice growled. "Over on that!" he was saying.


    An instant more and the pair of them were emerging into the bar-room. Shene paused, and started perceptibly at the sight of Loring.


    "What do you want?" he bellowed.


    "An advance on the quart you owe me."


    "You won't get it tonight!"


    "Then you'll play the piano, Shene." The beachcomber glanced casually around the room. "Fine laugh a room-full of customers will have at your efforts!"


    His eye fell on the two glasses on the table, with the dregs of wine coloring their bottoms.


    "Hello! Who's been drinking?"


    "I have!" roared Shene.


    "With whom?"


    "With Hong, you lousy scum!"


    "That," said Loring, "doesn't sound reasonable, and I reject your explanation because I find that in practically all cases, whatever you say is a lie."


    He advanced a step, and leaned on the corner of the bar.


    "Where's Vanya?" he asked.


    "How do I know? Gone with your friend Talbot!"


    "No," said the beachcomber. "She didn't go."


    "Then she's in her room. Or down the beach!"


    "What's in there?" queried Loring, motioning toward the room from which Hong and Shene had emerged.


    "Nothing, you filthy bum! And get out of here!"


    "Mind if I look?" asked the beachcomber, with a mild smile on his lips.


    He stepped forward; the giant Shene barred his way with a deep growl of rage.


    "You're getting out!" he rumbled.


    Loring fell back; he knew it was utterly useless to attempt to pass the colossal Shene aided by the massive Hong. Yet he was determined now to verify his suspicions of some harm or danger to Vanya. "Mark!" he shouted suddenly. "Mark Talbot!"


    The chances were thousands to one that Mark was out of earshot, but he might rouse some one on the Kermadec. Worth trying, anyway.


    Shene answered with an irate bellow. He lunged for the emaciated form of the beachcomber, his great hands stretched forward. The concentrated hatred born of many insults, of songs of ridicule that sailors were singing in far ports, shone in his small eyes.


    Loring whipped out his single domestic implement—the knife he used in gathering his provender of fruit. He backed toward the door with the point of the blade directed at Shene's throat. He backed slowly, cautiously.


    From the corner of his eye, he saw the vast form of Hong moving to cut off his escape. He turned with a movement cat-like in its rapidity, and planted his bare foot with all the power of his leg in the tremendous stomach of the Chinaman. Hong groaned and sat suddenly on the floor—but he sat with his back against the screen door, Loring had no time to waste in an effort to open it; he was trapped by the giant Shone.


    The huge dive-keeper had paused when Loring ceased his retreat to, ward the door, and stood just out of reach of his opponents arm; Shone had no wish to brave the knife! He edged toward the bar; Loring interpreted his move and stepped to forestall it.


    "A gun behind the bar," he grinned. "You're not smart enough, Shene!"


    But the other had not yet exhausted his means; he backed suddenly away from Loring, and darted heavily toward the far end of the bar. He was coming around from the other side.


    The beachcomber sidled deliberately behind his own end of the massive bar; halfway down the narrow space he saw Shene fumbling desperately among a mass of bottles and glasses on the shelf. Loring gripped his knife and advanced with a strange smile on his bearded face; one might have judged him completely happy as he burst into a great, shouting song.


    


    * * *


    


    And Vanya—to what evil bourne had she disappeared ? She had instantly regretted her foolhardiness in draining Shene's untrustworthy wine. She was frightened; she cast frantically about for some means of aid. She opened her lips impulsively, on the verge of screaming Mark's name; then she closed them grimly. If he did hear her, she'd only be calling him to danger; she had no illusions as to the actions of Hong and Shene when cornered. Then what remained to do? She was puzzled, frightened, and uncontrollably dizzy.


    Shene had risen, and was staring down at her with a shrewd expression in his small eyes. Hong was standing at her right; she sensed his elephantine presence without seeing him. She forced her eyes to the window; the prau was sliding swiftly between the anchored vessel and the coral spit. Mark was seated in the center, looking back at the ' Cove. And another wave of dizziness ran through her body.


    "I knew it!" she said, staring at Shone, who loomed more than naturally large before her. "I knew it —the wine!"


    "Eh?" rumbled the giant, bending toward her.


    "She talk wild!" said Hong.


    Waves of increasing darkness swept through the room. She saw Shene swelling to enormous size, then shrinking to the dimension's of a pygmy. The phenomenon interested her; her fright had vanished. Why had she been frightened, anyway? She could recall no reason, no logical cause.


    "Glass—water, please!" she said. The recurring waves of darkness were less pleasant.


    "Water? Sure," growled Shene. "Hong, fix her up a glass of water."


    But the water too had that nauseating sweetness of smell and taste. She took a tiny sip, and the glass crashed to the floor.


    "Sorry," she murmured. "Awkward!"


    Suddenly a sharp blow restored her to momentary clarity. Her cheek had struck the table; her head must have dropped forward. Again she felt that frightened urge to escape; perhaps she could slip past Shene, and run into the open of the clearing, where the men of the Kermadec could see her—or Loring, Even Loring!


    But she couldn't rise. Her knees were unresponsive; her arms refused to pull her from the chair. Then a humorous thought flashed through the returning darkness.


    "You're cheated!" she said to Shene. "Anyway, you're cheated!" She had remembered the pearls.


    The room blurred and darkened; she realized vaguely that her head was lying on her arm on the table top. Then some one had pulled her erect in the chair; her head fell back as hands fumbled at the neck of her robe.


    "What the deuce!" she heard Shene roar. "She's got on her dancing togs!"


    There was little more; the darkness had become very nearly complete. She heard distant, inchoate voices, like those in dreams.


    "Get her out of sight" . . . "they come" . . . "take her shoulders" . . . "I'll take legs—"


    


    CHAPTER XXXV


    


    She was being carried—a rather pleasant sensation, riding weightless through illimitable space. Afterwards, Vanya could recall almost the very moment when she lost consciousness; it was somewhere on that pleasant, effortless journey. For she remembered hearing Shene's order to "Lay her over on that!" but she never recalled the actual completion of the act. The darkness had deepened so that there was nothing left—not even darkness.


    "Enough," Mark grunted, as the prau rounded the point and the Cove vanished. "Stop!"


    The paddlers rested, giving an occasional stroke against the drift of the waves, whose slap sounded like Loring's irritating laugh.


    "Beaten!" thought Mark dolorously. "The only thing I can do now is return and surrender. And how I hate it!" He stared morosely at the topmast of the Kermadec beyond the point.


    "Anyway," he reflected, "Vanya's made of stern stuff. She called this bluff of mine, and no mistake!" He grinned...


    "The graceful thing to do," he continued, "would be to go right back, kneel before her, tell her I love her, and surrender on her terms. And that's what I'm tempted to do."


    He sat musing, while the sun dipped into the western ocean, and the brief tropical twilight was over him. One could almost see the progress of the darkness; stars were already twinkling.


    Then, thin and clear across the water came a shrill call, like a summons echoing out of a deep cavern.


    "Mark!" sounded Loring's voice. "Mark Talbot!"


    "Something's up!" thought Mark. "Loring must think me far out of earshot, or else his infernal cleverness figured out what I'd do. Back!" he snapped at his paddlers. "To the beach—quick!"


    The prau swung about in a wide circle; the drift of wave and wind had carried it some hundreds of feet away from the coral spit. Swiftly they moved toward it, where it showed as a deep shadow in the gathering darkness. Yet swift as the craft cut the water, it seemed interminably slow to Mark; a nervous excitement had seized him; for some obscure reason he was suddenly worried.


    As the prau rounded the point, a burst of song drifted out to him. Loring was singing; there was a note Mark had never heard in his voice—something wild and joyous.


    "With gun and knife there join in strife


    Two men of manner shady.


    One is a villain, one a fool,


    Who—quite according to the rule!—


    Are fighting for a lady!"


    The craft shot like a hunting shark through the channel between the point and the anchored ship. Mark, now erect in the center, saw the lighted ports of the Kermadec; the crew was still at mess. A crash sounded from the Diver's Helmet; he dug his nails into the palm of his hand, and strained as if he were thrusting the paddles. Loring's voice rose again in that wild song.


    "Come closer, Shene—you dog unclean!


    I wish you nought but good!


    I merely think you need a bath


    To cleanse your filth and cool your wrath!


    I'll give you one—in blood!"


    The prau grounded; Mark leaped on the instant into the knee-deep water, and rushed across the clearing toward the door of the Diver's Helmet. As he touched the beach, the song rose fiercely, with a note of triumph.


    "Face in the gore upon the floor,


    Shene, like all villains, lies—!"


    A shot crashed! The song ceased abruptly, then sounded in a different, faltering tone. For a moment the words were inaudible, then as he was almost upon the single step that rose before the door, the words were plain, high, thin, wavering.


    "The fool? Of course—he—dies!" Mark burst in upon a shambles. Projecting from behind the bar was the gigantic frame of Shene; blood still spurted from the hilt of the knife imbedded in his great corded neck. And Loring—Loring was sitting on the floor, leaning against the bar, his legs crossed as he was wont to sit beneath his tree. He smiled as Mark burst in.


    "Good boy!" he said faintly. "I rather thought you'd be along."


    "You're hurt!" said Mark. "Nothing at all," murmured the beachcomber. "I think the lady's in there." He nodded toward the room beyond the piano. "And I think you'll find her drugged."


    Mark dashed to the door, and crashed it open. Vanya lay with closed eyes and pallid face on the steamer chair. Her robe was in a heap on the floor; she lay in her dancing costume, with one tiny red slipper missing, and the throat of her scarlet blouse was torn open. Mark bent over her frantically; he placed his ear to her breast. Her heartbeats sounded slowly, but strong and unvarying.


    "Loring! Loring!" he cried, rushing to the door. "What's happened? What did he do to her?"


    "I think she's all right," said the beachcomber wearily. "It's likely he gave her chloral—just knock-out drops."


    "You're hurt!" said Mark, approaching as he noted the bloodstained shirt of the beachcomber. "You're hurt badly! I'll get you to the prau, to a doctor in Taulanga!"


    "Don't bother," said Loring. "It's quite useless."


    "We'll go immediately," said Mark, kneeling beside him. "What a fool I've been!"


    "No more than most! Do you know—I never had a drop of that quart you staked me?" He coughed slightly. "But I've realized my life's ambition, nevertheless."


    "What's that?"


    "To die like a gentleman!" said Loring, and—he did so.


    Mark rose slowly; bitter, anguished thoughts were in his mind. But for him, Loring might still be singing, drinking, living his life like a natural spirit under his tree. He turned heavily back to the room where Vanya lay.


    He tossed her robe on his shoulder; the glint of the red slipper caught his eye from beneath the steamer chair, and he slipped it on her foot. He passed his arms beneath her shoulders and knees, and lifted her from the chair; he twisted her through the narrow door out into the bar-room.


    He turned his head away from Loring; he didn't want to imagine reproach in the expression of the beachcomber's face. A flash of motion caught his eye; he glanced at the bar to see Hong's vast round face rising from behind it like the rising of a yellow moon.


    Hong might have a weapon. Mark was sick of the thought of blood-shed; he shifted Vanya to his shoulder, where she hung with her head and arms down his back, her silk-clad legs caught in his right arm, and dashed for the door.


    There were lights on the deck of the schooner as he sped toward the beach; the crew was coming ashore. He ignored the excited chattering of his paddlers as he laid Vanya gently on the bottom of the prau, and sat with her head on his knees.


    "Taulanga!"he he ordered. "Quick!"


    


    * * *


    


    Tongatabu had long faded into the night, and the prau moved as if alone in a world of stars and water. The natives, guiding themselves by the configurations of the glorious, now familiar star groups of the Southern Hemisphere, drove the craft silently forward. Mark sat with Vanya's head upon his knees, and stared again at the splendor of the Southern Cross, the misty, infinite remoteness of the Magellanic Clouds.


    He glanced at the drugged girl; he had spread her robe over her against the spray from the glistening blades of the paddles. The moonlight shone very bright on her immobile face; it was as pale and beautiful as the face of some statue of antiquity. Mark noted the slow rising moon that glistened on the group; it was three-quarters full, even a little more than that. How long had it been since he had sat gazing at a full tropical moon? He remembered the night; it was that first evening he and Vanya had sat together on the coral point— the night he had first watched her dance.


    So short a time as that! The satellite had not yet completed a single cycle from full moon to full moon. He wondered that so much of life and death could be compressed into so little a span of time.


    He gazed again at Vanya; be bent over her and listened to her breathing. It was soft and regular now, though at the very beginning of their journey it had been heavy, labored. He had been worried, afraid of poison, or an overdose of whatever drug she had taken; for the first hour a spectral fear had pursued him, that still another catastrophe might follow his aimless blundering. But then Vanya had opened her eyes, looked at him uncomprehendingly, and dazedly murmured his name. Her eyes had closed again almost immediately, but now she seemed to be in a natural slumber. Mark felt reassured by her quiet even breathing; Loring had seemed confident that she was in no danger.


    In fact, she was stirring now. Mark raised her head in his arms; she muttered something impossible to understand, and opened her eyes. For a long interval she simply stared at him.


    "Mark!" she said finally. "Oh, Mark! Have we—have we left?"


    "Be quiet, dear," he answered. "Tell me how you feel."


    "Feel?" she echoed vaguely. "I feel all right—no, I don't! My head aches."


    She struggled to a half-sitting posture; for the first time she saw the impassive, laboring natives, and the rush of waters beside her.


    


    [image: Picture]


    


    CHAPTER XXXVI


    


    "Mark! We're in a boat! What —what happened?"


    "I don't know, Vanya. I found you asleep, unconscious or drugged, in the back room. That's as much as I know."


    Like a flash of light, memory returned to the girl. Shene and his too-sweet wine—her pearls! And Mark, sailing heartlessly away, leaving her alone, she thought, forever. She remembered her hopeless, impulsive toast, and the draining of the nauseous wine. She remembered the rising waves of darkness, and Shene's rumbling voice, and very little more. But Mark had been deserting, her, and now she was lying half in his arms, in a speeding native prau on a dark shoreless sea.


    "The pearls!" she said. "It was Shene! He wanted the pearls, and he tried to drug me."


    "He seemed to have succeeded when I arrived," said Mark dryly.


    "But I knew! I knew there was something wrong with the wine; I could taste it!"


    "Then why the devil—?"


    "Mark, I saw you step into your prau; I saw you leaving me! That's why I drank it, and hoped it was poisoned."


    "You poor kid! Did you think I'd actually do what I threatened?" He kissed her gently on her pale cheek.


    "Yes!" she said defiantly. "Yes, I did think so! I was desperately unhappy, and then—and then, it seemed like a good joke on Shene."


    "Joke? What seemed like a joke?"


    "The pearls! I didn't have them at all. You still have them in your wallet!"


    "Good Lord!" ejaculated Mark. "I have!"


    The night wind was clearing Vanya's head; the ache and dizziness were vanishing. She pulled herself still further erect, so that her head leaned against Mark's shoulder.


    "Mark," she said, gazing straight ahead of her into the luminous night, "did you really forget those pearls?"


    "No, dear," he confessed with an embarrassed little chuckle. "I remembered them; I thought of them several times during these last two days of arguing."


    "Then why didn't you return them?"


    "Because I hoped you'd realize from the fact that I didn't that I never intended to desert you. I hoped you'd figure the thing out, and yield because you wanted to yield."


    "I'd forgotten them," said Vanya, "I'd been so torn and so upset that I forgot them. That's been a miserable time —these last several days."


    She was silent, leaning back against his shoulder with her black hair glistening in the moon. Mark let her rest, seeing in the brilliance of the equatorial night that her face was still pale, and her mouth still weary; she had closed her eyes, and lay as passive now as when she had been in the depths of unconsciousness. The prau swept silently ahead; no light showed anywhere save the natural radiance of the heavens; they might have been alone, the only created beings on the bosom of the gigantic Sea. For a long time they moved in silence; Mark was wondering whether Vanya had fallen asleep when she moved her head a trifle, and spoke without opening her eyes.


    "Shene and Loring and the Cove seem so remote that they might hardly exist. Shene's voice comes to me like a rumble that used to sound in the mountains, that sometimes frightened me in childhood. The roar of the avalanche, they'd tell me."


    "Shene's more remote than that," said Mark gloomily. He had remembered, after an interval of forgetfulness, the disastrous outcome of the battle in the bar-room.


    "Why? What does that mean, Mark?"


    "Shene's dead!" said Mark.


    "Dead! Mark—you didn't—you didn't do it! It wasn't you, was it?"


    "No," he responded gloomily. "It should have been, but it wasn't. It was a better man; it was Loring."


    "Loring!" Vanya's exclamation was one of relief. "Only Loring! It doesn't matter about him; he's only—"


    "Hush!" said Mark. "Loring'a dead too. Shene killed him as he was fighting, Vanya. He was fighting to protect you."


    "No! He couldn't—not Loring! He hated me! He wouldn't have tried!"


    "He didn't hate you, Vanya. He didn't hate you; he loved you." Mark's voice was somber.


    "Mark, you're mad! He hated me!"


    "He didn't, Vanya. I know—though he never said a single word. I read it in the song he sang; he was singing while I, who should have been there in his place, was rushing like a fool to arrive too late."


    "Mark! You don't mean that!"


    "I heard him!" he answered. "I heard his song; it was joyous, almost ecstatic. I'd never known him happy before; he was glad to die for you, Vanya."


    "I'm sorry," said the girl in a low voice. She paused, then continued. "I'm bitterly sorry. Perhaps I was wrong about him."


    "You were wrong. The man was fine, somehow. He was good material ruined by—by something. He said it was the War; I never even learned his story."


    "It must be terrible to die alone," said Vanya. "His family, if he had any, or his friends—they'll never know what happened."


    "I was there," said Mark. "He was happy, I tell you. And I'm going to do something—a sentimental sort of thing, but I'll feel the better for doing it."


    "What can you do?"


    "I'm going to send these black boys back to Tongatabu, when whatever official is necessary goes over, with instructions as to how to dispose of his—remains."


    "But how, Mark? You don't know his family."


    "I'm going to tell them to bury him under his tree!" said Mark. Vanya gave a half-suppressed sob, and turned her face to his shoulder. For a while there was silence between them.


    "Mark," she said finally, "won't we have to appear, or testify or something? Won't we be involved as witnesses?"


    "What could you tell?" queried Mark. "You were passed out when things happened. Hong was the only witness, and I'm sure he won't drag your name into it. He won't want any additional trouble; he'll probably say, which is true, that Loring and Shene killed each other in a quarrel. They were always quarreling, anyway, and the circumstances will bear out Hong's story. And we, of course, will say nothing."


    Vanya was again silent for a long interval, while the prau slid silently across the surface of the Pacific. At length she spoke again.


    "Mark, dear," she said, "what is to happen to us now?"


    "What should happen, dear?"


    "You have the habit of success, haven't you?"


    "Why, Vanya?"


    "Look how you've beaten me—in everything. At first, on the Orient, I didn't even want to know you, and yet you won that battle. And then, on Tongatabu, I didn't want to love you, and you triumphed there too. And even in such little things as the night I tried to insist on dancing, you always ruled me. And now—"


    "Now what, dear?"


    "Now our last argument—this battle over our bargain. I refused to go through with it, even preferred to—to do what I did rather than yield, and yet—here I am in your arms, bound for Taulanga, loving you, and, I'm afraid, going through with that unholy bargain of ours! I seem to be utterly ineffectual against you, Mark."


    He laughed, gazing down at her serious, pallid features.


    "It's true," she said. "There's nothing left for me but complete and inglorious surrender. You've won, Mark!"


    "Do you think so, Vanya?" he asked with an unaccustomed note of tenderness in his voice. "Dear, have I ever told you that I loved you?"


    "No, Mark. And the one time I ventured to ask you, you told me you couldn't love me."


    "When was that?"


    "It was—why, night before last. You answered that with love on both sides our bargain would be no longer an unholy one. You must remember."


    "And Loring, as always, was right in the surmise too," mused Mark. "Vanya," he continued suddenly, "I do love you! I've loved you since—why, since the passage on the Orient, I believe!"


    He drew her to him, smothering with his kisses whatever exclamation she was trying to utter; she yielded with a willingness and a thrilling response that was new to Mark, new and ecstatic.


    "Dear," he said finally, drawing a folded paper from his pocket, "do you recognize this?"


    "Of course! It's Shene's marriage papers—the one we got on the Porpoise."


    "Then let it go back to the porpoises," said Mark. He tore the document deliberately into tiny fragments that fluttered white in the darkness, and left a little trail of light patches behind the prau.


    "Mark," said Vanya. "What arc we to do now?"


    "We'll get a better one at Taulanga," he said. "A real one!"


    


    THE END


    


    

  


  
    THE LAST MARTIAN


    


    A Poem


    

  


  
    
      
        PASS, hours and vanish. When I die, you die —

      

    


    
      
        All hours and years for these are fantasy

      

    


    
      
        Lacking the Mind that ticks them as they fly

      

    


    
      
        To unreal past from vain futility.

      

    


    
      
        All knowledge, Space and Time exist for me,

      

    


    
      
        Born in my mind, my Slaves, my instruments,

      

    


    
      
        Tools of my thought, and somewhat more sublime

      

    


    
      
        In that it soon must perish and go hence

      

    


    
      
        Taking all concepts with it. Ages ago

      

    


    
      
        When our young race knew hate, and love and lust,

      

    


    
      
        This brain of mine should flow away to dust

      

    


    
      
        A grey streak on the ruddy sands of Mars,

      

    


    
      
        A broken flash of knowledge, contents spilled

      

    


    
      
        Beyond recovery.

      

    


    
      
        

      

    


    
      
        Going from tree to seed and seed to tree.

      

    


    
      
        Unthinking plants surviving in my place,

      

    


    
      
        Not individual mortality

      

    


    
      
        Lives on, but immortality of race.

      

    

  


  
    


    

  


  
    The Lotus Eaters


    


    "WHEW!" WHISTLED "Ham" Hammond, staring through the right forward observation port. "What a place for a honeymoon!"


    "Then you shouldn't have married a biologist," remarked Mrs. Hammond over his shoulder, but he could see her grey eyes dancing in the glass of the port. "Nor an explorer's daughter," she added. For Pat Hammond, until her marriage to Ham a scant four weeks ago, had been Patricia Burlingame, daughter of the great Englishman who had won so much of the twilight zone of Venus for Britain, exactly as Crowly had done for the United States.


    "I didn't," observed Ham, "marry a biologist. I married a girl who happened to be interested in biology; that's all. It's one of her few drawbacks."


    He cut the blast to the underjets, and the rocket settled down gently on a cushion of flame toward the black landscape below. Slowly, carefully, he dropped the unwieldly mechanism until there was the faintest perceptible jar; then he killed the blast suddenly, the floor beneath them tilted slightly, and a strange silence fell like a blanket after the cessation of the roaring blast.


    "We're here," he announced.


    "So we are," agreed Pat. "Where's here?"


    "It's a point exactly seventy-five miles east of the Barrier opposite Venoble, in the British Cool Country. To the north is, I suppose, the continuation of the Mountains of Eternity, and to the south is Heaven knows what. And this last applies to the east."


    "Which is a good technical description of nowhere." Pat laughed. "Let's turn off the lights and look at nowhere."


    She did, and in the darkness the ports showed as faintly luminous circles.


    "I suggest," she proceeded, "that the Joint Expedition ascend to the dome for a less restricted view. We're here to investigate; let's do a little investigating."


    "This joint of the expedition agrees," chuckled Ham.


    He grinned in the darkness at the flippancy with which Pat approached the serious business of exploration. Here they were, the Joint Expedition of the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute for the Investigation of Conditions on the Dark Side of Venus, to use the full official title.


    Of course Ham himself, while technically the American half of the project, was in reality a member only because Pat wouldn't consider anything else; but she was the one to whom the bearded society and institute members addressed their questions, their terms, and their instructions.


    And this was no more than fair, for Pat, after all, was the leading authority on Hotland flora and fauna, and, moreover, the first human child born on Venus, while Ham was only an engineer lured originally to the Venusian frontier by a dream of quick wealth in xixtchil trading in the Hotlands.


    It was there he had met Patricia Burlingame, and there, after an adventurous journey to the foothills of the Mountains of Eternity, that he had won her. They had been married in Erotia, the American settlement, less than a month ago, and then had come the offer of the expedition to the dark side.


    Ham had argued against it. He had wanted a good terrestrial honeymoon in New York or London, but there were difficulties. Primarily there was the astronomical one; Venus was past perigee, and it would be eight long months before its slow swing around the Sun brought it back to a point where a rocket could overtake the Earth.


    Eight months in primitive, frontier-built Erotia, or in equally primitive Venoble, if they chose the British settlement, with no amusement save hunting, no radio, no plays, even very few books. And if they must hunt, Pat argued, why not add the thrill and danger of the unknown?


    No one knew what life, if any, lurked on the dark side of the planet; very few had even seen it, and those few from rockets speeding over vast mountain ranges or infinite frozen oceans. Here was a chance to explain the mystery, and explore it, expenses paid.


    It took a multimillionaire to build and equip a private rocket, but the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute, spending government money, were above such considerations.


    There'd be danger, perhaps, and breath-taking thrills, but—they could be alone.


    The last point had won Ham. So they had spent two busy weeks provisioning and equipping the rocket, had ridden high above the ice barrier that bounds the twilight zone, and dashed frantically through the storm line, where the cold underwind from the sunless side meets the hot upper winds that sweep from the desert face of the planet.


    For Venus, of course, has no rotation, and hence no alternate days and nights. One face is forever sunlit, and one forever dark, and only the planet's slow libration gives the twilight zone a semblance of seasons. And this twilight zone, the only habitable part of the planet, merges through the Hotlands on one side to the blazing desert, and on the other side ends abruptly in the ice barrier where the upper winds yield their moisture to the chilling breaths of the underwind.


    So here they were, crowded into the tiny glass dome above the navigation panel, standing close together on the top rung of the ladder, and with just room in the dome for both their heads. Ham slipped his arm around the girl as they stared at the scene outside.


    Away off to the west was the eternal dawn—or sunset, perhaps—where the light glistened on the ice barrier. Like vast columns, the Mountains of Eternity thrust themselves against the light, with their mighty peaks lost in the lower clouds twenty-five miles above. There, a little south, were the ramparts of the Lesser Eternities, bounding American Venus, and between the two ranges were the perpetual lightnings of the storm line.


    But around them, illuminated dimly by the refraction of the sunlight, was a scene of dark and wild splendor. Everywhere was ice—hills of it, spires, plains, boulders, and cliffs of it, all glowing a pallid green in the trickle of light from beyond the barrier. A world without motion, frozen and sterile, save for the moaning of the underwind outside, not hindered here as the barrier shielded it from the Cool Country.


    "It's—glorious!" Pat murmured.


    "Yes," he agreed, "but cold, lifeless, yet menacing. Pat, do you think there is life here?"


    "I should judge so. If life can exist on such worlds as Titan and Iapetus, it should exist here. How cold is it?" She glanced at the thermometer outside the dome, its column and figures self-luminous. "Only thirty below zero, Fahrenheit. Life exists on Earth at that temperature."


    "Exists, yes. But it couldn't have developed at a temperature below freezing. Life has to be lived in liquid water."


    She laughed softly. "You're talking to a biologist, Ham. No; life couldn't have evolved at thirty below zero, but suppose it originated back in the twilight zone and migrated here? Or suppose it was pushed here by the terrific competition of the warmer regions? You know what conditions are in the Hotlands, with the molds and doughpots and Jack Ketch trees, and the millions of little parasitic things, all eating each other."


    He considered this. "What sort of life should you expect?"


    She chuckled. "Do you want a prediction? Very well. I'd guess, first of all, some sort of vegetation as a base, for animal life can't keep eating itself without some added fuel, It's like the story of the man with the cat farm, who raised rats to feed the cats, and then when he skinned the cats, be fed the bodies to the rats, and then fed more rats to the cats. It sounds good, but it won't work."


    "So there ought to be vegetation. Then what?"


    "Then? Heaven knows. Presumably the dark-side life, if it exists, came originally from the weaker strains of twilight-zone life, but what it might have become—well, I can't guess. Of course, there's the triops noctivivans that I discovered in the Mountains of Eternity—"


    "You discovered!" He grinned. "You were out as cold as ice when I carried you away from the nest of devils. You never even saw one!"


    "I examined the dead one brought into Venoble by the hunters," she returned imperturbably. "And don't forget that the society wanted to name it after me—the triops Patricice." Involuntarily a shudder shook her at the memory of those satanic creatures that had all but destroyed the two of them. "But I chose the other name —triops noctivivans, the three-eyed dweller in the dark."


    "Romantic name for a devilish beast!"


    "Yes; but what I was getting at is this—that it's probable that triops—or triopses— Say, what is the plural of triops?" "Trioptes," he grunted. "Latin root."


    "Well, it's probable that trioptes, then, are among the creatures to be found here on the night side, and that those fierce devils who attacked us in that shadowed canyon in the Mountains of Eternity are an outpost, creeping into the twilight zone through the dark and sunless passes in the mountains. They can't stand light; you saw that yourself."


    "So what?"


    Pat laughed at the Americanism. "So this: From their form and structure—six limbs, three eyes, and all—it's plain that the trioptes are related to ordinary native Hotlanders. Therefore I conclude that they're recent arrivals on the dark side; that they didn't evolve here, but were driven here quite lately, geologically speaking. Or geologically isn't quite the word, because geo means earth. Venusologically speaking, I should say."


    "You shouldn't say. You're substituting a Latin root for a Greek one. What you mean is aphrodisiologically speaking."


    She chuckled again. "What I mean, and should have said right away to avoid argument, is paleaeontologically speaking, which is better English. Anyway, I mean that trioptes haven't existed on the dark side for more than twenty to fifty thousand Earth years, or maybe less, because what do we know about the speed of evolution on Venus? Perhaps it's faster than on the Earth; maybe a triops could adapt itself to night life in five thousand."


    "I've seen college students adapt themselves to night life in one semester!" He grinned.


    She ignored this. "And therefore," she proceeded, "I argue that there must have been life here before triops arrived, since it must have found something to eat when it got here or it couldn't have survived. And since my examination showed that it's partly a carnivorous feeder, there must have been not only life here, but animal life. And that's as far as pure reason can carry the argument."


    "So you can't guess what sort of animal life. Intelligent, perhaps?'


    "I don't know. It might be. But in spite of the way you Yankees worship intelligence, biologically it's unimportant. It hasn't even much survival value."


    "What? How can you say that, Pat? What except human intelligence has given man the supremacy of the Earth—and of Venus, too, for that matter?"


    "But has man the supremacy of the Earth? Look here, Ham, here's what I mean about intelligence. A gorilla has a far better brain than a turtle, hasn't it? And yet which is the more successful—the gorilla, which is rare and confined only to a small region in Africa, or the turtle, which is common everywhere from the arctic to the antarctic? And as for man —well, if you had microscopic eyes, and could see every living thing on the Earth, you'd decide that man was just a rare specimen, and that the planet was really a nematode world—that is, a worm world—because the nematodes far outnumber all the other forms of life put together."


    "But that isn't supremacy, Pat."


    "I didn't say it was. I merely said that intelligence hasn't much survival value. If it has, why are the insects that have no intelligence, but just instinct, giving the human race such a battle? Men have better brains than corn borers, boll weevils, fruit flies, Japanese beetles, gypsy moths, and all the other pests, and yet they match our intelligence with just one weapon—their enormous fecundity. Do you realize that every time a child is born, until it's balanced by a death, it can be fed in only one way? And that way is by taking the food away from the child's own weight of insects."


    "All that sounds reasonable enough, but what's it got to do with intelligence on the dark side of Venus?"


    "I don't know," replied Pat, and her voice took on a queer tinge of nervousness. "I just mean— Look at it this way, Ham. A lizard is more intelligent than a fish, but not enough to give it any advantage. Then why did the lizard and its descendants keep on developing intelligence? Why—unless all life tends to become intelligent in time? And if that's true, then there may be intelligence even here—strange, alien, incomprehensible intelligence."


    She shivered in the dark against him. "Never mind," she said in suddenly altered tones. "It's probably just fancy. The world out there is so weird, so unearthly— I'm tired, Ham. It's been a long day."


    He followed her down into the body of the rocket. As the lights flicked on the strange landscape beyond the ports was blotted out, he saw only Pat, very lovely in the scanty costume of the Cool Country.


    "Tomorrow, then," he said. "We've food for three weeks."


    


    Tomorrow, of course, meant only time and not daylight.


    They rose to the same darkness that had always blanketed the sunless half of Venus, with the same eternal sunset green on the horizon at the barrier. But Pat was in better humor, and went eagerly about the preparations for their first venture into the open. She brought out the parkas of inch-thick wool sheathed in rubber, and Ham, in his capacity as engineer, carefully inspected the hoods, each with its crown of powerful lamps.


    These were primarily for vision, of course, but they had another purpose. It was known that the incredibly fierce trioptes could not face light, and thus, by using all four beams in the helmet, one could move, surrounded by a protective aura. But that did not prevent both of them from including in their equipment two blunt blue automatics and a pair of the terrifically destructive flame-pistols. And Pat carried a bag at her belt, into which she proposed to drop specimens of any dark-side flora she encountered, and fauna, too, if it proved small and harmless enough.


    They grinned at each other through their masks.


    "Makes you look fat," observed Ham maliciously, and enjoyed her sniff of annoyance.


    She turned, threw open the door, and stamped into the open.


    It was different from looking out through a port. Then the scene had some of the unreality and all of the immobility and silence of a picture, but now it was actually around them, and the cold breath and mournful voice of the underwind proved definitely enough that the world was real. For a moment they stood in the circlet of light from the rocket ports, staring awe-struck at the horizon where the unbelievable peaks of the Greater Eternities towered black against the false sunset.


    Nearer, for as far as vision reached through that sunless, moonless, starless region, was a desolate tumbled plain where peaks, minarets, spires, and ridges of ice and stone rose in indescribable and fantastic shapes, carved by the wild artistry of the underwind.


    Ham slipped a padded arm around Pat, and was surprised to feel her shiver. "Cold?" he asked, glancing at the dial thermometer on his wrist. "It's only thirty-six below."


    "I'm not cold," replied Pat. "It's the scenery; that's all."


    She moved away. "I wonder what keeps the place as warm as it is. Without sunlight you'd think—"


    "Then you'd be wrong," cut in Ham. "Any engineer knows that gases diffuse. The upper winds are going by just five or six miles over our heads, and they naturally carry a lot of heat from the desert beyond the twilight zone. There's some diffusion of the warm air into the cold, and then, besides, as the warm winds cool, they tend to sink. And what's more, the contour of the country has a lot to do with it."


    He paused. "Say," he went on reflectively, "I shouldn't be surprised if we found sections near the Eternities where there was a down draft, where the upper winds slid right along the slope and gave certain places a fairly bearable climate."


    He followed Pat as she poked around the boulders near the edge of the circle of light from the rocket.


    "Ha!" she exclaimed. "There it is, Ham! There's our specimen of darkside plant life."


    She bent over a gray bulbous mass. "Lichenous or fungoid," she continued. "No leaves, of course; leaves are only useful in sunlight. No chlorophyl for the same reason. A very primitive, very simple plant, and yet—in some ways—not simple at all. Look, Ham—a highly developed circulatory system!"


    He leaned closer, and in the dim yellow light from the ports he saw the fine tracery of veins she indicated.


    "That," she proceeded, "would indicate a sort of heart and—I wonder!" Abruptly she thrust her dial thermometer against the fleshy mass, held it there a moment, and then peered at it. "Yes! Look how the needle's moved, Ham. It's warm! A warm-blooded plant. And when you think of it, it's only natural, because that's the one sort of plant that could live in a region forever below freezing. Life must be lived in liquid water."


    She tugged at the thing, and with a sullen plump it came free, and dark driblets of liquid welled out of the torn root.


    "Ugh!" exclaimed Ham. "What a disgusting thing! `And tore the bleeding mandragore,' eh? Only they were supposed to scream when you uprooted them."


    He paused. A low, pulsing, wailing whimper came out of the quivering mass of pulp, and he turned a startled gaze on Pat. "Ugh!" he grunted again. "Disgusting!"


    "Disgusting? Why, it's a beautiful organism! It's adapted perfectly to its environment."


    "Well, I'm glad I'm an engineer," he growled, watching Pat as she opened the rocket's door and laid the thing on a square of rubber within. "Come on. Let's look around."


    Pat closed the door and followed him away from the rocket. Instantly the night folded in around them like a black mist, and it was only by glancing back at the lighted ports that Pat could convince herself that they stood in a real world.


    "Should we light our helmet lamps?" asked Ham. "We'd better, I suppose, or risk a fall."


    Before either could move farther, a sound struck through the moaning of the underwind, a wild, fierce, unearthly shrieking like laughter in hell, hoots and howls and mirthless chuckling noises.


    "It's triopts!" gasped Pat, forgetting plurals and grammar alike.


    She was frightened; ordinarily she was as courageous as Ham, and rather more reckless and daring, but those uncanny shrieks brought back the moments of torment when they had been trapped in the canyon in the Mountains of Eternity. She was badly frightened and fumbled frantically and ineffectually at light switch and revolver.


    Just as half a dozen stones hummed fast as bullets around them, and one crashed painfully on Ham's arm, he flicked on his lights. Four beams shot in a long cross on the glittering peaks, and the wild laughter rose in a crescendo of pain. He had a momentary glimpse of shadowy figures flinging themselves from pinnacle and ridge, flitting specterlike into the darkness, and then silence.


    "O-o-oh!" murmured Pat. "I—was scared, Ham." She huddled against him, then continued more strongly: "But there's proof. Triops noctivians actually is a nightside creature, and those in the mountains are outposts or fragments that've wandered into the sunless chasms."


    Far off sounded the hooting laughter. "I wonder," mused Ham, "if that noise of theirs is in the nature of a language."


    "Very probably. After all, the Hotland natives are intelligent, and these creatures are a related species. Besides they throw stones, and they know the use of those smothering pods they showered on us in the canyon—which, by the way, must be the fruit of some nightside plant. The trioptes are doubtless intelligent in a fierce, bloodthirsty, barbaric fashion, but the beasts are so unapproachable that I doubt if human beings ever learn much of their minds or language."


    Ham agreed emphatically, the more so as a viciously cast rock suddenly chipped glittering particles from an icy spire a dozen paces away. He twisted his head, sending the beams of his helmet lamps angling over the plain, and a single shrill cachinnation drifted out of the dark.


    "Thank Heaven the lights keep 'em fairly out of range," he muttered. "These are pleasant little subjects of His Majesty, aren't they? God save the king if he had many more like 'em!"


    But Pat was again engaged in her search for specimens. She had, switched on her lamps now, and scrambled agilely in and out among the fantasic monuments of that bizarre plain. Ham followed her, watching as she wrenched up bleeding and whimpering vegetation. She found a dozen varieties, and one little wriggling cigar-shaped creature that she gazed at in perplexity, quite unable to determine whether it was plant, animal or neither. And at last her specimen bag was completely filled, and they turned back over the plain toward the rocket, whose ports gleamed afar like a row of staring eyes.


    But a shock awaited them as they opened the door to enter. Both of them started back at the gust of warm, stuffy, putrid, and unbreathable air that gushed into their faces with an odor of carrion.


    "What—" gasped Ham, and then laughed. "Your mandragore!" He chuckled. "Look at it!"


    The plant she had placed within was a mass of decayed corruption. In the warmth of the interior it had decomposed rapidly and completely and was now but a semiliquid heap on the rubber mat. She pulled it through the entrance and flung mat and all away.


    They clambered into an interior still reeking, and Ham set a ventilator spinning. The air that came in was cold, of course, but pure with the breath of the underwind, sterile and dustless from its sweep across five thousand miles of frozen oceans.


    They were on British territory, being in the latitude of Venoble. The International Congress at Lisle had in 2020 apportioned the darkside rights by giving to each nation owning Venusian possessions a wedge extending from the twilight zone to a point on the planet directly opposite the Sun in mid-autumn, and mountains. He swung the door closed, set a heater going, and dropped his visor to grin at Pat.


    "So that's your beautiful organism!" he chuckled.


    "It was. It was a beautiful organism, Ham. You can't blame it because we exposed it to temperatures it was never supposed to encounter." She sighed and slung her specimen pouch to the table. "I'll have to prepare these at once, I suppose, since they don't keep."


    Ham grunted and set about the preparation of a meal, working with the expert touch of a true Hotlander. He glanced at Pat as she bent over her specimens, injecting the bichlorid solution.


    "Do you suppose," he asked, "that the triops is the highest form of life on the dark side?"


    "Beyond doubt," replied Pat. "If any higher form existed, it would long ago have exterminated those fierce devils." But she was utterly wrong.


    


    Within the span of four days they had exhausted the possibilities of the tumbled plain around the rocket. Pat had accumulated a variegated group of specimens, and Ham had taken an endless series of observations on temperature, on magnetic variations, on the direction and velocity of the Underwind.


    So they moved their base, and the rocket flared into flight southward, toward the region where, presumably, the vast and mysterious Mountains of Eternity towered across the ice barrier into the dusky world of the night side. They flew slowly, throttling the reaction motors to a bare fifty miles an hour, for they were flying through night, depending on the beam of the forward light to warn against looming peaks.


    Twice they halted, and each time a day or two sufficed to indicate that the region was similar to that of their first base. The same veined and bulbous plants, the same eternal underwind, the same laughter from bloodthirsty trioptic throats.


    But on the third occasion, there was a difference. They came to rest on a wild and bleak plateau among the foothills of the Greater Eternities. Far away to the westward, half the horizon still glowed green with the false sunset, but the whole span south of the due-west point was black, hidden from view by the vast ramparts of the range that soared twenty-five miles above them into the black heavens. The mountains were invisible, of course, in that region of endless night, but the two in the rocket felt the colossal nearness of those incredible peaks.


    And there was another way in which the mighty presence of the Mountains of Eternity affected them. The region was warm—not warm by the standards of the twilight zone, but much warmer than the plain below. Their thermometers showed zero on one side of the rocket, five above on the other. The vast peaks, ascending into the level of the upper winds, set up eddies and stray currents that brought warm air down to temper the cold breath of the underwind.


    Ham stared gloomily over the plateau visible in the lights. "I don't like it," he grunted. "I never did like these mountains, not since you made a fool of yourself by trying to cross 'em back in the Cool Country."


    "A fool!" echoed Pat. "Who named these mountains? Who crossed them? Who discovered them? My father, that's who!"


    "And so you thought you inherited 'em," he retorted, "and that all you had to do was to whistle and they'd lie down and play dead, and Madman's Pass would turn into a park walk. With the result that you'd now be a heap of clean-picked bones in a canyon if I hadn't been around to carry you out of it."


    "Oh, you're just a timid Yankee!" she snapped. "I'm going outside to have a look." She pulled on her parka and stepped to the door, and there paused. "Aren't you—aren't you coming, too?" she asked hesitantly.


    He grinned. "Sure! I just wanted to hear you ask." He slipped into his own outdoor garb and followed.


    There was a difference here. Outwardly the plateau presented the same bleak wilderness of ice and stone that they had found on the plain below. There were wind-eroded pinnacles of the utmost fantasy of form, and the wild landscape that glittered in the beams from their helmet lamps was the same bizarre terrain that they had first encountered.


    But the cold was less bitter here; strangely, increasing altitude on this curious planet brought warmth instead of cold, as on the Earth, because it raised one closer to the region of the upper winds, and here in the Mountains of Eternity the underwind howled less persistently, broken into gusts by the mighty peaks.


    And the vegetation was less sparse. Everywhere were the veined and bulbous masses, and Ham had to tread carefully lest he repeat the unpleasant experience of stepping on one and hearing its moaning whimper of pain. Pat had no such scruples, insisting that the whimper was but a tropism; that the specimens she pulled up and dissected felt no more pain than an apple that was eaten; and that, anyway, it was a biologist's business to be a biologist.


    Somewhere off among the peaks shrilled the mocking laughter of a triops, and in the shifting shadows at the extremities of their beams, Ham imagined more than once that he saw the forms of these demons of the dark. If there they were, however, the light kept them at a safe distance, for no stones hummed past.


    Yet it was a queer sensation to walk thus in the center of a moving circle of light; he felt continually as if just beyond the boundary of visibility lurked Heaven only knew what weird and incredible creatures, though reason argued that such monsters couldn't have remained undetected.


    Ahead of them their beams glistened on an icy rampart, a bank or cliff that stretched right and left across their course.


    Pat gestured suddenly toward it. "Look there!" she exclaimed, holding her light steady. "Caves in the ice—burrows, rather. See?"


    He saw—little black openings as large, perhaps, as a manhole cover, a whole row of them at the base of the ice rampart. Something black skittered laughing up the glassy slope and away—a triops. Were these the dens of the beasts? He squinted sharply.


    "Something's there!" he muttered to Pat. "Look! Half the openings have something in front of them—or are those just rocks to block the entrance?"


    Cautiously, revolvers in hand, they advanced. There was no more motion, but in the growing intensity of the beams, the objects were less and less rocklike, and at last they could make out the veinings and fleshy bulbousness of life.


    At least the creatures were a new variety. Now Ham could distinguish a row of eyelike spots, and now a multiplicity of legs beneath them. The things were like inverted bushel baskets, about the size and contour, veined, flabby, and featureless save for a complete circle of eye spots. And now he could even see the semitransparent lids that closed, apparently, to shield the eyes from the pain of their lights.


    They were barely a dozen feet from one of the creatures. Pat, after a moment of hesitation, moved directly before the motionless mystery.


    "Well!" she said. "Here's a new one, Ham, Hello, old fella!"


    An instant later both of them were frozen in utter consternation, completely overwhelmed by bewilderment, amazement, and confusion. Issuing, it seemed, from a membrane at the top of the creature, came a clicking, high-pitched voice.


    "Hello, fella!" it said.


    There was an appalled silence. Ham held his revolver, but had there been need, he couldn't have used it, nor even remembered it. He was paralyzed, stricken dumb.


    But Pat found her voice. "It—isn't real," she said faintly. "It's a tropism. The thing just echoed whatever sounds strike it. Doesn't it, Ham? Doesn't it?"


    "I—I—of course!" He was staring at the lidded eyes. "It must be. Listen!" He leaned forward and yelled, "Hello!" directly at the creature. "It'll answer."


    It did. "It isn't a tropism," it clicked in shrill but perfect English.


    "That's no echo!" gasped Pat. She backed away. "I'm scared," she whimpered, pulling at Ham's arm. "Come away—quick!"


    He thrust her behind him. "I'm just a timid Yankee," he grunted, "but I'm going to cross-question this living phonograph until I find out what—or who—makes it tick."


    "No! No, Ham! I'm scared!"


    "It doesn't look dangerous," he observed.


    "It isn't dangerous," remarked the thing on the ice. Ham gulped, and Pat gave a horrified little moan. "Who—who are you?" he faltered.


    There was no answer. The lidded eyes stared steadily at him.


    "What are you?" he tried again.


    Again no reply.


    "How do you know English?" he ventured.


    The clicking voice sounded: "I isn't know English."


    "Then—uh—then why do you speak English?"


    "You speak English," explained the mystery, logically enough.


    "I don't mean why. I mean how!"


    But Pat had overcome a part of her terrified astonishment, and her quick mind perceived a clue. "Ham," she whispered tensely, "it uses the words we use. It gets the meaning from us!"


    "I get the meaning from you," confirmed the thing ungrammatically.


    Light dawned on Ham. "Lord!" he gasped. "Then it's up to us to give it a vocabulary."


    "You speak, I speak," suggested the creature.


    "Sure! See, Pat? We can say just anything." He paused. "Let's see—"


    "When in the course of human events it—"


    "Shut up!" snapped Pat. "Yankee! You're on Crown territory now. To be or not to be; that is the question—"'


    Ham grinned and was silent. When she had exhausted her memory, he took up the task: "Once upon a time there were three bears—"


    And so it went. Suddenly the situation struck him as fantastically ridiculous—there was Pat carefully relating the story of Little Red Riding Hood to a humorless monstrosity of the night side of Venus! The girl cast him a perplexed glance as he roared into a gale of laughter.


    "Tell him the one about the traveling man and the farmer's daughter!" he said, choking. "See if you can get a smile from him!" She joined his laughter. "But it's really a serious matter," she concluded. "Imagine it, Ham! Intelligent life on the dark side! Or are you intelligent?" she asked suddenly of the thing on the ice.


    "I am intelligent," it assured her. "I am intelligently intelligent."


    "At least you're a marvelous linguist," said the girl. "Did you ever hear of learning English in half an hour, Ham? Think of that!" Apparently her fear of the creature had vanished.


    "Well, let's make use of it," suggested Ham. "What's your name, friend?"


    There was no reply.


    "Of course," put in Pat. "He can't tell us his name until we give it to him in English, and we can't do that because—Oh, well, let's call him Oscar, then. That'll serve."


    "Good enough. Oscar, what are you, anyway?"


    "Human, I'm a man."


    "Eh? I'll be damned if you are!"


    "Those are the words you've given me. To me I am a man to you."


    "Wait a moment. `To me I am—' I see, Pat. He means that the only words we have for what he considers himself are words like man and human. Well, what are your people, then?"


    "People."


    "I mean your race. What race do you belong to?" "Human."


    "Ow!" groaned Ham. "You try, Pat."


    "Oscar," said the girl, "you're human. Are you a mammal?"


    "To me man is a mammal to you."


    "Oh, good heavens!" She tried again. "Oscar, how does your race reproduce?"


    "I have not the words."


    "Are you born?"


    The queer face, or faceless body, of the creature changed slightly. Heavier lids dropped over the semitransparent ones that shielded its many eyes; it was almost as if the thing frowned in concentration.


    "We are not born," he clicked.


    "Then—seeds, spores, parthenogenesis? Or fissure?"


    "Spores," shrilled the mystery, "and fissure."


    "But—"


    She paused, nonplussed. In the momentary silence came the mocking hoot of a triops far to their left, and both turned involuntarily, stared, and recoiled aghast. At the very extremity of their beam one of the laughing demons had seized and was bearing away what was beyond doubt one of the creatures of the caves. And to add to the horror, all the rest squatted in utter indifference before their burrows.


    "Oscar!" Pat screamed. "They got one of you!"


    She broke off suddenly at the crack of Ham's revolver, but it was a futile shot.


    "O-oh!" she gasped. "The devils! They got one!" There was no comment at all from the creature before them. "Oscar," she cried, "don't you care? They murdered one of you! Don't you understand?"


    "Yes."


    "But—doesn't it affect you at all?" The creatures had come, somehow, to hold a sort of human sympathy in Pat's mind. They could talk; they were more than beasts. "Don't you care at all?"


    "No."


    "But what are those devils to you? What do they do that you let them murder you?"


    "They eat us," said Oscar placidly.


    "Oh!" gasped Pat in horror. "But—but why don't—"


    She broke off; the creature was backing slowly and methodically into its burrow.


    "Wait!" she cried. "They can't come here! Our lights—" The clicking voice drifted out: "It is cold. I go because of the cold."


    There was silence.


    It was colder. The gusty underwind moaned more steadily now, and glancing along the ridge, Pat saw that every one of the cave creatures was slipping like Oscar into his burrow. She turned a helpless gaze on Ham.


    "Did I—dream this?" she whispered.


    `Then both of us dreamed it, Pat." He took her arm and drew her back toward the rocket, whose round ports glowed an invitation through the dusk.


    But once in the warm interior, with her clumsy outer garments removed, Pat drew her dainty legs under her, lighted a cigarette, and fell to more rational consideration of the mystery.


    "There's something we don't understand about this, Ham. Did you sense anything queer about Oscar's mind?"


    "It's a devilishly quick one!"


    "Yes; he's intelligent enough. Intelligence of the human level, or even"—she hesitated—"above the human. But it isn't a human mind. It's different, somehow—alien, strange. I can't quite express what I felt, but did you notice Oscar never asked a question? Not one!"


    "Why—he didn't, did he? That's queer!"


    "It's darn queer. Any human intelligence, meeting another thinking form of life, would ask plenty of questions. We did." She blew a thoughtful puff of smoke. "And that isn't all. That—that indifference of his when the triops attacked his fellow—was that human, or even earthly? I've seen a hunting spider snatch one fly from a swarm of them without disturbing the rest, but could that happen to intelligent creatures? It couldn't; not even to brains as undeveloped as those in a herd of deer, or a flock of sparrows. Kill one and you frighen all."


    "That's true, Pat. They're damn queer ducks, these fellow citizens of Oscar's. Queer animals."


    "Animals? Don't tell me you didn't notice, Ham!" "Notice what?"


    "Oscar's no animal. He's a plant—a warm-blooded, mobile vegetable! All the time we were talking to him he was rooting around below him with his—well, his root. And those things that looked like legs—they were pods. He didn't walk on them; he dragged himself on his root. And what's more he—"


    "What's more?"


    "What's more, Ham, those pods were the same sort as the ones that the triops threw at us in the canyon of the Mountains of Eternity, the ones that choked and smothered us so—"


    "The ones that laid you out so cold, you mean."


    "Anyway, I had wits enough to notice them!" she retorted, flushing. "But there's part of the mystery, Ham. Oscar's mind is a vegetable mind!" She paused, puffing her cigarette as he packed his pipe.


    "Do you suppose," she asked suddenly, "that the presence of Oscar and his crew represents a menace to human occupancy of Venus? I know they're dark-side creatures, but what if mines are discovered here? What if there turns out to be a field for commercial exploitation? Humans can't live indefinitely away from sunlight, I know, but there might be a need for temporary colonies here, and what then?"


    "Well, what then?" rejoined Ham.


    "Yes; what then? Is there room on the same planet for two intelligent races? Won't there be a conflict of interests sooner or later?"


    "What of it?" he grunted. "Those things are primitive, Pat. They live in caves, without culture, without weapons. They're no danger to man."


    "But they're magnificently intelligent. How do you know that these we've seen aren't just a barbaric tribe and that somewhere on the vastness of the dark side there isn't a vegetable civilization? You know civilization isn't the personal prerogative of mankind, because look at the mighty decadent


    culture on Mars and the dead remnants on Titan. Man has simply happened to have the strongest brand of it, al least so far."


    "That's true enough, Pat," he agreed. "But if Oscar's fellows aren't any more pugnacious than they were toward that murderous triops, then they aren't much of a menace."


    She shuddered. "I can't understand that at all. I wonder if—" She paused, frowning.


    "If what?"


    "I—don't know. I had an idea—a rather horrible idea." She looked up suddenly. "Ham, tomorrow I'm going to find out exactly how intelligent Oscar really is. Exactly how intelligent—if I can."


    


    There were certain difficulties, however. When Ham and Pat approached the ice ridge, plodding across the fantastic terrain, they found themselves in utter perplexity as to which of the row of caves was the one before which they had stood in conversation with Oscar. In the glittering reflections from their lamps each opening appeared exactly like every other, and the creatures at their mouths stared at them with lidded eyes in which there was no readable expression.


    "Well," said Pat in puzzlement, "we'll just have to try. You there, are you Oscar?"


    The clicking voice sounded: "Yes."


    "I don't believe it," objected Ham. "He was over more to the right. Hey! Are you Oscar?"


    Another voice clicked: "Yes."


    "You can't both be Oscar!"


    Pat's choice responded: "We are all Oscar."


    "Oh, never mind," cut in Pat, forestalling Ham's protests. "Apparently what one knows they all know, so it doesn't make any difference which we choose. Oscar, you said yesterday you were intelligent. Are you more intelligent than I am?"


    "Yes. Much more intelligent."


    "Rah!" snickered Ham. "Take that, Pat!"


    She sniffed. "Well, that puts him miles above you. Yankee! Oscar, do you ever lie?"


    Opaque lips dropped over translucent ones. "Lie," repeated the shrill voice. "Lie. No. There is no need."


    "Well, do you—" She broke off suddenly at the sound of a dull pop. "What's that? Oh! Look, Ham, one of his pods burst!" She drew back.


    A sharply pungent odor assailed them, reminiscent of that dangerous hour in the canyon, but not strong enough this time to set Ham choking or send the girl reeling into unconsciousness. Sharp, acrid, and yet not entirely unpleasant.


    "What's that for, Oscar?"


    "It is so we—" The voice cut short.


    "Reproduce?" suggested Pat.


    "Yes. Reproduce. The wind carries our spores to each other. We live where the wind is not steady."


    "But yesterday you said fissure was your method."


    "Yes. The spores lodge against our bodies and there is a—" Again the voice died.


    "A fertilization?" suggested the girl.


    "No."


    "Well, a—I know! An irritation!"


    "Yes."


    "That causes a tumorous growth?'


    "Yes. When the growth is complete, we split."


    "Ugh!" snorted Ham. "A tumor!"


    "Shut up!" snapped the girl. "That's all a baby is—a normal tumor."


    "A normal— Well, I'm glad I'm not a biologist! Or a woman!"


    "So'm I," said Pat demurely. "Oscar, how much do you know?"


    "Everything."


    "Do you know where my people come from?"


    "From beyond the light."


    "Yes; but before that?"


    "No."


    "We come from another planet," said the girl impressively. At Oscar's silence she said: "Do you know what a planet is?"


    "Yes."


    "But did you know before I said the word?"


    "Yes. Long before."


    "But how? Do you know what machinery is? Do you know what weapons are? Do you know how to make them?"


    "Yes."


    "Then—why don't you?"


    "There is no need."


    "No need!" she gasped. "With light—even with fire—you could keep the triopses—trioptes, I mean—away. You could keep them from eating you!"


    "There is no need."


    She turned helplessly to Ham.


    "The thing's lying," he suggested.


    "I—don't think so," she murmured. "It's something else—something we don't understand. Oscar, how do you know all those things?"


    "Intelligence."


    At the next cave another pod popped sullenly.


    "But how? Tell me how you discover facts."


    "From any fact," clicked the creature on the ice, "intelligence can build a picture of the—" There was silence. "Universe?" she suggested.


    "Yes. The universe. I start with one fact and I reason from it. I build a picture of the universe. I start with another fact. I reason from it. I find that the universe I picture is the same as the first. I know that the picture is true."


    Both listeners stared in awe at the creature. "Say!" gulped Ham. "If that's true we could find out anything from Oscar! Oscar, can you tell us secrets that we don't know?"


    "No."


    "Why not?"


    "You must first have the words to give me. I cannot tell you that for which you have no words."


    "It's true!" whispered Pat. "But Oscar, I have the words time and space and energy and matter and law and cause. Tell me the ultimate law of the universe?"


    "It is the law of—" Silence.


    "Conservation of energy or matter? Gravitation?"


    "No."


    "Of-of God?"


    "No."


    "Of—life?"


    "No. Life is of no importance."


    "Of—what? I can't think of another word."


    "There's a chance," said Ham tensely, "that there is no word!"


    "Yes," clicked Oscar. "It is the law of chance. Those other words are different sides of the law of chance."


    "Good Heaven!" breathed Pat. "Oscar, do you know what I mean by stars, suns, constellations, planets, nebulae, and atoms, protons, and electrons?"


    "Yes."


    "But—how? Have you ever seen the stars that are above these eternal clouds? Or the Sun there beyond the barrier?"


    "No. Reason is enough, because there is only one possible way in which the universe could exist. Only what is possible is real; what is not real is also not possible:"


    "That—that seems to mean something," murmured Pat. "I don't see exactly what. But Oscar, why—why don't you use your knowledge to protect yourselves from your enemies?"


    "There is no need. There is no need to do anything. In a hundred years we shall be—" Silence.


    "Safe?"


    "Yes—no."


    "What?" A horrible thought struck her. "Do you mean—extinct?"


    "Yes."


    "But—oh, Oscar! Don't you want to live? Don't your people want to survive?"


    "Want," shrilled Oscar. "Want—want—want. That word means nothing."


    "It means—it means desire, need."


    "Desire means nothing. Need—need. No. My people do not need to survive."


    "Oh," said Pat faintly. "Then why do you reproduce?"


    As if in answer, a bursting pod sent its pungent dust over them. "Because we must," clicked Oscar. "When the spores strike us, we must."


    "I—see," murmured Pat slowly. "Ham, I think I've got it. I think I understand. Let's get back to the ship."


    Without farewell she turned away and he followed her thoughtfully. A strange listlessness oppressed him.


    They had one slight mishap. A stone flung by some stray trioptes sheltered behind the ridge shattered the left lamp in Pat's helmet. It seemed hardly to disturb the girl; she glanced briefly aside and plodded on. But all the way back, in the gloom to their left now illumined only by his own lamps, hoots and shrieks and mocking laughter pursued them.


    Within the rocket Pat swung her specimen bag wearily to the table and sat down without removing her heavy outer garment. Nor did Ham; despite the oppressive warmth of it, he, too, dropped listlessly to a seat on the bunk.


    "I'm tired," said the girl, "but not too tired to realize what hat mystery out there means."


    "Then let's hear it."


    "Ham," she said, "what's the big difference between plant and animal life?"


    "Why—plants derive their sustenance directly from soil and air. Animals need plants or other animals as food."


    "That isn't entirely true, Ham. Some plants are parasitic, and prey on other life. Think of the Hotlands, or think, even, of some terrestrial plants—the fungi, the pitcher plant, the Dionaea that trap flies."


    "Well, animals move, then, and plants don't."


    "That's not true, either. Look at microbes; they're plants, but they swim about in search of food."


    "Then what is the difference?"


    "Sometimes it's hard to say," she murmured, "but I think I see it now. It's this: Animals have desire and plants necessity. Do you understand?"


    "Not a damn bit."


    "Listen, then. A plant—even a moving one—acts the way it does because it must, because it's made so. An animal acts because it wants to, or because it's made so that it wants to."


    "What's the difference?"


    "There is a difference. An animal has will, a plant hasn't. Do you see now? Oscar has all the magnificent intelligence of an animal but he hasn't the will of a worm. He has reactions, but no desire. When the wind is warm he comes out and feeds; when it's cold he crawls back into the cave melted by his body seat. But that isn't will; it's just a reaction. He has no desires!"


    Ham stared, roused out of his lassitude. "I'll be damned if t isn't true!" he cried. "That's why he—or they—never ask questions. It takes desire or will to ask a question! And that's why they have no civilization and never will have!"


    "That and other reasons," said Pat. "Think of this: Oscar has no sex, and in spite of your Yankee pride, sex has been a big factor in building civilization. It's the basis of the family, and among Oscar's people there is no such thing as parent and child. He splits; each half of him is an adult, probably with all the knowledge and memory of the original.


    "There's no need for love, no place for it, in fact, and therefore no call to fight for mate and family, and no reason to make life easier than it already is, and no cause to apply his intelligence to develop art or science or—or anything!" She paused. "And did you ever hear of the Malthusian law, Ham?"


    "Not that I remember."


    "Well, the law of Malthus says that population presses on the food supply. Increase the food and the population increases in proportion. Man evolved under that law; for a century or so it's been suspended, but our race grew to be human under it."


    "Suspended! It sounds sort of like repealing the law of gravitation or amending the law of inverse squares."


    "No, no," she said. "It was suspended by the development of machinery in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which shot the food supply so far ahead, that population hasn't caught up. But it will and the Malthusian law will rule again."


    "And what's that got to do with Oscar?"


    "This, Ham: He never evolved under that law. Other factors kept his numbers below the limit of the food supply, and so his species developed free of the need to struggle for food. He's so perfectly adapted to his environment that he needs nothing more. To him a civilization would be superfluous!"


    "But—then what of the triops?"


    "Yes, the triops. You see, Ham, just as I argued days ago, the triops is a newcomer, pushed over from the twilight zone. When those devils arrived, Oscar's people were already evolved, and they couldn't change to meet the new conditions, or couldn't change quickly enough. So—they're doomed.


    "As Oscar says, they'll be extinct soon—and—and they don't even care." She shuddered. "All they do, all they can do, is sit before their caves and think. Probably they think god-like thoughts, but they can't summon even a mouse-like will. That's what a vegetable intelligence is; that's what it has to be!"


    "I think—I think you're right," he muttered. "In a way it's horrible, isn't it?"


    "Yes." Despite her heavy garments she shivered. "Yes; it's horrible. Those vast, magnificent minds and no way for them to work. It's like a powerful gasoline motor with its drive shaft broken, and no matter how well it runs it can't turn the wheels. Ham, do you know what I'm going to name them? The Lotophagi Veneris—the Lotus Eaters! Content to sit and dream away existence while lesser minds—ours and the trioptes'—battle for their planet."


    "It's a good name, Pat." As she rose he asked in surprise: "Your specimens? Aren't you going to prepare them?"


    "Oh, tomorrow." She flung herself, parka and all, on her bunk.


    "But they'll spoil! And your helmet light—I ought to fix it." "'Tomorrow," she repeated wearily, and his own languor kept him from further argument.


    When the nauseous odor of decay awakened him some hours later Pat was asleep, still garbed in the heavy suit. He flung bag and specimens from the door, and then slipped the parka from her body. She hardly stirred as he tucked her gently into her bunk.


    


    Pat never missed the specimen bag at all, and, somehow, the next day, if one could call that endless night a day, found them trudging over the bleak plateau with the girl's helmet lamp still unrepaired. Again at their left, the wildly mocking laughter of the night dwellers followed them, drifting eerily down on the underwind, and twice far-flung stones chipped glittering ice from neighboring spires. They plodded listlessly and silently, as if in a sort of fascination, but their minds seemed strangely clear.


    Pat addressed the first Lotus Eater they saw. "We're back, Oscar," she said with a faint rebirth of her usual flippancy. "How'd you spend the night?"


    "I thought," clicked the thing.


    "What'd you think about?"


    "I thought about—" The voice ceased.


    A pod popped, and the curiously pleasant pungent odor was in their nostrils.


    "About—us?"


    "No."


    "About—the world?"


    "No."


    "About— What's the use?" she ended wearily. "We could keep that up forever, and perhaps never hit on the right question."


    "If there is a right question," added Ham. "How do you know there are words to fit it? How do you even know that it's the kind of thought our minds are capable of conceiving? There must be thoughts that are beyond our grasp."


    Off to their left a pod burst with a dull pop. Ham saw the dust move like a shadow across their beams as the underwind caught it, and he saw Pat draw a deep draft of the pungent air as it whirled around her. Queer how pleasant the smell was, especially since it was the same stuff which in higher concentration had nearly cost their lives. He felt vaguely worried as that thought struck him, but could assign no reason for worry.


    He realized suddenly that both of them were standing in complete silence before the Lotus Eater. They had come to ask questions, hadn't they?


    "Oscar," he said, "what's the meaning of life?"


    "No meaning. There is no meaning."


    "Then why fight for it so?"


    "We do not fight for it. Life is unimportant."


    "And when you're gone, the world goes on just the same? Is that it?"


    "When we are gone it will make no difference to any except the trioptes who eat us."


    "Who eat you," echoed Ham.


    There was something about that thought that did penetrate the fog of indifference that blanketed his mind. He peered at Pat, who stood passively and silently beside him, and in the glow of her helmet lamp he could see her clear gray eyes behind her goggles, staring straight ahead in what was apparently abstraction or deep thought. And beyond the ridge sounded suddenly the yells and wild laughter of the dwellers in the dark.


    "Pat," be said.


    There was no answer.


    "Pat!" he repeated, raising a listless hand to her arm. "We have to go back." To his right a pod popped. "We have to go back," he repeated.


    A sudden shower of stones came glancing over the ridge. One struck his helmet, and his forward lamp burst with a dull explosion. Another struck his arm with a stinging pain, though it seemed surprisingly unimportant.


    "We have to go back," he reiterated doggedly.


    Pat spoke at last without moving. "What's the use?" she asked dully.


    He frowned over that. What was the use? To go back to the twilight zone? A picture of Erotia rose in his mind, and then a vision of that honeymoon they had planned on the Earth, and then a whole series of terrestrial scenes—New York, a tree-girt campus, the sunny farm of his boyhood. But they all seemed very far away and unreal.


    A violent blow that stung his shoulder recalled him, and he saw a stone bound from Pat's helmet. Only two of her lamps glowed now, the rear and the right, and he realized vaguely that on his own helmet shone only the rear and the left. Shadowy figures were skittering and gibbering along the crest of the ridge now left dark by the breaking of their lights, and stones were whizzing and spattering around them.


    He made a supreme effort and seized her arm. "We've got to go back!" he muttered.


    "Why? Why should we?"


    "Because we'll be killed if we stay."


    "Yes. I know that, but—"


    He ceased to listen and jerked savagely at Pat's arm. She spun around and staggered after him as he turned doggedly toward the rocket.


    Shrill hoots sounded as their rear lamps swept the ridge, and as he dragged the girl with infinite slowness, the shrieks spread out to the right and left. He knew what that meant; the demons were circling them to get in front of them where their shattered forward lamps cast no protecting light.


    Pat followed listlessly, making no effort of her own. It was simply the drag of his arm that impelled her, and it was becoming an intolerable effort to move even himself. And there directly before him, flitting shadows that howled and hooted, were the devils that sought their lives.


    Ham twisted his head so that his right lamp swept the area. Shrieks sounded as they found shelter in the shadows of peaks and ridges, but Ham, walking with his head side-wise, tripped and tumbled.


    Pat wouldn't rise when he tugged at her. "There's no need of it," she murmured, but made no resistance when he lifted her.


    An idea stirred vaguely; he bundled her into his arms so that her right lamp shot its beam forward, and so he staggered at last to the circle of light about the rocket, opened the door, and dumped her on the floor within.


    He had one final impression. He saw the laughing shadows that were the trioptes skipping and skittering across the darkness toward the ridge where Oscar and his people waited in placid acceptance of their destiny.


    The rocket was roaring along at two hundred thousand feet, because numberless observations and photographs from space had shown that not even the vast peaks of the Mountains of Eternity project forty miles above the planet's surface. Below them the clouds glistened white before and black behind, for they were just entering the twilight zone. At that height one could even see the mighty curvature of the planet.


    "Half cue ball, half eight ball," said Ham, staring down.


    "Hereafter we stick to the cue-ball half."


    "It was the spores," proceeded Pat, ignoring him. "We knew they were narcotic before, but we couldn't be expected to guess that they'd carry a drug as subtle as that—to steal away your will and undermine your strength. Oscar's people are the Lotus Eaters and the Lotus, all in one. But I'm—somehow—I'm sorry for them. Those colossal, magnificent, useless minds of theirs!" She paused. "Ham, what woke you up to what was happening? What snapped you out of it?"


    "Oh, it was a remark of Oscar's, something about his being only a square meal for a triops."


    "Well?"


    "Well, did you know we've used up all our food? That remark reminded me that I hadn't eaten for two days!"


    

  


  
    The Mad Moon


    


    "IDIOTS!" HOWLED Grant Calthorpe. "Fools-nitwits-imbeciles!" He sought wildly for some more expressive terms, failed, and vented his exasperation in a vicious kick at the pile of rubbish on the ground.


    Too vicious a kick, in fact; he had again forgotten the one-third normal gravitation of Io, and his whole body followed his kick in a long, twelve-foot arc.


    As he struck the ground the four loonies giggled. Their great, idiotic heads, looking like nothing so much as the comic faces painted on Sunday balloons for children, swayed in unison on their five-foot necks, as thin as Grant's wrist.


    "Get out" he blazed, scrambling erect. "Beat it, skiddoo, scram! No chocolate. No candy. Not until you learn that I want ferva leaves, and not any junk you happen to grab. Clear out"


    The loonies—Lunae Jovis Magnicapites, or literally, Big-heads of Jupiter's Moon—backed away, giggling plaintively. Beyond doubt, they considered Grant fully as idiotic as he considered them, and were quite unable to understand the reasons for his anger. But they certainly realized that no candy was to be forthcoming, and their giggles took on a note of keen disappointment.


    So keen, indeed, that the leader, after twisting his ridiculous blue face in an imbecilic grin at Grant, voiced a last wild giggle and dashed his head against a glittering stone-bark tree. His companions casually picked up his body and moved off, with his head dragging behind them on its neck like a prisoner's ball on a chain.


    Grant brushed his band across his forehead and turned wearily toward his stone-bark log shack. A pair of tiny, glittering red eyes caught his attention, and a slinker—Mus Sapiens—skipped his six-inch form across the threshold, bearing under his tiny, skinny arm what looked very much like Grant's clinical thermometer.


    Grant yelled angrily at the creature, seized a stone, and flung it vainly. At the edge of the brush, the slinker turned its ratlike, semihuman face toward him, squeaked its thin gibberish, shook a microscopic fist in manlike wrath, and vanished, its batlike cowl of skin fluttering like a cloak. It looked, indeed, very much like a black rat wearing a cape.


    It had been a mistake, Grant knew, to throw the stone at it. Now the tiny fiends would never permit him any peace, and their diminutive size and pseudo-human intelligence made them infernally troublesome as enemies. Yet, neither that reflection nor the looney's suicide troubled him particularly; he had witnessed instances like the latter too often, and besides, his head felt as if he were in for another siege of white fever.


    He entered the shack, closed the door, and stared down at his pet parcat. "Oliver," he growled, "you're a fine one. Why the devil don't you watch out for slinkers? What are you here for?"


    The parcat rose on its single, powerful hind leg, clawing at his knees with its two forelegs. "The red jack on the black queen," it observed placidly. "Ten loonies make one half-wit."


    Grant placed both statements easily. The first was, of course, an echo of his preceding evening's solitaire game, and the second of yesterday's session with the loonies. He grunted abstractedly and rubbed his aching head. White fever again, beyond doubt.


    He swallowed two ferverin tablets, and sank listlessly to the edge of his bunk, wondering whether this attack of blancha would culminate in delirium.


    He cursed himself for a fool for ever taking this job on Jupiter's third habitable moon, Io. The tiny world was a planet of madness, good for nothing except the production of ferva leaves, out of which Earthly chemists made as many potent alkaloids as they once made from opium.


    Invaluable to medical science, of course, but what difference did that make to him? What difference, even, did the munificent salary make, if he got back to Earth a raving maniac after a year in the equatorial regions of Io? He swore bitterly that when the plane from Junopolis landed next month for his ferva, he'd go back to the polar city with it even though his contract with Neilan Drug called for a full year, and he'd get no pay if he broke it. What good was money to a lunatic?


    The whole little planet was mad—loonies, parcats, slinkers and Grant Calthorpe—all crazy. At least, anybody who ever ventured outside either of the two polar cities, Junopolis on the north and Herapolis on the south, was crazy. One could live there in safety from white fever, but anywhere below the twentieth parallel it was worse than the Cambodian jungles on Earth.


    He amused himself by dreaming of Earth. Just two years ago he had been happy there, known as a wealthy, popular sportsman. He had been just that too; before he was twenty-one he had hunted knife-kite and threadworm on Titan, and triops and uniped on Venus.


    That had been before the gold crisis of 2110 had wiped out his fortune. And—well, if he had to work, it had seemed logical to use his interplanetary experience as a means of livelihood. He had really been enthusiastic at the chance to associate himself with Neilan Drug.


    He had never been on Io before. This wild little world was no sportman's paradise, with its idiotic loonies and wicked, intelligent, tiny slinkers. There wasn't anything worth hunting on the feverish little moon, bathed in warmth by the giant Jupiter only a quarter-million miles away.


    If he had happened to visit it, he told himself ruefully, he'd never have taken the job; he had visualized Io as something like Titan, cold but clean.


    Instead it was as hot as the Venus Hotlands because of its glowing primary, and subject to half-a-dozen different forms of steamy daylight sun day, Jovian day, Jovian and sun day, Europa light, and occasionally actual and dismal night. And most of these came in the course of Io's forty-two-hour revolution, too—a mad succession of changing lights. He hated the dizzy days, the jungle, and Idiots' Hills stretching behind his shack.


    It was Jovian and solar day at the present moment, and that was the worst of all, because the distant sun added its modicum of heat to that of Jupiter. And to complete Grant's discomfort now was the prospect of a white fever attack. He swore as his head gave an additional twinge, and then swallowed another ferverin tablet. His supply of these was diminishing, he noticed; he'd have to remember to ask for some when the plane called—no, he was going back with it.


    Oliver rubbed against his leg. "Idiots, fools, nitwits, imbeciles," remarked the parcat affectionately. "Why did I have to go to that damn dance?"


    "Huh?" said Grant. He couldn't remember having said anything about a dance. It must, he decided, have been said during his last fever madness.


    Oliver creaked like the door, then giggled like a loony. "It'll be all right," he assured Grant. "Father is bound to come soon."


    "Father!" echoed the man. His father had died fifteen years before. "Where'd you get that from, Oliver?"


    "It must be the fever," observed Oliver placidly. "You're a nice kitty, but I wish you had sense enough to know what you're saying. And I wish father would come." He finished with a suppressed gurgle that might have been a sob.


    Grant stared dizzily at him. He hadn't said any of those things; he was positive. The parcat must have heard them from somebody else. Somebody else? Where within five hundred miles was there anybody else?


    "Oliver!" he bellowed. "Where'd you hear that? Where'd you hear it?"


    The parcat backed away, startled. "Father is idiots, fools, nitwits, imbeciles," he said anxiously. "The red jack on the trice kitty."


    "Come here!" roared Grant. "Whose father? Where have you—? Come here, you imp!"


    He lunged at the creature. Oliver flexed his single hind leg and flung himself frantically to the cowl of the wood stove. "It must be the fever!" he squalled. "No chocolate!"


    He leaped like a three-legged flash for the flue opening. There came a sound of claws grating on metal, and then he had scrambled through.


    Grant followed him. His head ached from the effort, and with the still sane part of his mind he knew that the whole episode was doubtless white fever delirium, but he plowed on.


    His progress was a nightmare. Loonies kept bobbing their long necks above the tall bleeding-grass, their idiotic giggles and imbecilic faces adding to the general atmosphere of madness.


    Wisps of fetid, fever-bearing vapors spouted up at every step on the spongy soil. Somewhere to his right a slinker squeaked and gibbered; he knew that a tiny slinker village was over in that direction, for once he had glimpsed the neat little buildings, constructed of small, perfectly fitted stones like a miniature medieval town, complete to towers and battlements. It was said that there were even slinker wars.


    His head buzzed and whirled from the combined effects of ferverin and fever. It was an attack of blancha, right enough, and he realized that he was an imbecile, a loony, to wander thus away from his shack. He should be lying on his bunk; the fever was not serious, but more than one man had died on Io, in the delirium, with its attendant hallucinations.


    He was delirious now. He knew it as soon as he saw Oliver, for Oliver was placidly regarding an attractive young lady in perfect evening dress of the style of the second decade of the twenty-second century. Very obviously that was a hallucination, since girls had no business in the Ionian tropics, and if by some wild chance one should appear there, she would certainly not choose formal garb.


    The hallucination had fever, apparently, for her face was pale with the whiteness that gaye blancha its name. Her gray eyes regarded him without surprise as he wound his way through the bleeding-grass to her.


    "Good afternoon, evening, or morning," he remarked, giving a puzzled glance at Jupiter, which was rising, and the sun, which was setting. "Or perhaps merely good day, Miss Lee Neilan."


    She gazed seriously at him. "Do you know," she said, "you're the first one of the illusions that I haven't recognized? All my friends have been around, but you're the first stranger. Or are you a stranger? You know my name—but you ought to, of course, being my own hallucination."


    "We won't argue about which of us is the hallucination," he suggested. "Let's do it this way. The one of us that disappears first is the illusion. Bet you five dollars you do."


    "How could I collect?" she said. "I can't very well collect from my own dream."


    "That is a problem." He frowned. "My problem, of course, not yours. I know I'm real."


    "How do you know my name?" she demanded.


    "Ah!" he said. "From intensive reading of the society sections of the newspapers brought by my supply plane. As a matter of fact, I have one of your pictures cut out and pasted next to my bunk. That probably accounts for my seeing you now. I'd like to really meet you some time."


    "What a gallant remark for an apparition!" she exclaimed. "And who are you supposed to be?"


    "Why, I'm Grant Calthorpe. In fact, I work for your father, trading with the loonies for ferva."


    "Grant Calthorpe," she echoed. She narrowed her fever-dulled eyes as if to bring him into better focus. "Why, you are!"


    Her voice wavered for a moment, and she brushed her hand across her pale brow. "Why should you pop out of my memories? It's strange. Three or four years ago, when I was a romantic schoolgirl and you the famous sportsman, I was madly in love with you. I had a whole book filled with your pictures—Grant Calthorpe dressed in parka for hunting threadworms on Titan—Grant Calthorpe beside the giant uniped he killed near the Mountains of Eternity. You're—you're really the pleasantest hallucination I've had so far. Delirium would be—fun"—she pressed her hand to her brow again—"if one's head—didn't ache so!"


    "Gee!" thought Grant, "I wish that were true, that about the book. This is what psychology calls a wish-fulfillment dream." A drop of warm rain plopped on his neck. "Got to get to bed," he said aloud. "Rain's bad for blancha. Hope to see you next time I'm feverish."


    "Thank you," said Lee Neilan with dignity. "It's quite mutual."


    He nodded, sending a twinge through his head. "Here, Oliver," he said to the drowsing parcat. "Come on."


    "That isn't Oliver," said Lee. "It's Polly. It's kept me company for two days, and I've named it Polly."


    "Wrong gender," muttered Grant. "Anyway, it's my parcat, Oliver. Aren't you Oliver?"


    "Hope to see you," said Oliver sleepily.


    "It's Polly. Aren't you, Polly?"


    "Bet you five dollars," said the parcat. He rose, stretched, and loped off into the underbrush, "It must be the fever," he observed as he vanished.


    "It must be," agreed Grant. He turned away. "Goodbye, Miss—or I might as well call you Lee, since you're not real. Goodbye, Lee."


    "Goodbye, Grant. But don't go that way. There's a slinker village over in the grass."


    "No. It's over there."


    "It's there," she insisted. "I've been watching them build it. But they can't hurt you anyway, can they? Not even a slinker could hurt an apparition. Goodbye, Grant." She closed her eyes wearily.


    It was raining harder now. Grant pushed his way through the bleeding-grass, whose red sap collected in bloody drops on his boots. He had to get back to his shack quickly, before the white fever and its attendant delirium set him wandering utterly astray. He needed ferverin.


    Suddenly he stopped short. Directly before him the grass had been cleared away, and in the little clearing were the shoulder-high towers and battlements of a slinker village—a new one, for half-finished houses stood among the others, and hooded six-inch forms toiled over the stones.


    There was an outcry of squeaks and gibberish. He backed away, but a dozen tiny darts whizzed about him. One stuck like a toothpick in his boots, but none, luckily, scratched his skin, for they were undoubtedly poisoned. He moved more quickly, but all around in the thick, fleshy grasses were rustlings, squeakings, and incomprehensible imprecations.


    He circled away. Loonies kept popping their balloon heads over the vegetation, and now and again one giggled in pain as a slinker bit or stabbed it. Grant cut toward a group of the creatures, hoping to distract the tiny fiends in the grass, and a tall, purple-faced loony curved its long neck above him, giggling and gesturing with its skinny fingers at a bundle under its arm.


    He ignored the thing, and veered toward his shack. He seemed to have eluded the slinkers, so he trudged doggedly on, for he needed a ferverin tablet badly. Yet, suddenly he came to a frowning halt, turned, and began to retrace his steps.


    "It can't be so," he muttered. "But she told me the truth about the slinker village. I didn't know it was there. Yet how could a hallucination tell me something I didn't know?"


    


    Lee Neilan was sitting on the stone-bark log exactly as he had left her, with Oliver again at her side. Her eyes were closed and two slinkers were cutting at the long skirt of her gown with tiny, glittering knives.


    Grant knew that they were always attracted by Terrestrial textiles; apparently they were unable to duplicate the fascinating sheen of satin, though the fiends were infernally clever with their tiny hands. As he approached, they tore a strip from thigh to ankle, but the girl made no move. Grant shouted, and the vicious little creatures mouthed unutterable curses at him, as they skittered away with their silken plunder.


    Lee Nellan opened her eyes. "You again," she murmured vaguely. "A moment ago it was father. Now it's you." Her pallor had increased; the white fever was running its course in her body.


    "Your father! Then that's where Oliver heard— Listen, Lee. I found the slinker village. I didn't know it was there, but I found it just as you said. Do you see what that means? We're both real!"


    "Real?" she said dully. "There's a purple loony grinning over your shoulder. Make him go away. He makes me feel —sick."


    He glanced around; true enough, the purple-faced loony was behind him. "Look here," he said, seizing her arm. The feel of her smooth skin was added proof. "You're coming to the shack for ferverin." He pulled her to her feet. "Don't you understand? I'm real!"


    "No, you're not," she said dazedly.


    "Listen, Lee. I don't know how in the devil you got here or why, but I know Io hasn't driven me that crazy yet. You're real and I'm real." He shook her violently. "I'm real!" he shouted.


    Faint comprehension showed in her dazed eyes. "Real?" she whispered. "Real! Oh, Lord! Then take—me out of this mad place!" She swayed, made a stubborn effort to control herself, then pitched forward against him.


    Of course on Io her weight was negligible, less than a third Earth normal. He swung her into his arms and set off toward the shack, keeping well away from both slinker settlements. Around him bobbed excited loonies, and now and again the purple-faced one, or another exactly like him, giggled and pointed and gestured.


    The rain had increased, and warm rivulets flowed down his neck, and to add to the madness, he blundered near a copse of stinging palms, and their barbed lashes stung painfully through his shirt. Those stings were virulent too, if one failed to disinfect them; indeed, it was largely the stinging palms that kept traders from gathering their own ferva instead of depending on the loonies.


    Behind the low rain clouds, the sun had set and it was ruddy Jupiter daylight, which lent a false flush to the cheeks of the unconscious Lee Neilan, making her still features very lovely.


    Perhaps he kept his eyes too steadily on her face, for suddenly Grant was among slinkers again; they were squeaking and sputtering, and the purple loony leaped in pain as teeth and darts pricked his legs. But, of course, loonies were immune to the poison.


    The tiny devils were around his feet now. He swore in a low voice and kicked vigorously, sending a ratlike form spinning fifty feet in the air. He had both automatic and flame pistol at his hip, but he could not use them for several reasons.


    First, using an automatic against the tiny hordes was much like firing into a swarm of mosquitoes; if the bullet killed one or two or a dozen, it made no appreciable impression on the remaining thousands. And as for the flame pistol, that was like using a Big Bertha to swat a fly. Its vast belch of fire would certainly incinerate all the slinkers in its immediate path, along with grass, trees, and loonies, but that again would make but little impress on the surviving hordes, and it meant laboriously recharging the pistol with another black diamond and another barrel.


    He had gas bulbs in the shack, but they were not available at the moment, and besides, he had no spare mask, and no chemist has yet succeeded in devising a gas that would kill slinkers without being also deadly to humans. And, finally, he couldn't use any weapon whatsoever right now, because he dared not drop Lee Neilan to free his hands.


    Ahead was the clearing around the shack. The space was full of slinkers, but the shack itself was supposed to be slinker-proof, at least for reasonable lengths of time, since stone-bark logs were very resistant to their tiny tools.


    But Grant perceived that a group of the diminutive devils were around the door, and suddenly he realized their intent. They had looped a cord of some sort over the knob, and were engaged now in twisting it!


    Grant yelled and broke into a run. While he was yet half a hundred feet distant, the door swung inward and the rabble of slinkers flowed into the shack.


    He dashed through the entrance. Within was turmoil. Little hooded shapes were cutting at the blankets on his bunk, his extra clothing, the sacks he hoped to fill with ferva leaves, and were pulling at the cooking utensils, or at any and all loose objects.


    He bellowed and kicked at the swarm. A wild chorus of squeaks and gibberish arose as the creatures skipped and dodged about him. The fiends were intelligent enough to realize that he could do nothing with his arms occupied by Lee Neilan. They skittered out of the way of his kicks, and while he threatened a group at the stove, another rabble tore at his blankets.


    In desperation he charged at the bunk. He swept the girl's body across it to clear it, dropped her on it, and seized a grass broom he had made to facilitate his housekeeping. With wide strokes of its handle he attacked the slinkers, and the squeals were checkered by cries and whimpers of pain.


    A few broke for the door, dragging whatever loot they had. He spun around in time to see half a dozen swarming around Lee Neilan, tearing at her clothing, at the wrist watch on her arm, at the satin evening pumps on her small feet. He roared a curse at them and battered them away, hoping that none had pricked her skin with virulent dagger or poisonous tooth.


    He began to win the skirmish. More of the creatures drew their black capes close about them and scurried over the threshold with their plunder. At last, with a burst of squeaks, the remainder, laden and empty-handed alike, broke and ran for safety, leaving a dozen furry, impish bodies slain or wounded.


    Grant swept these after the others with his erstwhile weapon, closed the door in the face of a loony that bobbed in the opening, latched it against any repetition of the slinkers' trick, and stared in dismay about the plundered dwelling.


    Cans had been rolled or dragged away. Every loose object had been pawed by the slinkers' foul little hands, and Grant's clothes hung in ruins on their hooks against the wall. But the tiny robbers had not succeeded in opening the cabinet nor the table drawer, and there was food left.


    Six months of Ionian life had left him philosophical; he swore heartily, shrugged resignedly, and pulled his bottle of ferverin from the cabinet.


    His own spell of fever had vanished as suddenly and completely as blancha always does when treated, but the girl, lacking ferverin, was paper-white and still. Grant glanced at the bottle; eight tablets remained.


    "Well, I can always chew ferva leaves," he muttered. That was less effective than the alkaloid itself, but it would serve, and Lee Neilan needed the tablets. He dissolved two of them in a glass of water, and lifted her head.


    She was not too inert to swallow, and he poured the solution between her pale lips, then arranged her as comfortably as he could. Her dress was a tattered silken ruin, and he covered her with a blanket that was no less a ruin. Then he disinfected his palm stings, pulled two chairs together, and sprawled across them to sleep.


    He started up at the sound of claws on the roof, but it was only Oliver, gingerly testing the flue to see if it were hot. In a moment the parcat scrambled through, stretch d himself, and remarked, "I'm real and you're real."


    "Imagine that!" grunted Grant sleepily.


    


    When he awoke it was Jupiter and Europa light, which meant he had slept about seven hours, since the brilliant little third moon was just rising. He rose and glazed at Lee Neilan, who was sleeping soundly with a tinge of color in her face that was not entirely due to the ruddy daylight. The blancha was passing.


    He dissolved two more tablets in water, then shook the girl's shoulder. Instantly her gray eyes opened, quite clear now, and she looked up at him without surprise.


    "Hello, Grant," she murmured. "So it's you again. Fever isn't so bad, after all."


    "Maybe I ought to let you stay feverish," he grinned. "You say such nice things. Wake up and drink this, Lee."


    She became suddenly aware of the shack's interior. "Why — Where is this? It looks—real!"


    "It is. Drink this ferverin."


    She obeyed, then lay back and stared at him perplexedly. "Real?" she said. "And you're real?"


    "I think I am."


    A rush of tears clouded her eyes. "Then—I'm out of that place? That horrible place?"


    "You certainly are." He saw signs of her relief becoming hysteria, and hastened to distract her. "Would you mind telling me how you happened to be there—and dressed for a party too?"


    She controlled herself. "I was dressed for a party. A party —a party in Herapolis. But I was in Junopolis, you see."


    "I don't see. In the first place, what are you doing on Io, anyway? Every time I ever heard of you, it was in connection with New York or Paris society."


    She smiled. "Then it wasn't all delirium, was it? You did say that you had one of my pictures—Oh, that one!" she frowned at the print on the wall. "Next time a news photographer wants to snap my picture, I'll remember not to grin like—like a loony. But as to how I happen to be on Io, I came with father, who's looking over the possibilities of raising ferva on plantations instead of having to depend on traders and loonies. We've been here three months, and I've been terribly bored. I thought Io would be exciting, but it wasn't—until recently."


    "But what about that dance? How'd you manage to get here, a thousand miles from Junopolis?"


    "Well," she said slowly. "It was terribly tiresome in Junopolis. No shows, no sport, nothing but an occasional dance. I got restless. When there were dances in Herapolis, I formed the habit of flying over there. It's only four or five hours in a fast plane, you know. And last week—or whatever it was—I'd planned on flying down, and Harvey—that's father's secretary—was to take me. But at the last minute father needed him and forbade my flying alone."


    Grant felt a strong dislike for Harvey. "Well?" he asked. "So I flew alone," she finished demurely.


    "And cracked up, eh?"


    "I can fly as well as anybody," she retorted. "It was just that I followed a different route, and suddenly there were mountains ahead."


    He nodded. "The Idiots' Hills," he said. "My supply plane detours five hundred miles to avoid them. They're not high, but they stick right out above the atmosphere of this crazy planet. The air here is dense but shallow."


    "I know that. I knew I couldn't fly above them, but I thought I could hurdle them. Work up full speed, you know, and then throw the plane upward. I had a closed plane, and gravitation is so weak here. And besides, I've seen it done several times, especially with a rocket-driven draft. The jets help to support the plane even after the wings are useless for lack of air."


    "What a damn fool stunt!" exclaimed Grant. "Sure it can be done, but you have to be an expert to pull out of it when you hit the air on the other side. You hit fast, and there isn't much falling room."


    "So I found out," said Lee ruefully, "I almost pulled out, but not quite, and I hit in the middle of some stinging palms. I guess the crash dazed them, because I managed to get out before they started lashing around. But I couldn't reach my plane again, and it was—I only remember two days of it—but it was horrible!"


    "It must have been," he said gently.


    "I knew that if I didn't eat or drink, I had a chance of avoiding white fever. The not eating wasn't so bad, but the not drinking—well, I finally gave up and drank out of a brook. I didn't care what happened if I could have a few moments that weren't thirst-tortured. And after that it's all confused and vague."


    "You should have chewed ferva leaves."


    "I didn't know that. I wouldn't have even known what they looked like, and besides, I kept expecting father to appear. He must be having a search made by now."


    "He probably is," rejoined Grant ironically. "Has it occurred to you that there are thirteen million square miles of surface on little Io? And that for all he knows, you might have crashed on any square mile of it? When you're flying from north pole to south pole, there isn't any shortest route. You can cross any point on the planet."


    Her gray eyes started wide. "But I—"


    "Furthermore," Grant said, "this is probably the last place a searching party would look. They wouldn't think any one but a loony would try to hurdle Idiot's Hills, in which thesis I quite agree. So it looks very much, Lee Neilan, as if you're marooned here until my supply plane gets here next month!"


    "But father will be crazy! He'll think I'm dead!"


    "He thinks that now, no doubt."


    "But we can't—" She broke off, staring around the tiny shack's single room. After a moment she sighed resignedly, smiled, and said softly, "Well, it might have been worse, Grant. I'll try to earn my keep."


    "Good. How do you feel, Lee?"


    "Quite normal. I'll start right to work." She flung off the tattered blanket, sat up, and dropped her feet to the floor. "I'll fix dinn—Good night! My dress!" She snatched the blanket about her again.


    He grinned. "We had a little run-in with the slinkers after you had passed out. They did for my spare wardrobe too."


    "It's ruined!" she wailed.


    "Would needle and thread help? They left that, at least, because it was in the table drawer."


    "Why, I couldn't make a good swimming suit out of this!" she retorted. "Let me try one of yours."


    By dint of cutting, patching, and mending, she at last managed to piece one of Grant's suits to respectable proportions. She looked very lovely in shirt and trousers, but he was troubled to note that a sudden pallor had overtaken her.


    It was the riblancha, the second spell of fever that usually followed a severe or prolonged attack. His face was serious as he cupped two of his last four ferverin tablets in his hand.


    "Take these," he ordered. "And we've got to get some ferva leaves somewhere. The plane took my supply away last week, and I've had bad luck with my loonies ever since. They haven't brought me anything but weeds and rubbish."


    Lee puckered her lips at the bitterness of the drug, then closed her eyes against its momentary dizziness and nausea. "Where can you find ferva?" she asked.


    He shook his head perplexedly, glancing out at the setting mass of Jupiter, with its bands glowing creamy and brown, and the Red Spot boiling near the western edge. Close above it was the brilliant little disk of Europa. He frowned suddenly, glanced at his watch and then at the almanac on the inside of the cabinet door.


    "It'll be Europa light in fifteen minutes," he muttered, "and true night in twenty-five—the first true night in half a month. I wonder—"


    He gazed thoughtfully at Lee's face. He knew where ferva grew. One dared not penetrate the jungle itself, where stinging palms and arrow vines and the deadly worms called toothers made such a venture sheer suicide for any creatures but loonies and slinkers. But he knew where ferva grew and in Io's rare true night even the clearing might be dangerous. Not merely from slinkers, either; he knew well enough that in the darkness creatures crept out of the jungle who otherwise remained in the eternal shadows of its depths—toothers, bullet-head frogs, and doubtless many unknown slimy, venomous, mysterious beings never seen by man. One heard stories in Herapolis and—


    But he had to get ferva, and he knew where it grew. Not even a loony would try to gather it there, but in the little gardens or farms around the tiny slinker towns, there was ferva growing.


    He switched on a light in the gathering dusk. "I'm going outside a moment," he told Lee Neilan. "If the blancha starts coming back, take the other two tablets. Wouldn't hurt you to take 'em anyway. The slinkers got away with my thermometer, but if you get dizzy again, you take 'em."


    "Grant! Where—"


    "I'll be back," he called, closing the door behind him.


    A loony, purple in the bluish Europa light, bobbed up with a long giggle. He waved the creature aside and set off on a cautious approach to the neighborhood of the slinker village —the old one, for the other could hardly have had time to cultivate its surrounding ground. He crept warily through the bleeding-grass, but he knew his stealth was pure optimism. He was in exactly the position of a hundred-foot giant trying to approach a human city in secrecy—a difficult matter even in the utter darkness of night.


    He reached the edge of the slinker clearing. Behind him, Europa, moving as fast as the second hand on his watch, plummeted toward the horizon. He paused in momentary surprise at the sight of the exquisite little town, a hundred feet away across the tiny square fields, with lights flickering in its hand-wide windows. He had not known that slinker culture included the use of lights, but there they were, tiny candles or perhaps diminutive oil lamps.


    He blinked in the darkness. The second of the ten-foot fields looked like—it was ferva. He stooped low, crept out, and reached his hand for the fleshy, white leaves. And at that moment came a shrill giggle and the crackle of grass behind him. The loony! The idiotic purple loony!


    Squeaking shrieks sounded. He snatched a double handful of ferva, rose, and dashed toward the lighted window of his shack. He had no wish to face poisoned barbs or disease-bearing teeth, and the slinkers were certainly aroused. Their gibbering sounded in chorus; the ground looked black with them.


    He reached the shack, burst in, slammed and latched the door. "Got it!" He grinned. "Let 'em rave outside now."


    They were raving. Their gibberish sounded like the creaking of worn machinery. Even Oliver opened his drowsy eyes to listen. "It must be the fever," observed the parcat placidly.


    Lee was certainly no paler; the riblancha was passing safely. "Ugh!" she said, listening to the tumult without. "I've always hated rats, but slinkers are worse. All the shrewdness and viciousness of rats plus the intelligence of devils."


    "Well," said Grant thoughtfully, "I don't see what they can do. They've had it in for me anyway."


    "It sounds as if they're going off," said the girl, listening. "The noise is fading."


    Grant peered out of the window. "They're still around. They've just passed from swearing to planning, and I wish I knew what. Some day, if this crazy little planet ever becomes worth human occupation, there's going to be a showdown between humans and slinkers."


    "Well? They're not civilized enough to be really a serious obstacle, and they're so small, besides."


    "But they learn," he said. "They learn so quickly, and they breed like flies. Suppose they pick up the use of gas, or suppose they develop little rifles for their poisonous darts. That's possible, because they work in metals right now, and they know fire. That would put them practically on a par with man as far as offense goes, for what good are our giant cannons and rocket planes against six-inch slinkers? And to be just on even terms would be fatal; one slinker for one man would be a hell of a trade."


    Lee yawned. "Well, it's not our problem. I'm hungry, Grant."


    "Good. That's a sign the blanchds through with you. We'll eat and then sleep a while, for there's five hours of darkness."


    "But the slinkers?"


    "I don't see what they can do. They couldn't cut through stone-bark walls in five hours, and anyway, Oliver would warn us if one managed to slip in somewhere."


    It was light when Grant awoke, and he stretched his cramped limbs painfully across his two chairs. Something had wakened him, but he didn't know just what. Oliver was pacing nervously beside him, and now looked anxiously up at him.


    "I've had bad luck with my loonies," announced the parcat plaintively. "You're a nice kitty."


    "So are you," said Grant. Something had wakened him, but what?


    Then he knew, for it came again—the merest trembling of the stone-bark floor. He frowned in puzzlement. Earthquakes? Not on Io, for the tiny sphere had lost its internal heat untold ages ago. Then what?


    Comprehension dawned suddenly. He sprang to his feet with so wild a yell that Oliver scrambled sideways with an infernal babble. The startled parcat leaped to the stove and vanished up the flue. His squall drifted faintly back.


    "It must be the fever!"


    Lee had started to a sitting position on the bunk, her gray eyes blinking sleepily.


    "Outside!" he roared, pulling her to her feet. "Get out! Quickly!"


    "Wh-what—why—"


    "Get out!" He thrust her through the door, then spun to seize his belt and weapons, the bag of ferva leaves, a package of chocolate. The floor trembled again, and he burst out of the door with a frantic leap to the side of the dazed girl.


    "They've undermined it!" he choked. "The devils undermined the—"


    He had no time to say more. A corner of the shack suddenly subsided; the stone-bark logs grated, and the whole structure collapsed like a child's house of blocks. The crash died into silence, and there was no motion save a lazy wisp of vapor, a few black, ratlike forms scurrying toward the grass, and a purple loony bobbing beyond the ruins.


    "The dirty devils!" he swore bitterly. "The damn little black rats! The—"


    A dart whistled so close that it grazed his ear and then twitched a lock of Lee's tousled brown hair. A chorus of squeaking sounded in the bleeding-grass.


    "Come on!" he cried. "They're out to exterminate us this time. No—this way. Toward the hills. There's less jungle this way."


    They could outrun the tiny slinkers easily enough. In a few moments they had lost the sound of squeaking voices, and they stopped to gaze ruefully back on the fallen dwelling. "Now," he said miserably, "we're both where you were to start with."


    "Oh, no." Lee looked up at him. "We're together now, Grant. I'm not afraid."


    "We'll manage," he said with a show of assurance. "We'll put up a temporary shack somehow. We'll—"


    A dart struck his boot with a sharp blup. The slinkers had caught up to them.


    Again they ran toward Idiots' Hills. When at last they stopped, they could look down a long slope and far over the Ionian jungles. There was the ruined shack, and there, neatly checkered, the fields and towers of the nearer slinker town. But they had scarcely caught their breath when gibbering and squeaking came out of the brush.


    They were being driven into Idiots' Hills, a region as unknown to man as the icy wastes of Pluto. It was as if the tiny fiends behind them had determined that this time their enemy, the giant trampler and despoiler of their fields, should be pursued to extinction.


    Weapons were useless. Grant could not even glimpse their pursuers, slipping like hooded rats through the vegetation. A bullet, even if chance sped it through a slinker's body, was futile, and his flame pistol, though its lightning stroke should incinerate tons of brush and bleeding-grass, could no more than cut a narrow path through the horde of tormentors. The only weapons that might have availed, the gas bulbs, were lost in the ruins of the shack.


    Grant and Lee were forced upward. They had risen a thousand feet above the plain, and the air was thinning. There was no jungle here, but only great stretches of bleeding-grass, across which a few loonies were visible, bobbing their heads on their long necks.


    "Toward—the peaks!" gasped Grant, now painfully short of breath. "Perhaps we can stand rarer air than they."


    Lee was beyond answer. She panted doggedly along beside him as they plodded now over patches of bare rock. Before them were two low peaks, like the pillars of a gate. Glancing back, Grant caught a glimpse of tiny black forms on a clear area, and in sheer anger he fired a shot. A single slinker leaped convulsively, its cape flapping, but the rest flowed on. There must have been thousands of them.


    The peaks were closer, no more than a few hundred yards away. They were sheer, smooth, unscalable.


    "Between them," muttered Grant.


    The passage that separated them was bare and narrow. The twin peaks had been one in ages past; some forgotten volcanic convulsion had split them, leaving this slender canyon between.


    He slipped an arm about Lee, whose breath, from effort and altitude, was a series of rasping gasps. A bright dart tinkled on the rocks as they reached the opening, but looking back, Grant could see only a purple loony plodding upward, and a few more to his right. They raced down a straight fifty-foot passage that debouched suddenly into a sizeable valley—and there, thunderstruck for a moment, they paused.


    A city lay there. For a brief instant Grant thought they had burst upon a vast slinker metropolis, but the merest glance showed otherwise. This was no city of medieval blocks, but a poem in marble, classical in beauty, and of human or near-human proportions. White columns, glorious arches, pure curving domes, an architectural loveliness that might have been born on the Acropolis. It took a second look to discern that the city was dead, deserted, in ruins.


    Even in her exhaustion, Lee felt its beauty. "How—how exquisite!" she panted. "One could almost forgive them—for being—slinkers!"


    "They won't forgive us for being human," he muttered. "We'll have to make a stand somewhere. We'd better pick a building."


    But before they could move more than a few feet from the canyon mouth, a wild disturbance halted them. Grant whirled, and for a moment found himself actually paralyzed by amazement. The narrow canyon was filled with a gibbering horde of slinkers, like a nauseous, heaving black carpet. But they came no further than the valley end, for grinning, giggling, and bobbing, blocking the opening with tramping three-toed feet, were four loonies!


    It was a battle. The slinkers were biting and stabbing at the miserable defenders, whose shrill keenings of pain were less giggles than shrieks. But with a determination and purpose utterly foreign to loonies, their clawed feet tramped methodically up and down, up and down.


    Grant exploded, "I'll be damned!" Then an idea struck him. "They're packed in the canyon, the whole devil's brood of 'em!"


    He rushed toward the opening. He thrust his flame pistol between the skinny legs of a loony, aimed it straight along the canyon, and fired.


    Inferno burst. The tiny diamond, giving up all its energy in one terrific blast, shot a jagged stream of fire that filled the canyon from wall to wall and vomited out beyond to cut a fan of fire through the bleeding-grass of the slope.


    Idiots' Hills reverberated to the roar, and when the rain of debris settled, there was nothing in the canyon save a few bits of flesh and the head of an unfortunate loony, still bouncing and rolling.


    Three of the loonies survived. A purple-faced one was pulling his arm, grinning and giggling in imbecile glee. He waved the thing aside and returned to the girl.


    "Thank goodness!" he said. "We're out of that, anyway." "I wasn't afraid, Grant. Not with you."


    He smiled. "Perhaps we can find a place here," he suggested. "The fever ought to be less troublesome at this altitude. But—say, this must have been the capital city of the whole slinker race in ancient times. I can scarcely imagine those fiends creating an architecture as beautiful as this—or as large. Why, these buildings are as colossal in proportion to slinker size as the skyscrapers of New York to us!"


    "But so beautiful," said Lee softly, sweeping her eyes over the glory of the ruins. "One might almost forgive—Grant! Look at those!"


    He followed the gesture. On the inner side of the canyon's portals were gigantic carvings. But the thing that set him staring in amazement was the subject of the portrayal. There, towering far up the cliff sides, were the figures, not of slinkers, but of—loonies! Exquisitively carved, smiling rather than grinning, and smiling somehow sadly, regretfully, pityingly—yet beyond doubt, loonies!


    "Good night!" he whispered. "Do you see, Lee? This must once have been a loony city. The steps, the doors, the buildings, all are on their scale of size. Somehow, some time, they must have achieved civilization, and the loonies we know are the degenerate residue of a great race."


    "And," put in Lee, "the reason those four blocked the way when the slinkers tried to come through is that they still remember. Or probably they don't actually remember, but they have a tradition of past glories, or more likely still, just a superstitious feeling that this place is in some way sacred. They let us pass because, after all, we look more like loonies than like slinkers. But the amazing thing is that they still possess even that dim memory, because this city must have been in ruins for centuries. Or perhaps even for thousands of years."


    "But to think that loonies could ever have had the intelligence to create a culture of their own," said Grant, waving away the purple one bobbing and giggling at his side. Suddenly he paused, turning a gaze of new respect on the creature. "This one's been following me for days. All right, old chap, what is it?"


    The purple one extended a sorely bedraggled bundle of bleeding-grass and twigs, giggling idiotically. His ridiculous mouth twisted; his eyes popped in an agony of effort at mental concentration.


    "Canny!" he giggled triumphantly.


    "The imbecile!" flared Grant. "Nitwit! Idiot!" He broke off, then laughed. "Never mind. I guess you deserve it." He tossed his package of chocolate to the three delighted loonies. "Here's your candy."


    A scream from Lee startled him. She was waving her arms wildly, and over the crest of Idiots' Hills a rocket plane roared, circled, and nosed its way into the valley.


    The door opened. Oliver stalked gravely out, remarking casually. "I'm real and you're real." A man followed the parcat—two men.


    "Father!" screamed Lee.


    


    It was some time later that Gustavus Neilan turned to Grant. "I can't thank you," he said. "If there's ever any way I can show my appreciation for—"


    "There is. You can cancel my contract."


    "Oh, you work for me?"


    "I'm Grant Calthorpe, one of your traders, and I'm about sick of this crazy planet."


    "Of course, if you wish," said Neilan. "If it's a question of pay—"


    "You can pay me for the six months I've worked."


    "If you'd care to stay," said the older man, "there won't be trading much longer. We've been able to grow ferva near the polar cities, and I prefer plantations to the uncertainties of relying on loonies. If you'd work out your year, we might be able to put you in charge of a plantation by the end of that time."


    Grant met Lee Neilan's gray eyes, and hesitated. "Thanks," he said slowly, "but I'm sick of it." He smiled at the girl, then turned back to her father. "Would you mind telling me how you happened to find us? This is the most unlikely place on the planet."


    "That's just the reason," said Neilan. "When Lee didn't get back, I thought things over pretty carefully. At last I decided, knowing her as I did, to search the least likely places first. We tried the shores of the Fever Sea, and then the White Desert, and finally Idiots' Hills. We spotted the ruins of a shack, and on the debris was this chap"—he indicated Oliver—"remarking that `Ten loonies make one half-wit.' Well, the half-wit part sounded very much like a reference to my daughter, and we cruised about until the roar of your flame pistol attracted our attention."


    Lee pouted, then turned her serious gray eyes on Grant. "Do you remember," she said softly, "what I told you there in the jungle?"


    "I wouldn't even have mentioned that," he replied. "I knew you were delirious."


    "But—perhaps I wasn't. Would companionship make it any easier to work out your year? I mean if—for instance—you were to fly back with us to Junopolis and return with a wife?"


    "Lee," he said huskily, "you know what a difference that would make, though I can't understand why you'd ever dream of it."


    "It must," suggested Oliver, "be the fever."
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    PROLOGUE


    


    THIS is a story of a superman. It details his origin, his search for happiness, his loves, and finally, his success or failure, of which you alone can judge. It is a story perhaps fantastic, but a story based, nevertheless, on possibilities.


    A superman is not a man, not a creature of the species Homo Sapiens; this is the fallacy of Nietzsche, the fallacy of H. G. Wells. These, like others who deal with the matter, have believed that a man, a human being, raised to the nth degree, represents the super-man. Nietzsche picked one set of qualities—those of fitness, potency, power—Wells chose another set, the contemplative, the serene, the intellectual. So probably, a Neanderthaler in his filthy cave, using his embryonic imagination, might have pictured his super-man as a giant in strength and size, a mighty hunter, one whose meat-pot and belly is never empty. Certainly he never considered a race whose very thoughts were partly beyond his conception, and he saw nothing ironical in freezing to death upon a ledge of coal. As we are to the cave man, superman must be to us. His coming is surely a possibility; perhaps it is inevitable.


    For not everything in the world is subject to mathematics. Not every factor in this particular sector of the cosmic whirl can be reduced to formula, expressed in calculus, integrated, packed into nicely labeled bundles, and filed away in a book. Because one rises from the dinner table and announces his intention to go across the hall to the library, it does not inevitably follow that he will arrive there. There is a chance factor in the universe—entropy, luck, free will, or what you wish—but an x-factor that prohibits exact calculation. Nothing is ever quite certain, and behind every cause lies another more obscure. A housewife puts a kettle of water on the fire to boil; it will almost certainly boil, but there is a chance, a very slight one, that it will freeze. For even the transfer of heat is a random process, and the water may dissipate its warmth to the fire.


    Mendel packed heredity in a neat mathematical box; Freud and Jung labeled and filed environment. Yet variations creep in. Sometimes an offspring possesses qualities which neither parent could possibly have transmitted; biologists call these beings `sports"; evolutionists speak of "mutations." These odd individuals are common enough in the plant kingdom and the insect world; their discovery creates not a ripple of scientific excitement, and day by day the curious natural experiments are born and work out their destinies. Sometimes, if the variants possess inherent ad-vantages, they survive and breed true as a new species, sometimes they breed back into the mass and are lost, and sometimes they die. A commonplace of Nature among plants and insects; it is seldom that a scientist thinks of the phenomenon in terms of humanity.


    


    INTRODUCTION


    CHAPTER I


    DAWN ON OLYMPUS


    


    ANNA HALL died as stolidly as she had lived, died unimaginatively in childbirth; and was perhaps spared some maternal pangs, for her strange son lived. Nor did grim middle-aged John Hall waste his emotional strength in either futile regrets or useless recriminations of the child. This business of living was a stem, pitiless affair; one took what befell and did not argue. He accepted the infant, and named it after his own father, old Edmond.


    It must have been a rare accident of genes and determinants that produced Edmond Hall—a spindly infant, straight-legged from birth, with oddly light eyes. Yet his strangest abnormality, one that set brisk Doctor Lindquist muttering, was his hands, his tiny slim fingers, for each of these possessed an extra joint. He clenched his three-knuckled thumb against his four-knuckled fingers into a curious little fist, and stared tearlessly with yellowish gray gaze.


    "She would not have a hospital, Doctor Lindquist was muttering. "This is what comes of home births." One doubted that he meant only Anna's demise; his eyes were on her son.


    John Hall said nothing; there was little, indeed, that he could say. Without cavil and in grim acceptance of little Edmond, he did what was to be done; he arranged for a nurse to care for the child, and returned somberly to his law practice. John was a good lawyer, industrious, methodical, earnest, and successful.


    Certainly he missed Anna. He had liked to talk to her of an evening; not that she contributed much to the conversation, but she was a quiet and attentive audience. The vocal formulating sometimes served to clarify his thoughts. There was a loneliness, too, in his solitary evenings; the baby slept or lay quiet in an upstairs room, and Magda in the kitchen made only a distant clatter. He smoked and read. For many weeks he threaded the idealistic maze of Berkeley, and turned as counter-irritant to Hume.


    After a while he took to addressing the child. It was as quiet and possibly as understanding as Anna. Queer little brat! Tearless, almost voiceless, with eyes beginning to show peculiarly amber. It gurgled occasionally; he never heard it cry. So he talked to it by evenings, sending the nurse away glad enough for the moments of liberty. She was puzzled by the little whelp; abnormal hands, abnormal mind, she thought; probably imbecilic. Nevertheless, she was kind enough, in a competent, professional manner. The child began to recognize her presence; she was his refuge and source of comfort. Perhaps this thin, dark, nervous maternal substitute influenced the infant more than he was ever to realize.


    John was startled when the child's eyes began to focus. He swung his watch before it; the pale eyes followed the movement with an intensity of gaze more kitten-like than human. A wide, unwinking stare. Sometimes they looked straight into John's own eyes; the little being's gaze was so curiously intent that he was a trifle startled.


    Time passed quietly, uneventfully. Now little Edmond was observing his immediate world with a half purposeful expression; now he was grasping at objects with his odd hands. They were agile little hands, unusually apt at seizing what was within their reach. The fingers closed like small tentacles about John's swinging watch, and tugged it. Strangely and precociously, not toward the thin-lipped mouth, but before the eyes for examination.


    And time dragged on. John gave up his office in the Loop, moving it to his home on Kenmore. He installed a desk in the living room, and a wall telephone; just as good as being downtown, he thought, and it saved the street car ride. He had the house wired for electric light; everybody was abandoning the hot gas-burners. His practice was well-established, and clients quickly learned of his new business quarters. And at this time a new company was being formed to manufacture gasoline automobiles; he bought a few shares as a speculation, believing the devices due for a wave of popularity, And the "L" nosed northward block by block. This was Chicago of the first decade, sprawling in its mud and glitter. No seer nor sorcerer whispered that the young city had spawned an egg whose maturity was as yet inconceivable.


    The child Edmond was speaking a few words now. "Light," he said, when the yellow carbon-filament flashed on. He toddled around the office, learned the sound of the telephone bell. His nurse dressed him in little shirted suits that went inharmoniously with his pinched and precocious features; he looked like a waxen elf or a changeling. Yet, from a parental stand-point he was a model child; mischief seemed absent from his make-up. He was strangely content to be alone, and happily played meaningless games with himself. John still talked to him at evening. He listened owlishly solemn, and seldom questioned, and seasons came and vanished.


    Nothing ever disturbed his poise. John's equally brim and never friendly brother Edward (also named for that old father of both) came once or twice to call in the early years.


    "The brat's lonesome," he stated badly. "You'll bring him up queer unless you get him some friends."


    The four-year-old Edmond answered for himself in a piping voice: "I'm not lonesome."


    "Eh? Who do you play with?"


    "I play with myself. I talk with myself. I don't need any friend."


    His uncle laughed. "Queer, John, like I told you."


    Queer or not, the imp developed. At six he was a silent slender child with curious amber eyes and nondescript brown hair, and a habit of spending many hours alone at the window. He betrayed none of the father-worship common to sons, but he liked the slowly aging John, and they got along well together in a distant way. His curious hands had long ago ceased to bother his father; they were at least as useful as normal members, and at times unusually apt and delicate. The child built things—tall houses of cards that John's steadiness could not duplicate, intricate bits of machinery from a mechanical building toy, and sometimes neat little sailing planes of paper, matches, and glue.


    At this age Edmond's quiet way of living was rather ruthlessly upset. John chose to enter him in school.


    


    CHAPTER II


    MORNING ON OLYMPUS


    


    THERE was a public school at the time not more than a block and a half from the house on Kenmore. John placed young Edmond there, disregarding the Kindergarten and starting him in the first grade. The nurse, more or less of an ornament the last two years, dropped out of the boy's sphere. His father took him


    the short distance to school for a week or so, and thereafter he trudged it himself, as he had often watched others from his window..


    For the first time in his short life his world impinged on that of others. He was thrust willy-nilly out of his privacy into the semi-public ordeal of grade school. His first day was something of a trial; he was stared at, and stared back, and stood for the most part quietly waiting for instructions. A few young sophisticates who had come up from Kindergarten grouped together, calling each other by name, and definitely dividing themselves from the others. How-ever, there were many newcomers like Edmond who stood at a loss; some of them cried, and some waited aimlessly for the assignment of seats.


    And that stage passed. The strange child refused association with others; he came and left alone, and spent his recesses wandering by himself about the school-yard. He did not seem unusually bright. The goad of competition simply slipped off his hide; he flatly and definitely refused to compete. Questions put by the teacher were answered with unvarying correctness, but he never volunteered. On the other hand, his memory was faultless, and his grasp of explanations rather remarkable. And so the strange child moved in a world as frictionless as he could contrive and the grades slipped by with the lengthy seasons of childhood. He seemed to learn with accept-able facility. He was never late, seldom early, and still pursued as solitary a course as conditions permitted.


    In fourth grade he encountered a physical training instructress who had taken a summer course in the psychology of morbid children. She singled Edmond out; here, she thought, is both a good specimen and an opportunity to help. Introverted, repressed, feeling of inferiority—these were the tags she applied to him.


    She arranged games during the gymnasium hour, and attempted to arouse Edmond to compete. She paired him with one or another of the children in races, jumping contests, competitions of various sorts.


    She appointed him to drop the handkerchief when that game was in progress, and in various ways tried to direct him in paths she thought proper from her three-months study of the subject.


    Edmond realized the situation with some disfavor. He promptly and coolly obtained an excuse from physical training, displaying his curious hands as a reason. In some ways he paid for his privilege; the excuse drew the attention of his classmates to his manual deformity. They commented on it in the blunt manner of ten-year-olds, and were continually asking to see the questionable fingers. Edmond obligingly wriggled them for their amusement; he saw in this the easiest attainment of the privacy he desired. And after a while interest did fade; he was permitted again to come and go alone.


    He was not, of course, spared entirely in the fierce savagery of childhood. Often enough he was the butt of gibes, the recipient of challenges to fight, or the bearer of a derisive, though usually short-lived, sobriquet. He faced all of these ordeals with a stony indifference. He came and went as he had always done—alone. If he held any resentment, he never showed it, with but possibly one exception.


    He was in the sixth grade, and just twelve years old. In every grade, as he had noticed, there had been one leader, one boy who assumed mastery, and whom the others obeyed with a sort of loose discipline. For two years this leader had been Paul—Paul Varney, son of an English professor at nearby North-western University, a fine blond youngster, clean-featured, large for his age, intelligent, and imaginative. Very grown up was Paul; he dated with little Evanne Marten in the fifth grade in Platonic imitation of his elders. It was his custom and his privilege to walk home each afternoon with Vanny, who had the blackest hair in school. And it was Paul who coined the sobriquet "Snake-fingers," which pursued Edmond most of a week. At the beginning the name gave Edmond a day of torment not that he minded the epithet, but he hated with a fierce intensity the attention it centered on him. He stalked icily out of the door that afternoon. The nick-name followed him, taken up by others in the cruel hunting-pack of children. A group trailed him, headed by Paul


    At the sidewalk he encountered little black-haired Vanny of the fifth; she took in the situation instantly, and seized his arm.


    "Walk with me, Edmond."


    There was a cessation of sound from behind him; this situation was up to Paul. And Paul strode up to Edmond; he was a head taller than his slight opponent.


    "Nanny's walking with me!" he said.


    "I'll walk with whom I please, Paul Varney!" Vanny cut in.


    "This guy won't be able to walk in a minute!" He advanced toward Edmond.


    "All right," said the latter coldly, with a curious intense light in his amber eyes. He doubled the troublesome fingers into curious fists.


    "Sure, you're bigger'n Edmond. Bully!" Vanny taunted Paul. He stopped; whether Vanny's gibe or Edmond's defiance had halted him was not evident.


    "Can't fight with girls around," was his comment, as he swung on his heel. The pack, leaderless, watched the quarry depart.


    "Why do they call you Evanne?" asked Edmond as they walked on.


    "One grandma's name was Eva and the other's name was Anne," sang Vanny. She had answered the same question numerous times. Her mind reverted to the scene of a moment before. "Why don't you get mad at Paul once in a while? He rides you too much."


    "Perhaps," said Edmond. "Sometimes." He fell silent, and they walked on until they reached Vanny's home.


    "Goodbye, Edmond." She took the books he had carried for her and skipped into the house. Edmond trudged on alone.


    In the morning the quarrel had been forgotten; at least Paul did not refer to it, and Edmond saw no reason to revive it. Paul walked home with Vanny as usual that afternoon, and every afternoon following. Edmond was satisfied, he sought no further meeting with the girl, but he felt a slight thrill of pleasure to have her smile and greet him thereafter when they met in the hall or on the playground. He always smiled a thin, youthfully sardonic smile in answer. It was the friendliest grimace he could manage with what features he had available.


    The years in the grades dragged on—futile, stupid years, the boy thought. For, though no one had realized it, Edmond never studied. True, he handed in the usual themes and exercises when these were required, and he purchased the usual text books, but these were never perused. The explanations of the teacher, the little drill he had in class, were all he required; his almost infallible memory served him sufficiently to render needless any further study.


    In these awakening years he was beginning to appreciate something else—that there was a difference between the beings about him and himself. Not the minor physical differences that he had always known, but a mental and emotional gap that he was unable to bridge. This realization was slow in dawning. He began by recognizing a slightly superior feeling, a mild contempt, for his class-mates; they were stupid, slow, plodding; they worked over problems that yielded instantly to his perceptions. Even Paul, who was incessantly being called on for answers when others failed, and who always made the highest marks, seemed merely a less complete dullard than the rest.


    But the vital difference was of another sort, a variation not of degree but of nature. This conclusion came to him as the culmination of many semesters of reprimands by his various teachers, and the accumulated repetitions of an adage that seemed meaningless to him. He was in seventh grade when the realization dawned, and it came about in this fashion.


    The geography period was in session, and the teacher was expounding at some length the growing importance of South America to the United States. Edmond, who was seated near a window, was staring disinterestedly out at the street. He noticed a commotion at the corner—two automobiles had mutually dented fenders—and turned his head, focusing his eyes on the scene. His motion drew the teacher's petulant glance.


    "Edmond Hall!" was her impatient exclamation. "Please forget the window and pay attention!" This followed with the most surprising statement he had heard during his seven school years. "No one can think of two things at once!"


    Edmond knew she was wrong. He had been following her. For he himself could with perfect clarity pursue two separate and distinct trains of thought at the same time.


    


    CHAPTER III


    INTROSPECTION


    


    HIGH school. A larger world wherein it was far easier to walk alone. Classes under various teachers and with various associates, and freedom from the prying glare of prolonged intimacy. Edmond was half content.


    He was now a slender quiet lad of fourteen, of about average height. His features were beginning to betray a youthful ascetic saturninity and his rare smiles seemed almost sneers, foreshadowing a sort of demoniac beauty to come. Boys disliked him, and


    girls ignored him; he made no advances to either and quietly repulsed casual attempts at companionship.


    The work itself weighed very lightly upon him; he had not lost his miraculous facility nor infallible memory. His two study periods sufficed to complete any form-work his courses required, and he disregarded the rest. He had, therefore, ample leisure for a rigid regime of introspection he was following. For more than a year the youth had been examining his own mind.


    The realization of his difference had become a certainty; evidence abounded in his reading, in his associates, in the very manner of the school's teaching. He had two minds, equal and independent, capable each in itself of pursuing a train of thought. He could read with half his being and dream idly with his other self; or on occasion, he could fuse his twin mentalities, focus both on the same point as a single unit, and reason with a lucidity and insight that might have amazed his instructors. He could read with astonishing facility, garnering the contents of half a page of print in an instant's glance, or he could deal with the simple quadratics of high school algebra without the need of chalk or pencil. Yet he never flaunted these abilities; he pursued his accustomed path, never volunteering, never correcting, watching the blond Paul perform pridefully, and holding silently a secret contempt.


    In his second year, little Vanny arrived, with her towing black braids of hair; Paul walked with her in halls in a manner mature as befits a sophomore in high school, and she still smiled at Edmond when they met. He noted a shade of distraction in her face, and recalled that her father had died during the summer.


    In the house on Kenmore, the senescent John smoked on in his library. His little block of motor shares had multiplied itself into a respectable nest-egg; he had given up his practice for a quiet existence in the shade. He refused to own an automobile, berated the rumbling of the distant "L", and read the conservative Daily News. A war in Europe was two years old, and a white-haired philanthrope had sailed to get the soldiers out of the trenches by Christmas. A president was re-elected after a race so close that victory hung in the balance for several days.


    Edmond and his father got along well enough. Old John was satisfied with his son's quiet reserve and asocial bent; it seemed to him a sign of industry and serious mind. And Edmond was content to have his leisure undisturbed; the two spent their evenings reading, and seldom spoke. Berkeley and Hume were back on the shelves, and John was plodding through the great Critique, and Edmond, finding novels of little interest, was perusing page by page the volumes of the Britannica. He absorbed information with a sponge-like memory that retained everything, but as yet the influx was unclassified and random, for the practical and theoretical had no differences in his small experience. Thus the older man absorbed a flood of philosophy with no retaining walls of knowledge, and the younger accumulated loose bricks of knowledge that enclosed no philosophy.


    The years rolled on tail-to-trunk like an elephant's parade. Edmond entered Northwestern University, and here found a privacy almost as profound as that of his early youth. A war had been fought and finished without disturbing the curious household other than the mild vicissitudes of meatless days, Hooverizing, and Liberty Bonds. The stormy aftermath was over the world, and the decade of Youth was in its inception.


    Edmond chose a medical course, and settled into a routine of home-to-class. The campus was just beyond the city limits, and he made the trip by street-car since old John still held steadfastly to his refusal of motor cars. His first year's sojourn in the College of Medicine was but a repetition of high school. Paul was there, majoring in English; occasionally they passed on the campus with casual nods, and Edmond had his father Professor Varney in an English lecture course. He was not greatly interested in any of his


    freshman studies; they were simply requirements to be put by since his pre-medic course permitted little latitude for choice. However, he mastered French with considerable facility.


    In his second year, he derived some enjoyment from an elective course in Physics under Professor Albert Stein. The brilliant little Jewish savant was already famous; his measurements of electrons were beginning to open up vistas looking to the unknown. Behind his near-sighted eyes and slightly accented speech, Edmond perceived a mind alert and intuitive, an intellect that thought in lesser degree almost as he did himself.


    And that year Vanny appeared again, and that was also the year that old John died. Edmond was twenty, a slender young man with strange amber eyes. His grim Uncle Edward became his guardian for the year remaining until his majority, and managed the not too-extensive estate with a grumbling astuteness. Edmond lived on at the house on Kenmore, and Magda, grown plump and ruddy, ran the house as she had done for twenty years.


    So Edmond drifted on, a slim saturnine figure, toying with knowledge in those incredible minds he possessed. He read voluminously in every field save fiction. Learning came to him with a consummate ease. He moved through the University like a lonely, flaming-eyed spirit, coming and going in solitude and scarcely ever addressed outside the classroom. Only Evanne Marten, grown very lovely with her glistening black mop of hair, tossed him an occasional word of greeting.


    He was not yet really lonely. He watched the panorama of city and college, and was fairly content with his own company. There still grew in him the sense of superiority, of contempt for these single-minded beings about him. To see only one side of anything! To be unable to toss thoughts back and forth within one's self, never to know the strange conceptions that are beyond expression in language! No wonder they herded together for company!


    Then he was twenty-one, and assumed the management of his resources. His income was sufficient for comfort; he made few changes in old John's investments. However, he purchased a long grey roadster of rather expensive make; there was something about mechanical excellence that pleased his curious character. He drove the machine with almost miraculous dexterity, slipping through traffic like wind through grain. His slim, tentacular fingers seemed especially designed for the management of machinery, and the thrill of driving was as intense as if he used his own muscles. Sometimes he drove to the open country, selecting unpatrolled dirt roads, and here drove at breath-taking speed, pitting his skill against the vagaries of the terrain.


    His courses neared completion. Toward the end, the queer Edmond was somewhat less content; a sense of futility oppressed him, and he perceived no outlet anywhere for his energies. The curious being was lonely.


    "I am enclosed in a viscid mist," he reflected. "Knowledge is a barren thing, since I see no closer to its end than the dullest of these about me." And his other mind replied, "This conclusion is unwarranted since hitherto I have made no attempt to attain happiness, but have let my fortunes drift without plan to the beckonings of chance."


    Thereafter he formed a plan. His degree was granted and he departed, making no effort to serve as an interne, since he did not wish to practice. An experiment awaited him that he relished; if happiness could be reduced to formula, he meant so to reduce it, solving at least for himself the elusive mystery.


    Yet an unusual sense of sadness pursued him; he endured the graduation exercises in a somber silence. After the return to his home, he put away his car, and wandered aimlessly westward, past the decrepit school of his early youth, past the house that had been Vanny's home, past the high school now empty for the summer's recess. The half-deserted summer streets seemed sterile and melancholy; he was lonely.


    Before him spread the glass fronts of a business street. A group of half a dozen persons clustered before the window of one—a pet shop. A glance revealed the attraction—the gambols and grimaces of a small monkey. Edmond paused for a moment; an impulse stirred him. He entered the shop, emerging in a moment bearing a paper-wrapped cage. The group filtered away as the attraction vanished.


    "Here is my companion," thought Edmond, "and my defense against loneliness. At least he will be as understanding as any among these who watched him."


    He bore the chattering little animal to the house on Kenmore.


    "Your name," he said, "shall be Homo, after the being who apes you less successfully than you him." He smiled as the creature chattered in reply. "My friend," he continued, "your sympathy and intelligence shall aid me in my appointed task."


    The monkey Homo chattered and grimaced, and rattled the bars of his flimsy cage; Edmond slipped the catch, and the little being pushed open the door, bounding with tree-born agility to Edmond's knee. There he sat in patent enjoyment of his liberty, while his strange master watched him with an expression almost of amusement, finding in his antics a momentary release from his own sombre nature. The youth toyed with his unusual emotion of pleasure, reflecting, "This creature, unthinking and happy, may direct my quest, who am thinking and therefore unhappy; let me see whether I can complete the circle, and in the pursuit of knowledge find happiness." Thus Edmond entered upon his search.


    


    BOOK I


    THE PURSUIT OF KNOWLEDGE


    CHAPTER I


    TRAFFIC WITH NATURE


    


    DURING this epoch of his life, Edmond was not unhappy, at least until the period was approaching its end. He threw himself into a round of labors and speculations; he spent many hours in the unraveling of mysteries by processes purely rational. For a span of several months he found no need for the mechanics of experiment since the tabulations of others' results were available for his use. He absorbed the facts and rejected the speculations of science. This rejection was due in part to his distrust of the theories of these half-minded creatures about him; he was inclined to doubt the truth of any hypothesis promulgated by such beings.


    He set about his own researches, therefore, working with an enthusiasm that almost deluded himself. He realized, indeed, that his purpose in these researches was artificial and sterile; he had no consuming love of knowledge, and no deep inherent desire to serve humanity; what drove him like a seven-tongued scourge was the specter of boredom standing just behind him. To a being of Edmond's nature this was sufficient incentive.


    His income was ample for his immediate needs. He subsided therefore into a quiet regime of speculation, building for himself an esoteric picture of the universe to assist his purposes. In this field as well he found little meat in the hypotheses of his predecessors; excepting, and with qualification, Einstein.


    `The Bohr atom, the Schrodinger atom," he reflected, "are two meaningless attempts to describe that which is forever indescribable and are worthless for my purposes. The very nature of matter is a problem not entirely physical, but partly meta-physical, and as such defies any absolute resolvence, at least by human kind with its single viewpoint.


    "From my standpoint, the universe consists, not of concepts or sensations, like Berkeley's, not of matter and energy, like the scientists of the first decade, not even of mathematical quantities, like James Jeans, but purely and entirely of Laws, or perhaps a Law. This chair on which I lean is an aspect of a law; my breath, this very thought, are other phases."


    His companion self, following an allied course, continued, "Einstein's little booklet, assuming of course its correctness, represents my universe, yet even this conception lacks something! One does not eat a law, live in, carve, sleep, nor reproduce with an equation. Behind these laws stands Authority; had I the necessary Authority, these dozen scraps of equation-scribbled paper would be in very truth the universe. This demiurgy is beyond even my potentiality."


    His minds merged; the two thought courses were one.


    "It would not astonish me to find the Authority behind all Law to be only my old acquaintance Chance. Perhaps the supreme wisdom lies in the law of averages."


    Suddenly Edmond abandoned these futile speculations, perceiving that they nowhere. He determined to dally for a while with experiment, and to this end moved what equipment he possessed into the room he had occupied during his school-days. This was at the rear of the house; as a further precaution, he had the windows leaded lest certain effects of flame and spark arouse the neighbors.


    For a while he intrigued himself with study of the nature of Life. For many months a procession of rabbits and guinea pigs came in through the kitchen in wire cages and left via the incinerator in ash-wagons. The problem proved elusive; neither the mechanists nor the vitalists held the answer. Nowhere in any of the little creatures could Edmond find any trace of a vital fluid or an essence of life, yet he saw more and more clearly that these beings he slaughtered were somewhat more than machines.


    "Perhaps," he thought, "the vital fluid is more subtle than matter or energy for which my traps are set. Perhaps it partakes of both natures, or neither; yet I will not concede the existence of quantities called spiritual."


    "The difference between living beings and machines," continued his companion self, "is in this: that life contains a sort of ghostly purpose, an imitation of a purpose that drives its subjects to prolong their own misery, to force others to live after them. This semblance of a purpose is the mysterious vital fluid which is of the nature neither of matter nor of energy."


    During the progress of his experiments, he became interested for a time in the matter of intellect. He was curious to observe the relationship between intelligence and the brain, and to this end devised a means of stimulating the growth of a rabbit's cerebrum, by using certain pituitary extracts. He watched the miser-able little monstrosity in its cage suspended on the wall, as its head grew out of all proportion, until it was forced to crawl pushing the unwieldy capital along before it. The thing grew slowly. After several months Edmond perceived or imagined that it watched him with a trace of interest; certainly it grew to recognize his feeding, and this was a recognition never granted by its companions. The abnormal creature kept its miserable black eyes incessantly on him. It cowered away in terror when he approached the cage with his syringe for the daily injections.


    "Perhaps I can do as much for you," he told Homo, who chattered on his shoulder, "though I suspect the inflicting of intelligence is the greatest injury Fate can do to any being, for it is literally to thrust that being into Hell. You are doubtless fairly happy, Homo, and better off as you are."


    As the experiment progressed, Edmond began to perceive the development of certain unpleasantries, and frowned often in his observation of the little monster. He was neither surprised nor very displeased, therefore, to enter the laboratory one day and discover that the rabbit had somehow contrived to spring the latch to its cage and fling itself to the floor. It lay with its delicate, misshapen skull shattered, and the abnormal brain crushed.


    "Very likely it is better this way," thought Edmond.


    "The thing was miserably unhappy and I believe, more than a little mad."


    Again he abandoned his line of investigation, turning now back to the realm of physics. He noted that metallic lead exposed to the weather for long periods became slightly radioactive. With this as a clue he produced lead with an activity nearly one fourth as high as radium, but was unable to proceed beyond that point. He wanted to solve now the mystery of atomic energy to see the effects of that colossal power to which all other sources were as rain drops to the ocean. He wanted to release this power and to control it, if control were possible. He set about to devise a method.


    "A violinist can shatter a wine-glass if he plays the correct note," he thought, "or a few soldiers trample down the greatest bridge in the world if they time their steps rightly. I can doubtless shatter an atom if I use a properly sympathetic vibration. Where now am I to find a vibratory beam of the inconceivable frequency I require? Cosmic rays have it, but they dribble out of space in beams too uselessly tenuous. I must produce my own."


    He turned his thoughts to a method of generating his beam. He considered the use of the bursting atoms of niton as his oscillators.


    "Since the cosmic rays of space are generated by the birth-throes of atoms," he reflected, "I can certainly pervert them to be the agents of atomic death."


    But niton, the deadly mysterious emanation of dying radium, was beyond his means. He needed perhaps ten grams of radium for its production, a quantity whose cost exceeded his financial powers. First, therefore, he found it necessary to procure enough money to purchase it.


    This problem presented at first no outstanding difficulties to such a being as Edmond. He saw many methods. However, certain requirements had to be met. He wanted a continuous source of income that would require none of his time to produce; a royalty on a patent would provide that. But whatever device he patented must be proof against imitation or theft, and be readily marketable. It should moreover be foolproof to the extent of revealing no secrets which he considered dangerous to a society that rested on the rocks of the cave. He wished to introduce no destructive force.


    "I am perhaps the greatest of all misanthropes," he reflected; "nevertheless I have no desire to destroy the society that enables me to live in comparative comfort, that prepares my food, maintains my dwelling, and supplies me with warmth and light. Let the beasts outside once learn the secret of the atom and the next little war will tumble civilization into the abyss."


    He turned his twin minds to his activated lead. He produced a little rod of this material, perhaps the general size of a safety match. Removing a vacuum tube from his radio, he broke the glass bulb from the base and affixed his lead rod thereto, slipping it care-fully through the tubular grid so that it replaced the delicate tungsten filament. With the more than human dexterity of his curious fingers, he replaced and evacuated the bulb, leaving the tips that carried the filament current disconnected.


    "Here is a cold, unvarying and permanent source of electron flow," he reflected. "Presumable I can interest a manufacturer in a vacuum tube which is completely quiet, practically eternal, and that consumes no A-current. Then there is the considerable advantage of simplified circuits."


    He did not trouble himself to try the device, but placed a diagram and description in the hands of a patent attorney, and sent his model to the office of Stoddard & Co., one of the larger independent makers of vacuum tubes, with a letter describing it. There-after he ceased to think of it, and turned his activities again to the problem of energy and matter. He pre-pared his apparatus, and waited for his fortunes to provide the funds he required.


    


    CHAPTER II


    COMMERCE


    


    PERHAPS a fortnight after the forwarding of Edmond's tube, he received a reply from the concern.


    "We have received and tested a vacuum tube submitted by you ... "


    "The device fulfills your claims to some extent, and there is a possibility that we might be interested in its manufacture.... Should you care to discuss the matter, we will be pleased to receive you at this office at..."


    Edmond smiled his ironic smile, and dropped the letter in his pocket.


    "One of the axioms of a buyer is to appear only casually interested," he thought. "Let their dignities be satisfied; I'll go to them."


    Some three hours after the time designated, Edmond presented himself at the outer office of Stoddard & Co., and passed a card to the startled office girl. There ensued a delay of several minutes. Edmond guessed that the powers behind the door summoned an additional member. Then he was ushered in.


    Four men rose as he entered, staring at him. He felt the instant dislike that was his common reception; it flooded the office with a tenseness, a chilly, unpleasant strain. He stared back unsmiling, and after a moment, the oldest of the group flushed and coughed apologetically.


    "Mr. Hall?" he said. "I am Mr. Stoddard and this is Mr. Thwaites, our secretary. These two gentlemen," indicating a square-jawed, blue-eyed individual of forty, and a somewhat younger one with spectacles, "are Bohn and Hoffman, our engineers."


    Edmond bowed slightly; the men nodded. Not one of the group had extended a hand. He seated himself.


    The president interrupted another strained silence with a cough.


    "We had expected you earlier," he said.


    "It was inconvenient," said Edmond, and waited.


    "Well, well, perhaps we had better get down to business. This vacuum tube of yours is—somewhat revolutionary. It seems to function satisfactorily, but would mean the discarding and altering of consider-able machinery."


    Edmond nodded.


    "You must realize that this entails great expense, and there is some doubt in my mind as to the value of the device."


    "Well?" said Edmond.


    "What terms would you consider, if we should decide to acquire the rights to your tube?"


    "I will require," said Edmond, "a five percent royalty on the selling price of the tube, and will permit you to manufacture the device under an exclusive contract with me. I will retain ownership of the patent, and the right to terminate the contract should your production fall below a minimum of two thou‑


    sand per day. I will further require an initial payment of a nominal amount—ten thousand dollars will be satisfactory, and you may if you wish check this against future royalties. Finally, I will myself draw the contract."


    "Those terms are impossible!" exclaimed the president.


    "Very well," said Edmond, and waited.


    "Are you a lawyer?" asked Mr. Thwaites.


    "No," said Edmond, "nevertheless the contract will be binding." He stared silently at the group before him, his incredible hands clasped over the handle of his cane. There was an aura of tension about the group. Each member felt an inexplicable aversion to this curious presence, and Edmond knew it. He smiled his saturnine and supremely irritating smile.


    The president looked at him with a weary somberness.


    "Will you listen to our offer?"


    "I consider my terms equitable," said Edmond. "May I point out what you doubtless realize—that you have no choice? The concern to which I grant this tube will immediately possess a monopoly, since all other types are instantly obsolete. You are compelled to accept my proposal."


    The four stared silently back at him. Bohn opened his square jaw and inserted a pipe. He lit it, and puffed a moment.


    "May I ask some questions?" he snapped.


    "Yes."


    "What's the source of your electron flow?"


    "It is a disintegration product. The energy used was atomic."


    "What's the material you use in your filament?"


    "Radio-active lead."


    "There's no lead that active."


    "No," said Edmond, "I created it."


    "How?"


    "That," said Edmond, "I will not answer."


    "Why not?" Bohn's voice crackled with enmity.


    "Because the explanation is beyond your understanding."


    The engineer gave a contemptuous snort at the insult, and fell silent, eyeing Edmond coldly. Edmond turned to Hoffman, who seemed on the point of speech, by the blinking of his eyes behind their lenses.


    "May I ask what is the life of your filament?" he queried mildly.


    "It has a half-period of about eight thousand years."


    "What?”


    “I say that it will dissipate half its activity in eight thousand years."


    "D'you mean the thing's eternal?"


    Edmond gave again his irritating smile with its intolerable undertone of superiority and contempt.


    "You asked me the life of the filament. The useful life of the tube is very much shorter. Inasmuch as the emission is constant whether or not the device is in use, certain radiations other than the electronic, produce effects. There is a tendency for the plate and grid to become active under the influence of alpha and gamma rays; this sets up a secondary opposing electron stream from them which will gradually weaken the conductive effect of the primary flow from the filament. The loss of efficiency will become noticeable in about seven years."


    "But man, even that's too long!" exclaimed the president. "It practically destroys the replacement market!"


    "That need not worry a concern the size of yours. It will take many decades to saturate the market."


    Mr. Thwaites spoke for the second time. "We are simply inviting legal trouble. The Corporation will never permit an independent to ruin its market with-out a fight."


    “I will trust you to carry through the courts," said Edmond. "You will win, for the principle and the process of manufacture are both basic and new." He paused a moment, surveying the group. "Should it appear necessary, you may call upon me." His intonation implied contempt; the intolerable scathing smile returned to his lips. It amused him that none of the four had questioned his ability to oppose the rich and powerful Corporation, owner of most of the basic electrical patents. He noted Bohn's irritation and a certain tenseness in his jaw as he hit his pipe. "Your confidence is a high compliment, Gentlemen. Is there nothing further?"


    Yes!' snapped Bohn. "I think this thing is a hoax!" He rose excitedly from his chair. "This man has bought or stolen some radium from a hospital or laboratory, and he's alloyed it with lead to make his filament! He's selling you about fifteen hundred dollars worth of radium for the cash payment of ten thousand dollars. Pay him and he'll never show up again!"


    The four were on their feet facing Edmond, who still sat smiling.


    "Bohn's right!" said Hoffman. "Radio-active lead—there isn't any such thing! It's a fraud!"


    Thwaites opened his mouth, and then remained silent. The four angry men stood staring vindictively at the curious being who faced them still with his smile of cold contempt. There was a moment of pause bitter with hatred.


    "I congratulate you, Mr. Bohn," said Edmond, his voice and expression unaltered. "Your deductions are admirable, but have the one flaw of being incorrect." He drew from his pocket a little -disc as large as a silver dollar, wrapped in a dull-glinting lead-foil; he tossed this before the group, where it dropped on the table with a leaden thump.


    "There is a two-ounce disc of A-lead. If it contains radium, its value will be considerably greater than your ten thousand dollar payment. I leave it as a token of good faith, gentlemen; it cost me perhaps three dollars."


    He glanced at Bohn, who was unwrapping the foil about the piece with fury in his blue eyes.


    "You may perform any tests you wish on this material, Mr. Bohn, but handle it gingerly. It bums—like radium!"


    Edmond rose.


    "I do not require your check at once, but will expect it within a week, at which time I will submit my contract for your signatures. During the interim, Mr. Bohn and Mr. Hoffman may call at my home," he indicated his card, which still lay on the table, "for instructions in the method and some of the principles underlying the preparation of activated lead. They will perceive that the cost of manufacture is surprisingly low."


    "Why only some of the principles?" asked Bohn, glowering.


    "Those that you can comprehend," said Edmond, turning to the door. "Good afternoon, gentlemen."


    He departed, hearing with amusement the crescendo of excited and angry voices issuing from the closing door. The voice of the president—"What was that man? Did you see his hands?”


    


    CHAPTER III

    MARKET


    


    EDMOND stepped out of the building into the late afternoon sun that flashed at him from the windshields of ten thousand west-bound vehicles. He shaded his eyes for a moment, then crossed Adams Street and continued south, merging for the moment into the stream of living beings that eddied around and between the canyon-forming buildings.


    "This river flows its own way, bound by laws as definite and predictable as those that govern flowing water," he reflected. "Mankind in the mass is a simple and controllable thing, like a peaceful river; it is only in the individual that there is a little fire of independence."


    He entered the lobby of a great white skyscraper. Disregarding the clicking of the elevator starters, he mounted the stairs to the second floor, turning into the customer's room of his brokers. The market was long since closed; he was alone in a room of vacant chairs save for several clerks casting up the final quotations, and an old man sweeping scraps and cigarette butts into a central pile. The translux was dark, but a ticker still clicked out its story of "bid-and-asked"; no one watched it as its yellow ribbon flowed endlessly into a waste-basket.


    Edmond walked over to the far end of the room, where a smaller board carried the Curb quotations. A casual glance was sufficient; Stoddard & Co. had closed just below twenty, for a fractional loss from the preceding day. He stood for a few moments recapitulating his readily available resources—he found no need ever for written accounts—and walked over to the desk, to a clerk who had handled his occasional previous transactions. He nodded as the man greeted him by name.


    "You may buy me five thousand Stoddard at twenty," he said.


    "Five thousand, Mr. Hall? Do you think it advisable to speculate for that amount? Stoddard's only an in-dependent, you know."


    I am not speculating," said Edmond.


    "But the company has never paid a dividend." "I require the stock for a particular reason."


    The clerk scribbled on a blank order: "5000 Sdd. @ 20 O.B., N. Y. Curb," and passed it to him. He signed in his accustomed precise script.


    "You realize, of course, that we cannot margin thi: stock, being on the Curb, and poor bank collateral."


    "Of course," said Edmond. "I will provide sufficient security." So he departed.


    


    CHAPTER IV


    PUZZLEMENT


    


    BOHN and Hoffman presented themselves at Edmond's home promptly in accordance with their appointment. Magda admitted them, and directed them to the upper rear room that served as his laboratory. They found him seated facing the door, idle, and toying with little Homo who chattered furiously at them. Edmond returned their cold greetings without rising, indicating two wooden chairs beside the long table.


    Hoffman sat down quietly and faced Edmond, but his companion's eyes ranged sharply about the room. Bohn noted the blackened windows, and a peculiar shade in the illumination of the room struck him. He glanced at the lights—two bulbs of high capacity of the type called daylight, under whose blue-white glare the group assumed a corpse-like grayness. Their host was hideous, Bohn thought; curious thing, he continued mentally, since his features were not irregular. The repulsion was something behind appearances, some fundamental difference in nature. He continued his inspection, considering now the equipment of the laboratory. A small motor-generator in the far corner, probably as a direct-current source, beside it a transformer, and next to that the condenser and hollow cylinder of a rather large high-frequency coil. A fiat bowl of mercury rested on a little turn-table at his elbow; he gave it a twist, and it spun silently, the liquid metal rising about the sides of the bowl in a perfect parabolic mirror. Struck by a sudden thought, he glanced at the ceiling; there was a shutter there that might open on a skylight. For the rest, jars of liquid, some apparently containing algae, a sickly plant or two on a shelf below the black window, and two white rabbits dolefully munching greens in a cage on the windowless wall. Simple enough equipment!


    Edmond meanwhile had dismissed the monkey, who backed away from the group, regarded the strangers with bright intelligent eyes and scampered out into the hallway.


    "You are not impressed, Mr. Bohn."


    "Hardly," Bohn bitterly resented the implied sneer. "The tools are less important than the hand that wields them."


    "Let's get down to business," said Bohn.


    "Very well," said their host. "Will you be so kind as to Iift that reflector to the table?"


    He indicated one of several wooden bowls perhaps eighteen inches across whose inner surfaces seemed blackened as if charred or rubbed with graphite. Bohn stooped to lift it; it was surprisingly heavy, necessitating the use of both his hands. He placed it on the table before Edmond.


    "Thank you. Now if you will watch me...."


    He opened a drawer in the table, removing from it a spool of heavy wire and a whitened cardboard square perhaps four inches to a side.


    "This is lead wire. This cardboard is coated with calcium fluoride."


    He passed the articles to Bohn, who received them with patient skepticism.


    "I want you to see that the wire is inactive. I will extinguish the lights"—the room was suddenly and mysteriously dark—"and you will note that the board does not fluoresce."


    Bohn rubbed the wire across the square, but there was no result whatsoever. The lights were suddenly glowing again; the wire and square were unchanged save for a scratch or two on the latter's white surface.


    "Your demonstration is convincing," said Bohn sardonically. "We feel assured that the wire is innocent and harmless."


    "Pass it here, then, and I will give it its fangs."


    Edmond unwound some six inches from the spool, leaving it still attached, extended out like a little wand. He drew three cords from points on the edge of his reflector; at the apex of the tetrahedron thus formed he gathered the ends. To mark this elusive point in space he moved a ring stand beside the bowl setting a clamp to designate the intersection of his bits of string which he allowed to drop.


    "A simple method of locating the focus," he explained. "As the black surface of my reflector does not reflect light, I have to use other means. The focal length, as you see, is about thirty centimeters. The reflector itself is not parabolic, but spherical. I do not desire too sharp a focus, as I wish to irradiate the entire volume of the lead wire—not merely a single point."


    The two visitors watched without comment. Their host passed the six-inch rod of lead back and forth through the point indicated by the clamp, back and forth perhaps a dozen times. Then he tossed the spool to Bohn.


    "Hold it by the spool, Mr. Bohn. It will bite now." Bohn examined the little rod, which seemed utterly unchanged.


    "Well?" he said sharply.


    "We will try the fluorescent screen. I will extinguish the lights"—and again the lights were dark. Bohn placed the rod of lead above the square; at once a pallid blue-white glow spread over the surface. The scratches Bohn had made were outlined in white fire, and the square shone like a little window opening on a cloudy night sky. The cold white flame rippled as he moved the rod above it.


    The voice of their host sounded: "Try your diamond, Mr. Hoffman." Hoffman slipped a ring from his finger, and held it toward the glowing square. As it approached the wire, the gem began to glow in its setting; it glistened with an icy blue fire far brighter than the square. Hoffman withdrew it, but it continued to flame with undiminished brilliance. The lights flashed on, catching the two engineers blinking down at the glowing diamond.


    "It will fluoresce for some time to come," said Edmond. "At least you may be assured that the gem is genuine; imitations will not react." He paused. "Is there anything further?"


    "We are convinced," said Bohn shortly. "Will you explain your methods?"


    “In part." Edmond drew a cigarette from a box beside him, and passed them to the engineers. Hoff-man accepted one, but Bohn shook his head and drew out his pipe. Their host exhaled a long plume of smoke.


    "Obviously," he continued, "the simplest way to break up an atom is through sympathetic vibration. The same principle as breaking a glass goblet by playing a violin above it at the proper pitch."


    "That's an old idea," said Hoffman, "but it never worked."


    "No; because no one has been able to produce a vibration of great enough frequency. The electrons of most substances have revolution periods measurable in millionths of a second.


    "However, certain rays are known that have frequencies of this order; I refer to the so-called cosmic rays."


    "Bah!" said Bohn. "I suppose you produce cosmic rays!"


    "No," said Edmond, staring coldly at him.


    "To continue: It has also been observed that lead exposed to the weather for a long period of years becomes mildly radioactive. All the fools now occupying chairs of research have attributed this to sunlight. Of course, they are wrong; it is due to the cosmic rays.


    "Therefore, I have designed this reflector"—he tapped the bowl—"which brings the cosmic rays which enter this room to a focus, intensifying their effect a thousandfold. That is what starts the disintegration of the lead; once begun, the process is self-continuous." He paused again. "Do you wish to ask any questions?"


    Yes," said both men at once. Hoffman fell silent, and Bohn spoke, apparently somewhat subdued.


    "I have always understood that cosmic rays have unparalleled penetrative power, passing far into the deepest mines, and that even gold is very transparent to them. It is generally believed that nothing will reflect them."


    "Almost nothing, Mr. Bohn. My reflector will."


    "But what material do you use?"


    "Did you ever hear of neutronium, Mr. Bohn?"


    "Neutronium!" both men spoke.


    "That," said Hoffman, "is the stuff that's left after all the electrons are driven off. Neutronium is solid protons, and weighs about one ton to the cubic inch."


    "But that stuff is simply hypothetical," objected Bohn.


    "Not quite hypothetical, Mr. Bohn. It occurs in the dwarf stars, for instance, and in other places."


    "Where, for example?"


    "In this room, Mr. Bohn. I have caused an infinitesimal layer of it to be created on the reflecting side of this wooden bowl, a deposit inconceivably thin—perhaps only two or three protons deep. Nevertheless, it is sufficient. Doubtless you noticed the weight."


    "Yes." He stared at the black concavity on the table. “By what means do you perform this?"


    “By means I shall not reveal, because it is dangerous.”


    "Dangerous! You needn't be solicitous of our safety!"


    "I am not, but of my own. The process is economically dangerous."


    "Bah! That's what people thought about every practical advance, from steam engines, on"


    "Yes," said Edmond, "and I know of none that has not been perverted to destruction." For the first time in the interview he smiled, and the men flushed angrily. "Would you place hand grenades in the paws of all the apes in the zoo, Mr. Bohn? Neither shall I." He crushed out his cigarette in an ash tray with an air of closing the subject, and turned to Hoffman.


    "You wished to ask a question, Mr. Hoffman."


    The other leaned forward, peering at Edmond through his eye-glasses.


    "Will this process disintegrate other elements besides lead, Mr. Hall?"


    "A few, but the process is infinitely slower."


    "Why is that?"


    "There are several reasons. Primarily, because lead is itself more or less unstable in structure. Then, neutronium in this very thin deposit reflects the particular ray that affects lead in greater degree; in other words, my reflector has a sort of cosmic color. Again, the lead radiations form the greater portion of– the cosmic rays themselves, for a reason I have not bothered to ascertain; they too are leaden-hued. That is of course why leaden roofs and gutters are activated after long exposure to weather, while zinc or iron or copper ones are not."


    "I see," said Hoffman slowly. "Say, how long have you been working on this, Mr. Hall?”


    "About six weeks," said Edmond coldly, ignoring the look of amazement on the faces of his guests. He continued: "I think we have covered sufficient ground here. You may send for these four reflectors; they will treat enough lead for your present capacity. Should increased production necessitate any addition, I will supply them. You may install these in any part of your plant; the cosmic rays are but slightly diffused by passing through the building. The technique of the actual handling of the filament I will leave to you, but be sure to safeguard your workers with lead-foil lined gloves against radium burns."


    He rose, and the others followed.


    "I'll take this one with me, if you don't mind," said Bohn, lifting the wooden bowl from the table with some effort. The three passed into the hall. "Homo!" called Edmond sharply, and from somewhere in the darkness of the hall the monkey scampered, leaping to his shoulder, and crouching there. As they were descending the stairs, Hoffman noticed their host glance backward at the lighted rectangle of laboratory door; instantly the lights went out. The engineer made no comment, but drew a deep breath when the front door had closed upon them. He followed Bohn, who staggered ahead under the weight he bore, and helped him slide the bowl to the floor of their car.


    "What d'you think of it, Carl?" said Hoffman, as the car moved.


    "Don't know."


    "D'you believe that stuff about cosmic rays and neutronium?"


    "We'll damn soon find out when I get to the lab. I got some lead there that I know isn't doctored." They were silent for several blocks.


    "Say, Carl, did you see him put out the lights?" "Trick. He did it with his feet."


    "But he put 'em out from the hall when we were going."


    "Switch in the hall."


    But Hoffman, less solid in outlook, more mystical than Bohn, remained unconvinced. The curious Edmond had impressed him deeply, and he found his character far less repulsive at this second meeting. There was a sort of fascination about the man.


    "Do you thing he knows as much as he says he does?"


    "If he does, he's the devil."


    "Yes, I thought that too, Carl."


    The car drew up before the Stoddard plant, and the two scrambled out.


    "Lend me a hand, Mac, and I'll damn soon find out what this thing is."


    But Bohn never did. He blunted innumerable knives on the black surface, and dented it very easily with a chisel, but never managed to collect enough of the stuff to analyze. The deposit was far too thin, a tenuous coating of something heavy that nothing could dislodge.


    


    CHAPTER V

    THE SEED OF POWER


    


    SEVERAL weeks later Edmond sold his Stoddard at a fourteen point profit, and unemotionally watched it climb to more than forty. Then he set about securing his radium; part of it he was able to obtain from a domestic producer, and the remainder from Europe. He owned finally ten grams of a salty white crystalline powder—the sulphide of radium—and he had paid about fifty thousand dollars for this somewhat less than a spoonful. He had, however, a constant source of niton, in minute quantities it is true, but invariable and practically eternal. Nor was it an unwise purchase from any standpoint, for the radium was readily salable at any time.


    He turned his energies again to the more complete solution of the mystery of matter. Niton, the gaseous emanation evolved by radium from its own decay, is in itself decaying, its own atoms bursting, consuming themselves in the long series of disintegrating elements whose end-product is lead. But niton is infinitely more active than its parent radium, and from its exploding atoms Edmond hoped to produce an in-tense beam of rays of the cosmic order by throwing these atoms into inconceivably rapid oscillation. To this end he enclosed the evanescent gas in a little globular bulb, on one hemisphere of which he caused to form an infinitely thin deposit of neutronium which was to serve both as a shield and a reflector for the beam. At opposite points on the globe's equator—the juncture of the black and clear hemispheres, he placed the slender platinum electrodes that were to admit to the gas an interrupted current of infinitesimal period; it remained now to produce an interrupter, a circuit-breaker, capable of breaking his current into bursts whose period compared to the almost instantaneous periods of revolving electrons.


    Edmond resumed his consideration of the atom disrupter. He had now, in his niton tube, an oscillator capable of responding to the stimulus of such an electric stress as he contemplated; it remained for him to produce an alternator of sufficient frequency. He wanted now an alternating electric current of such short period that the already active niton atoms should be wrenched and strained so violently that the gamma radiations increase their hardness to the vastly higher scale of the cosmic rays. Out of their torture he wished to wrest those mysterious impulses that signal the birth-throes of atoms.


    What agent could he use? Certainly no mechanical device could attain the nearly infinite frequency he required; even the discharge of a condenser fell far short. He discarded likewise the agency of chemistry; ions could not vibrate with violence sufficient to destroy themselves. His search limited itself of necessity to the more subtle field that lay within the atom; only electrons possessed the colossal, fluent velocity he needed. For many hours he sat toying with the problem, and the solution eluded him; finally he wearied of the glare of light in his laboratory and descended to the floor below. Evening was falling, unseen in the black-windowed room he quitted; its dusk was al-ready in the hall and the library, though a low sun still gilded the living-room wall. Homo skipped frantically about his cage in the library; his chattering was a summons to Edmond, who released the exuberant creature, permitting it to scamper to his shoulder. He seated himself in his usual chair before the fireplace and gave himself to his thoughts. These were not sombre; the spur of obstacles, strange to his experience, gave a piquancy to the problem.


    "It has long been suspected," he reflected, "that the laws of the conservation of energy and of mass are the same law; this means in effect that translation of matter to energy is possible, and conversely, one must be able to create matter out of pure energy. And of course, the relation becomes more obvious when it is realized that energy itself has mass; light, the purest form of energy known, obeys the laws of mechanics as docilely as a baseball tossed into the air."


    Then he reverted to the immediate problem of his interrupter. By degrees, even this yielded to the inhuman ingenuity of his twin minds. By the time Magda announced dinner, he had a tentative solution, and before the end of his after-dinner cigarette, he had evolved a mechanism that might, he believed, serve his purpose. He returned to his laboratory in the evening and set about the business of constructing the device.


    He took two tiny pillars of his A-lead, and caused the two electron beams to interfere; along the combined stream he passed his current. Thus he had an interrupter whose period was measurable in millionths of a second; by adjusting the relative positions of his A-lead pillars, he could reduce it to billionths. His current traversed a stream of electrons that flowed in little instantaneous bursts, whose frequency he con-trolled. Thus Edmond constructed his atom disrupter, and only when it was complete did he pause to reflect, and question himself why.


    "For what reason, to what purpose, do I create a device that, though it will release limitless energy for society s service, can also unleash power enough to tumble' the earth out of its orbit? I neither love man enough to grant him the power of the gods, nor hate him so bitterly as to place in his hands his—and my own—destruction."


    And he answered himself; "My only impulse in this creation has been the escape of boredom. I labor to no end at all; thus again I am faced by that which blocks all efforts everywhere—futility."


    Nevertheless, he was avidly curious to watch the release of that power which was all but legendary, which had always glowed just beyond the horizon of physics like a never rising sun. The declaration of futility was a rational thing as yet; for this time he had no real sense nor feeling of it, but rather a resurgence of strong pride in his achievement. He felt indeed a species of elation very foreign to his somber nature; he alone held the key to the twin doors of salvation and destruction, his the decision. "I am the only being in this part of the universe who holds such a key; by virtue of it I rule or destroy as I will."


    Then to watch the atom-blaster perform. He selected a tiny speck of potassium to disrupt—a piece smaller by far than the head of an average pin. This element he chose because of its comparative rarity; he did not wish to adjust his radiations to calcium or iron or aluminum and find stray beams disintegrating the walls of his house with perhaps enough accidental violence to blast into dust all that hundred mile city whose nucleus is Chicago. This tiny speck, still moist with oil, he placed on a square of tile at the estimated focus of his niton tube. He sat for a moment making his calculations, building in his mental view a potassium atom, selecting a key electron whose period he must determine. Then he adjusted the twin pillars of his interrupter with incredible delicacy, and thereafter stood with his hand on the switch of the motor generator surveying the various parts of the device. In a moment he dropped the switch and removed the speck of potassium from the tile; it had occurred to him that the tile itself might contain potassium salts, and certainly the allied sodium; a slight error in the setting of his interrupter would blast the sister element into a terrific volcano of destruction. It was the nearest to error he had ever come throughout his life.


    He tipped the bit of metal to a leaden disc, stepped back to the far corner of the room, and threw the switch. The generator hummed; the tube of niton glowed with its characteristic violet; now through the clear half of the bulb he believed a stream of cosmic rays was pouring—not the diffuse and mild rays that flowed out of space, but an intense beam like that of a search-light. Yet the potassium remained unaltered.


    He cut the switch, and again adjusted his interrupter, at a guess to a slightly lower frequency. Again he set the generator spinning.


    Instantly it came. Where the speck of metal had rested hovered a two foot roaring sphere of brilliant violet light, whose heat singed his eyebrows, whose terrible flames were imfaceable. Reverberations pounded his ear-drums, and great lightning-like discharges leaped from his clothing. The room reeled in a crescendo of crashes; the terrific flaming ball that hovered above the table seemed to his half-blinded gaze to expand like a trap-door into Hell. A second two seconds—it flared—then with a dying crackle of sparks it dissipated, darkened, dropped into nothingness. A strong odor of ozone swept the room and Edmond dropped his blistered hands from his eyes, to gaze dazzled at the aftermath of wreckage. A pool of molten lead lay on the table, about whose edge the wood flamed. He quickly smothered the conflagration with the contents of a flower pot, and examined the rest of the room's equipment. Surprisingly, the dam-age was less than he had anticipated. His niton tube was in splinters and his interrupter in fragments; no matter—they could be replaced— should he ever de-sire.


    He realized that he never would. The experiment was finished—completed—his interest in it had vanished. Let the earth-wrecker lie destroyed and unrecorded, let men suck the little driblets of energy they had always used. The spray from this ocean he had tapped; he wished neither to rule nor to destroy.


    He called Magda to clean up the debris and went downstairs to the library. He summoned Homo to his knees and sat for a long time surveying the cold hearth.


    


    CHAPTER VI

    FRIENDSHIP AND HUMOR


    


    AFTER the experiment of the atom-breaker and its culmination, that sense of futility which Edmond had reasoned but not felt appeared in reality. He grew weary of knowledge, since it led nowhere but only seemed to point a way, like a will-o'-the-wisp across a swamp. He perceived that all knowledge was useless, since all generalities were false. If no Absolutes existed, science itself must consist of merely relative truths. The pursuit of science was no more than the grubbing out of an infinity of little facts whose sum total was zero. All effort, he thought, was bounded by that one impenetrable spell that was called futility. His twin minds dissociated; he permitted them to trace out each its own ratiocinations.


    "Every effort is foredoomed to be in vain," he reflected, "but living is only to struggle against this doom. Life is that which fights futility, and is to this extent free."


    "Every effort is foredoomed," said his other self, taking this same point of departure, "and rational living is to recognize this doom and cease to struggle against it. This is to be really free."


    Then his being merged into a unity, promulgating the conclusion he derived from these divergent courses of reason.


    "Only one thing is certain; that truth is a subjective idea void of reality, and is wholly relative to the point of view."


    For some time Edmond abandoned his laboratory, pursuing knowledge of a different sort. Thrust into a world peopled by human beings, he now devoted his time to a survey of their society, and an analysis of their functioning. He had of course, long since realized that he was somehow a being apart from these, one whose appearance, whose very mind, was alien to them. He wished, therefore, to acquire a viewpoint to enable him to understand those among whom he moved, or if they proved too utterly foreign, to at least appreciate wherein lay the differences. To Edmond who saw all things from two viewpoints, the world was a highly complex organization quite incomprehensible to beings of single minds.


    "All creatures live in a world just greater than their ability to conceive," he reflected. "The worm, blind and possessing only the single sense of touch, lives in a world of one dimension, but beings from outside stab at him and devour.


    "I go now into that Elfhame of Cabell's, where things have only one side, but I anticipate the finding there of no Thin Queen."


    So Edmond locked the door upon a room of wonders, abandoning there his quest for truth through the maze of natural things. For he foresaw that the facets of the jewel were infinite, and that a greater intelligence than his would yet fail to isolate truth in a laboratory. He opened another door upon the colossus of the city, and stepped into the streaming life that flowed about him.


    Disregarding his roadster that stood at the curb, he walked east to Sheridan Road, to board a bus. The day was crisp late Autumn; leaves crunched under-foot as he walked. Trim women passed him with a single glance, a man or two with none at all. At the corner half a dozen people waited; Edmond scanned them with his instantaneous glance. He attempted to read their characters from their features; he failed and knew that he failed. Two of them, girls in sleek cloth coats with caressing fur about their throats were talkie ; the rest stood in that frigid silence characteristic of an unacquainted group. He listened casually.


    "Paul's bringing two or three with him tonight—one's a critic on the State Herald."


    That was the slender dark one speaking.


    "Paul's the only one that's got anything. He's a thrill, Vanny."


    "Think so? Come on over, if you like; it's just an informal bull-session."


    "No bridge?"


    "Not with this bunch of literary lights. The supreme egotists are your literati, and bridge requires a partner."


    Edmond glanced at the speaker's face, unexpectedly meeting her eyes. He bowed in recognition, and the girl smiled a perfunctory smile. It was Evanne Mar-ten of his school days, grown, he thought, rather lovely in a dark, lithe way. She had an air of being always taut as a watch spring, an elan, a vivacity, that had come of her childish sauciness. When the bus stopped, he watched the smooth flash of her legs as she mounted the step, watched without any emotion but with a distinct aesthetic appreciation.


    The two girls turned into the interior; Edmond chose to ride above, where smoking was permitted. As he moved up the narrow stairway he heard the voice of her companion, "Who's the queer boy friend, Vanny?" and Vanny's answering laugh. He smiled a little to himself and thought no more if it for that time. He permitted his minds to roam at random, absorbing the unceasing roar of traffic, the buoyant life that flowed in a river of steel about him, in the middle distance the flash of the lake under a morning sun. The bus rumbled in heightened tempo as it spun at a suddenly increased speed into Lincoln Parkway. Over there the Elk's Memorial An equestrian statue of someone, too distant to read the inscription. The overpass at the park's south limits; the Drake, the old w.atertower. He watched Vanny and her companion alight; they marched briskly along Michigan toward a row of shops, turned into one—"Veblis—Chapeaux". The bridge with its sentinel skyscrapers. After a few blocks he got off, turned west into the Loop. He drifted with the crowd and sought to identify himself with it.


    After a time, he turned into a motion picture theatre—the first time since his latter childhood. He followed the play with interest, absorbed not by the puerile story nor the caricatures that passed as characterization but by the revelations of the minds that created and the minds that enjoyed these things. Through the play he saw both author and audience. He wondered mildly at what he perceived.


    "If this level strikes the average of humanity's intelligence, then the world lies ready for my taking." He reflected further.


    "What I see here is again the crowd, and therefore no true standard by which to judge. The mob-man is the composite picture of his component men; all fine shadings are lost in the dominant and primal influences. A man may be intelligent enough, but the mob-man never; and it is this being I see reflected here, for audiences are in a true sense mobs."


    He left the theatre and turned down State Street, passing gradually from the flooded noonday canyons of the Loop into streets of lower buildings and drab little shops. A panhandler sidled up to him with a low whine; Edmond tossed him a quarter without listening or looking. From a basement entrance a dog rushed out at him barking and snapping; with experienced skill, he dealt the cur a sharp blow with his cane.


    "Man and his ally the dog both perceive in me the Enemy," he thought. "Why am I the Enemy? For what obscure reason am I placed here solitary, fore-doomed to defeat, my only safety to assume the disguise of humanity? Something has gone wrong with the e progression of the ages, and I am born long out of my time."


    Thus he reflected, meanwhile watching the stream of beings about him, playing still the part of observer. For he moved through the stream but not a part of it; he was still alien, strange, unable to establish a rap-port with the people of the stream. His viewpoint, he realized, was starkly different from theirs; it remained to find the common ground.


    A window to his left caught his eye, a cheap little shop that did framing and sold the intolerable prints hung in the rooms of the neighborhood. There were a number of them in the window, but what Edmond saw was a little landscape in oils—a canvas no greater than six inches by ten. A curious little thing—nothing more than a tree, a rock, and a dusky sky, and these a trifle twisted, but somehow it seemed to convey a meaning. Something formless and inchoate, but a symbol nevertheless. It was an experience unique to him; he marveled that so simple a thing could arouse a tinge of feeling in his icy being. He entered, and stood before a dusty counter piled with framing. A nondescript man emerged from the rear.


    "I want that oil you have in the window."


    "Yes sir," said the man, and procured it, placing it before Edmond. "Very pretty little picture isn't it, sir?"


    "No," said Edmond, examining it. Certainly it was not a pretty picture; there was an air of horror about the scene, as of some region foreign to reason, a glimpse of an insane world. He scanned the unusually lucid script—Sarah Maddox.


    "Who painted this?"


    "I don't really know, sir. They come in here to sell'em when they're broke; sometimes I never see 'em twice. I remember it was a sort of thin woman, but most of 'em are that way." He frowned in concentration. "Wait a minute; I think I paid her by check, and sometimes I put the address on the stub, in ease the work sells good."


    He thumbed through some stubs, then shook his head.


    "The check was made out to cash. I didn't think her work would take, you see."


    "How much is it?"


    The man looked at him appraisingly.


    "Eight dollars, sir."


    Edmond paid and left, carrying the picture wrapped in a square of brown paper. He wandered on. He was somewhat surprised at the unattainability of man the individual. How did one pick up acquaintances? He considered approaching one of the numerous idlers he passed, and rejected the plan knowing from experience how he would be received. He walked on, back toward the towered heart of the city. A bookstore. He entered, glanced over the shelves of volumes. A clerk spoke to him by name; he had made previous purchases there.


    At the rear was a table piled indiscriminately with tattered volumes. He picked up the first to hand, a book thick as a table dictionary—the Apocalypse Revealed of Swedenborg. He glanced through it, reading with his accustomed rapidity, absorbing the meaning of entire sentences instantly, as one might read words. He was interested by the curious intricacy of the author's mind. "They call him a mystic, he thought, "epithet of all epithets the most inapplicable. This man is no mystic, but scientist wasting his talents on a dream; his mind to his work is as a sculptor's chisel trying to carve out of a cloud."


    He tossed the volume back, stepped again to the counter. The clerk moved to serve him.


    "What book," said Edmond, "do you find the most popular at this time?"


    The clerk smiled, and tapped a pile of little book-lets before him. Edmond recognized them from various references he had seen in the newspapers; they held the autobiography of one who specialized in a lowly type of architecture.


    "I don't think you'd care for this, Mr. Hall," said the clerk recalling certain previous purchases of Edmond's. "It's supposed to be humorous."


    "I want one, however."


    He took the thin little volume to a chair beside a table; in half an hour he had perused it.


    "I lack all humor save irony," he thought. "Until I can understand this element in men their minds will elude me. I think that humor in itself is the enjoyment of disaster to others; people constitutionally hate each other, and the reason they band together in tribes and nations is merely that they fear nature and foreigners more deeply."


    He slipped the booklet into his pocket, picked up his package, and again departed. The early setting sun of Autumn was already behind the buildings; the streets were beginning to chill. He hooked his cane over his arm and walked toward the lake; he turned north on Michigan, walking idly, aimlessly. The sense of futility was on him again; he forebore even to think. It seemed to him that he could never bridge the hiatus that lay between him and humanity; alien he was, and was doomed to remain. To make friends was an impossible feat; among the millions about him he walked solitary. He watched the flood of impatient cars jostle each other in a vast medley of motion, and walked and walked; he was lonely.


    He passed the Drake. Beyond, the graying lake broke close to the street; some benches caught his eye and he crossed over to rest, for the long walking of the day had tired him a little. He sat down and lit a cigarette, watching the play of shadows between the wave crests. He felt desolate, futile.


    A figure passed before him, turned and repassed, seating itself on the next bench a few yards to his left. He smoked silently. The figure suddenly moved to his side; he sensed it now as a woman, but made no move.


    "Got the blues, huh?"


    He turned. She was one of the ageless creatures of the modem city, wearing a mask of powder, her cheeks bright even in the dimming light.


    "Yes," he said.


    "Maybe I could cheer you up?" It was a question. "Sit here a while. I should like to talk to you."


    "Gosh, no sermons, Mister! I heard 'em all!"


    "No. No sermons. I merely wish to talk to you."


    "Well, I'm here."


    Edmond drew the booklet he had purchased from his pocket.


    "Have you read this?"


    She leaned over, peering at the title, and smiled.


    "Huh, and I thought for a minute you were some kind of a preacher. No, I ain't read it, but a regular—a friend of mine, he tells me about it. I got a laugh."


    "It is very funny, isn't it?"


    "Yeah, the part where he falls in." She laughed. "The girls nearly passed out, the way he told it." Edmond passed her the book.


    "You may have this copy."


    "Thanks." There was a moment's pause.


    "Say, ain't we going somewhere?"


    "I want to talk to you a while."


    "'Well, I gotta live."


    "Yes," said Edmond; "that is true, from one view-point."


    "Talking don't buy no groceries. I gotta live."


    "Why?"


    "What's the idea? Everybody's gotta live, don't they?"


    "People seem to believe so."


    "Say, what's the matter with you? Don't you like me?"


    "As well as I like any person."


    "Say, who do you think you are, anyway?"


    "That," said Edmond, "is something I have often wondered."


    He stood up; his companion rose with him. He drew a bill from his pocket—five dollars, he noticed, and passed it to her.


    "Good evening," he said.


    "Is that all you want?"


    "Yes."


    "Well, for God's sake! Turned down! I never been so—Say, I know what's wrong with you! You must be queer!"


    Edmond stared at her coldly. Suddenly a flame filled his eyes. He raised his arm, holding his hand before her face. Above his palm, his fingers writhed and twisted like five little snakes. He wriggled them before her eyes; they coiled about each other. The woman stared in frozen fascination for a moment, then shrieked, backed away, and fled over the clipped grass toward the street.


    "That," said Edmond, as he reseated himself, and reached for another cigarette, "is humor!"


    


    CHAPTER VII

    THE STUDY OF MAN


    


    "AN entomologist," thought Edmond from his chair before the fire, "studies one variety of insect after another, learning their different life cycles and diverse habits.


    "I spend my time unprofitably observing this single ant-heap of Chicago; perhaps I can learn what I wish by comparison with others."


    Thus, leaving Homo in Magda's care, Edmond set out to travel. He viewed New York with little interest, sailing immediately for Liverpool because at the moment that route was most convenient. Thereafter he visited France for some months, liking best of all regions the country of the Spanish border with its magnificent uplands.


    French and German he had as a heritage of his school days; other tongues came to him with an in-credible facility, so that as he wandered he absorbed the dialect of his locale with chameleon-like rapidity. Yet his quest was fruitless insofar as the study of men went, for he found no differences save superficial ones.


    He visited the bookstores in Paris and Venice, and added greatly to his collection. Several times he found curious volumes that surprised him—a little undated manuscript detailing a queer jest of Gilles de Retz, a tiny volume of twelve pages describing Roger Bacon's experiment with a mechanical head. And there were others.


    "Am I really the first of my kind?" he wondered. "Perhaps in other ages an individual or so of us may have existed, solitary as I am solitary, lonely as I." The thought imparted to him a feeling of great sadness. "Their works lie here neglected, understood dimly or not at all, while lesser genius is enthroned."


    So he wandered, sometimes rewarded, sometimes prey to a vast boredom and a sense of futility that nothing ever quite eradicated. About a year after his departure, he suddenly abandoned his quest and sailed from Havre.


    "Homo Sapiens is a single species," he concluded, "and the world over, there exist no important differences save those of custom. Herein lies the reason for the recession of romantic color; there is nowhere any-thing unique. All people are merely types, members of a class, and no one anywhere merits the article `the'. The Kraken has vanished from men's consciousness, and instead we have whales. The Golden Fleece has sunk into a legend of tradesmen."


    He arrived at the house on Kenmore some hours after Homo coughed a final weak cough and succumbed at last to the unnatural climate and window Magda forgot to close. Edmond was somewhat moved as he gazed at the little furry body.


    "So passes my single friend, and the only being whose presence I could miss. To my one friendship, therefore, I now erect a memorial."


    He took the small corpse to his long-locked laboratory, emerging some time later with a tiny articulated skull. Thereafter he sent for a mason, and had this strange memento inset into the stonework above the library fire-place, whence its hollow gaze was fixed forever on his favored chair. Here he seated himself at the completion of the work, turning contemplative eyes on the empty ones that had been Homo's. Thus he sat silent for a long time, following out a course of thought that lay mostly beyond the regions enterable by words. Finally he stirred himself, being weary of thinking, and lit a cigarette with dexterous hands.


    "Homo," he said, is released from the innumerable petty illusions that harrass life. He knows not even that he knows not, and is infinitely wiser than he was when he perhaps thought himself wise. ... For the most barren of all is the illusion of knowledge, which is a negative illusion, so that the more a man learns the less he knows." His eyes turned to the little landscape by Sarah Maddox that hung to the right of the mantel; as he gazed at it obliquely, it seemed again that he looked through a window at a strange world.


    After a moment, he stirred, picked up the mass of mail that had accumulated during his absence. A vast sheaf of advertisements, which he tossed to the fire, a few current bills—he had let Magda forward these monthly to his bank for payment—several envelopes bearing the letterheads of universities. Edmond smiled; he had expected inquiries concerning his A-lead from the various students of matter and energy. He put these aside unopened; Bohn could take care of the replies.


    "What is to be done now?" he thought. "Let me take my cue again from the naturalist—when he has studied the habits of his subject, he secures a specimen to examine at leisure, under the microscope if he will. It is for me now to secure myself a specimen."


    But how? How should he, to whom even the making of a friend was an obstacle insurmountable, lure a human being to his side, to live with him, speak without reserve to him, that he might study at leisure the human mind? Magda? Too poor a specimen, he thought; too stolid and stupid to show the full phenomena of mentality, and furthermore, too unaesthetic.


    "If I may not make a friend, I can at least hire one under pretext of needing a guide or instructor," he thought, and dismissed the matter for that time.


    He heard the buzz of the doorbell, and Magda's cumbrous tread. In a moment she entered the library, bulking through the arch like a little planet.


    "She moves in orbits," thought Edmond, continuing the simile, "and completes a revolution once a day. Her sun is the kitchen stove, her room and the front door her aphelion and perihelion."


    "There's a man to see you, Mr. Hall. He's been here a dozen times. Oldish with glasses." She extended a card.


    "Alfred Stein, Department of Electro-physics, Northwestern University."


    A picture of the lecture hall returned to Edmond's mind, the amiable little professor bustling about with his chalk and pointer, his own rare interest. It was very recently that Stein had published his most revolutionary studies of electrons.


    "I will see him, Magda."


    Edmond noted that the professor had changed but little. The iron-gray hair, the thick-lensed spectacles, the droop of the shoulders, were all as they had been in the class room.


    "Mr. Hall?" said the professor, with a smile. "I am Alfred Stein of Northwestern. I have done some work with radioactive elements, and that interest brings me here."


    "I am familiar with your work, Professor Stein," said Edmond, "having attended several of your courses in 1920."


    "Ach, I should perhaps have remembered."


    "Not at all; they were simply lecture courses. I have followed your work since, however."


    The other beamed.


    "That pleases me, Mr. Hall. It is something I seldom hear. And you agree with me?"


    "I do not question your figures," said Edmond, "but your inferences are erroneous."


    The professor winced.


    "Well, let us not argue that. When someone offers a better hypothesis, I will listen. Meanwhile I am satisfied with mine."


    Edmond nodded, and was silent. The little man blinked at him through his thick lenses, and continued.


    "I am very much interested in this stuff you call Activated Lead, that the Stoddard company is using for filaments in radio tubes. We bought some of them, and took out the lead, but frankly, none of us has been able to make much out of it. I went to Stoddard's plant and they gave me some, and also I got a fantastic explanation from a fellow named Hofman, from whom I had your name. So,—" he spread his hands, "I came to you. For a considerable time I have been trying to see you."


    "For what purpose?"


    "Why, to learn from you the true explanation of this amazing phenomenon."


    "I do not doubt that Mr. Hoffman's explanation was accurate to the extent of his knowledge."


    "A fairy tale about cosmic rays and neutronium that one does not believe."


    "I can offer you no other solution, Professor Stein." "You say it's true?"


    "Yes."


    "Bah! That is an impossibility!"


    Edmond smiled in his exasperatingly superior manner but it failed to irritate the other whose blinking near-sighted eyes did not perceive his face except as a blur.


    "Listen, my friend! You have a duty to consider. You owe something to the advancement of knowledge, and it is unfair of you to try to conceal any important discovery. The tube is patented; you can lose nothing by explaining."


    "You are thinking," Edmond said slowly, "that the material can be used to replace radium in medical work—the treatment of cancer and the like."


    "Yes, I had thought of it."


    "You would like to patent that application for your personal gain."


    The little professor blinked at him in surprise.-"Why—I give you my word I had no such thought!"


    Edmond was slightly puzzled. It was apparent to him that the other was speaking the truth.


    "I meet for the first time a true scientist," he reflect-ed. "Altruism becomes more than a gesture." He turned to Stein.


    "Professor, you are as you say entitled to an explanation. If you will step upstairs with me, I shall endeavor to supply it."


    They entered the dark little laboratory with the blackened windows. Stein peered eagerly about as the light flashed on. The fragments of Edmond's disrupter were still scattered about; the table still showed the blackened pit of the atomic blast. Stein was examining the remnants of the interrupter as Edmond found a small reflector and lifted it to the table.


    He repeated in somewhat greater detail the demonstration he had gaven Bohn and Hoffman. Stein watched him silently, intently; at the conclusion he laughed.


    "This much I saw at the Stoddard plant, but they never let me touch their reflectors. I think, if you'll pardon me, that there is a trick."


    "One can hardly wonder at their solicitous care of the reflectors," said Edmond. "They are irreplaceable—except by me."


    "I should like to know how you make this so-called neutronium."


    Edmond shook his head. "I cannot reveal that."


    Stein chuckled. "Either way I don't blame you. If this is a fraud, certainly not—and if it's true, the danger in the hands of industry is appalling."


    "You have my reason."


    "Which one?" said Stein, and chuckled again. "Well, we have reached an impasse."


    "Not necessarily," said Edmond. "I offer you this reflector—in return for a service and under conditions."


    "The conditions?"


    "Primarily that you make no more A-lead than you must to study the device, as the element is dangerous, and as indestructible as any element."


    "That is easy."


    "Then of course the material must be kept out of the channels of trade. Should you accumulate a surplus, it must be delivered to Stoddard."


    "That too is easy."


    "That is all."


    "But the service?"


    "Yes," said Edmond, "the service. In return for the gift of the reflector, I wish your aid in some social research I am doing. I should like to know more about people and their lives, and you will spend a certain amount of time as my guide and instructor. We shall explore the human ramifications of the city."


    Stein laughed. "Ach, at that I would be a failure! I know less than any one about people and their lives." He paused a moment. "See here, I will do this. What you need is a young sophisticate, some one who knows the town and is in touch with the people you seek. Me, I am a hermit almost, but I know a young man who would serve well."


    "I will pay for his services," said Edmond.


    "You should know him. He was at N.U. about the same time you were. His father is in the English department—Professor Varney."


    "Yes," said Edmond. "I remember Paul Varney. We were at high school together as well."


    "I will send him to see you. He has been trying to make a Iiving by writing and will welcome a little additional compensation.'


    "I shall be grateful," said Edmond. "This reflector is small and not very heavy. You may either take it or send for it."


    Stein picked up the bowl, tucked it under his arm. "Thank you," he said. "If this fails Paul won't be around to see you."


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    GUINEA PIG


    


    SEVERAL days later Edmond returned from a casual walk to the lake shore to find a slender blond young man awaiting him, who forced a smile to his sensitive mouth.


    "Good afternoon, Paul."


    Paul's grin became more strained as he extended his hand. A shudder shook him as Edmond's supple fingers closed on it.


    "Strange," reflected Edmond, "that the few women I have encountered have not hated me so intensely."


    He formulated his own reply. "Men hate their masters; women love them."


    He led the way into the library.


    "Sit down, Paul."


    Paul seated himself, gazing curiously at the titles of the volumes that lined the walls. The skull of Homo above the fireplace startled him for a moment.


    "Professor Stein asked me to call here."


    "Doubtless he explained what I desire."


    "To some extent. I gathered that you wanted a sort of guide to Chicago's night life." Paul smiled nervously. "I supposed you were writing a book."


    "Not exactly," said Edmond, watching his companion. "But that will develop later. I will undertake to pay whatever expenses we incur, and will give you, say ten dollars per evening." In his mind's back-ground he was reflecting, "This one will serve; this is a good specimen. High strung and sensitive, his reactions show on the surface for my observation."


    "That is more than fair," said Paul a little bitterly. "I cannot afford to reject it."


    "Then it is settled. I shall require you for a month or longer, though perhaps not every evening." He reached for the inevitable cigarette; Paul shifted as if to rise. "I understand that you still write."


    "I am trying, or rather failing, to make a living at it."


    "What type of writing?"


    "Mostly poetry. I try my hand at a short story now and then."


    "Have you any with you?"


    Paul shook his head.


    "Perhaps a note book? Or a few fragments?"


    Reluctantly Paul drew a paper covered note book from his pocket. "I had rather not show these. They are merely jottings for the most part, and nothing finished."


    "I am neither writer nor critic. You need fear neither ridicule nor plagiarism; it is merely that I wish to understand you. It occurs to me that a glance at your work may supplant some hours of getting acquainted."


    Paul silently passed the note book to Edmond who spun the pages with his miraculous rapidity. Twice he paused for a longer glance. Paul fidgeted in his chair, watching the facile hands. As always, they fascinated him. Finally he selected a cigarette from the box beside him, lit it, and smoked in silence; after a moment more his companion flipped the, last pages, glanced casually at them, and returned the` booklet.


    "You didn't read a great deal of it," remarked Paul, as he dropped it into his pocket.


    "I read all of it."


    The other looked his incredulity, but said nothing. "There is one fragment that merits completion," continued Edmond, "the ballad that begins,


    


    Thotmes, loud tramping over Abyssinia,


    Swearing an oath of vengeance on its king


    Seized then the ebon monarch's first-born Musa,


    Blasted his manhood as a shameful thing.


    Thotmes of Egypt, mighty builder of images,


    Graven at Karnak, Lord of the North and South,


    Made of the tall black prince a slave, first tearing


    The tongue that cursed him from the bleeding mouth!"


    


    His cold tones ceased for the moment, then continued.


    "It will doubtless surprise you to know that some-thing similar actually occurred, though not exactly as you have noted it in your synopsis." He turned his intense eyes again on Paul. "Would you like me to tell you the story as it should be written?"


    "If you think you can." Paul's mouth tightened into the trace of a sneer.


    For some minutes thereafter Paul listened with a growing horror and a curious fascination to the meters that flowed in icy tones from his companion.


    "Thus it goes," said Edmond at the conclusion. "It is susceptible to much polish as I gave it, since I do not pretend to be a poet. The thing is yours to use if you wish, though"—he smiled—"I do not imagine that a very large portion of the public would approve of it. However, I am glad to note that your work escapes at least one fault; few creatures to my mind are sovalueless as the poet who writes vapid optimisms about this somewhat horrible process of living."


    Paul departed, feeling dazed, and not a little angry. He felt somehow as though he had been subjected to innumerable subtle insults, though exactly how he did not understand.


    The following evening at the appointed hour he presented himself at Edmond's home, finding his strange employer twirling the leaves of a book and smoking.


    "Tonight you shall take me to some place of amusement," he said as Paul waited, "where there is music and dancing."


    "The crowd is going to Spangli's just now." "Spangli's will do,' said Edmond rising. "I have been there."


    "Why on earth do you need me as guide, if you've been there?"


    "You shall interpret for me."


    They entered the low roadster; Paul marveled at the liquid ease with which the vehicle slid through traffic. The car seemed elastic and flexible as a living, sentient bein.


    At Spangli s they seated themselves at an obscure corner table, whence the panorama of the room was observable as from a vantage point. The orchestra was resting for the moment; a clatter of conversation and laughter assailed their ears. Paul was silent, a little puzzled as to just what was expected of him; Edmond smoked and watched the tables around him. A waiter came up; they ordered.


    With a moan of chords, the orchestra swung into action. Several couples rose and moved to the dance floor, followed by most of the remainder. Everyone, it seemed, was young; skirts which last year had swept the floor were this year almost non-existent, and the girls moved with the slim charm of youth. They swung into their partner's arms with an eager buoyancy, merged into a rippling stream of dancers that drifted past. Paul watched them sympathetically; Edmond with a more critical observation.


    "Do you like to dance, Paul?"


    "Why—of course."


    "What is the nature of your enjoyment?"


    "Well," said Paul reflectively, “it is a pleasure allied to music and poetry, melody and meter. One naturally enjoys the harmonious mingling of sound, motion and rhythm. There is a pleasure in using one's muscles gracefully." He paused.


    "Explain it to me as if I were utterly strange to any of these feelings you describe, like a being from an-other planet."


    "You are," thought Paul, "or else crazy." But he continued: "Dancing is as truly a creative art as any other, since it produces the sense of beauty, if only for the participants. In the circle of the arts, it verges into dramatic art or acting on the one side, and into sculpture and painting on the other. It is an evanescent art, dying as soon as created, but so too is the playing of music. And of all arts it is the most widely practised; vast numbers of people have no other means of self-expression."


    Edmond, who had followed this with apparent intentness, crushed out his cigarette and smiled. Paul wondered momentarily whether his every smile was a sneer because of some distorted facial muscles. "A sort of Gwynplaine," he phrased it to himself.


    "I will tell you what I think," said Edmond. "I think that all dancing of whatever sort, is sexual, allied to the wooing dances of birds, and that ball room dancing is most purely erotic. The pleasure therein in the sensual rubbing of body on body, the more alluring because it is conventionalized and performed in public. It represents a secret triumph over the conventions."


    Paul smiled. "No woman will concede that."


    "No, since a woman must seem to be passionate against her will. To be successful—that is, to create the strongest appeal to males—a woman must seem to yield despite her inclinations. This is in the nature of a compliment to a man's attractions." He exhaled aplume of smoke. "Some of our nicest conventions in the attitudes of men and women are based on this fact."


    "Well, perhaps you're right. But I think there is a true beauty, a sort of poetry of motion, distinct from sex. The swaying of reeds in a storm, the rippling of a field of grain, these are very lovely things."


    "Bahl Your mind translates them to the undulations of female hips."


    Paul shrugged and glanced at the dancing couples on the floor. For the tiniest fraction of a moment he had a curious illusion. From the corner of his eye his companion seemed to duplicate himself; there was a momentary impression that two men sat facing him, four eyes regarded him steadily. Startled, he altered his oblique glance; his companion sat as before, with a speculative gleam in his bright amber eyes, and feathery smoke stream exhaling from his parted lips. The faintest trace of expression lingered on his usuaI-ly stony face—amusement, contempt, triumph? Paul could not read it as the thin lips drew another deep draught of smoke. "Probably the lights," he thought, as he turned again toward the floor.


    A mass of dark bobbed hair drew his eyes. The girl turned, glanced over her shoulder at him, smiled in recognition.


    "Hello, Vanny," he called.


    The slow drift of the dancing current brought her closer. She saw Edmond, nodded slightly.


    "Come sit at our table," she said as she passed on into the crowd.


    Paul's eyes followed her. The music stopped. Her companion took her arm and strolled to a table across the room. Edmond watched the two casually. He was a little charmed by the girl's grace; she bore herself with a pertness and spirit that he liked.


    "That's little Vainly Marten. You must remember her from school. Shall we move to their table?"


    "I remember her. No," said Edmond. "However, you may do so. This is sufficient for tonight, and I am leaving." He called their waiter and took the check.


    "Now what do you suppose," thought Paul, as he watched his employer devart. "What do you suppose he got out of this evenings activities that is worth ten dollars?"


    He made his way to Vanny's table still wondering. "Hello, Paul. What were you doing with him?"


    "Hello, Walter. My new job. Pushing him around to study night life."


    Vanny laughed. "May keep you away evenings," she mocked. Never mind—I'll manage without you." She smiled mischievously, and chanted:


    


    "There was a young fellow named Paul


    Whom his friends told to hire a hall,


    But the way things felt out,


    They were twisted about,


    For they found that a Hall hired Paul."


    


    Walter laughed a trifle loudly, he was feeling the first exaltation of liquor. Paul grinned, somewhat embarrassed. Walter filled a glass below the table's edge, passed it to him, reaching for Vanny's almost empty one. She refused with a smile and a gesture.


    "Practically on the wagon," said Walter.


    "No, merely a desire to remain within my capacity."


    "How does one learn that?"


    "Trial and error. I prefer public trials and private errors."


    "Smart girl. System no good for me, though. I al-ways err on the same side."


    "


    Paul set down his glass nearly empty. He was still thoughtful, silent. Vanny turned to him.


    "What's the matter, Paul? Are you stunned into silence by this brilliant conversation?"


    Paul smiled at her.


    "I can't get him out of my mind. He's so—well, so abnormal, physically and mentally."


    "Ought to be an interesting job."


    "Oh, I won't be bored!" He finished the remainderof his glass. "Say, Vanny, you've got a pat sort of mind for impromptu limericks; you should have heard what I heard yesterday afternoon. He reeled off a thousand lines just to show me how it was done."


    "Was it good?"


    "It was horrible! The man's mind is as agile and snaky as his hands!"


    "I'd like to meet him again."


    "You never will with my aid," said Paul, with a sudden dark sense of foreboding. He looked at Vanny, whose dark eyes gazed into his without their accustomed sauciness; there was a faint glimmer of anxiety in them.


    "Why—Paul, I've never seen you so upset. How can any person affect you so?"


    "Ugh!" said Paul, with a shudder. "He's inhuman!"


    


    CHAPTER IX

    FUTILITY


    


    FOR several weeks, with occasional breaks in routine, Paul and Edmond appeared often together. Together they visited the various havens of the pleasure-boundthe hotels, cabarets, and night-clubs. They listened to numberless dance orchestras, watched an endless parade of dancing couples, consumed a multitude of cigarettes and a not inconsiderable quantity of poor liquor. And Paul was still puzzled; certainly his employer was not seeking this alone in his search for atmosphere. Nor, to the best of Paul's knowledge was he himself contributing much to this pursuit; occasionally, it is true, Edmond questioned him about certain phases of the panorama but for the most part their discussions ranged through theoretical and highly impersonal fields. As for example, one evening at Kelsey's Venice. They had been discussing creative man, man the genius.


    "Great men are great," said Paul, "by virtue of an impulse that is overwhelming. No man is great simply because he desires to be. He must have in addition to a finely organized neural system and brain, an outlook and a sympathy that partakes of the universal. Genius is a oneness with life; expression follows inevitably. This is the greatest happiness possible to man."


    Edmond smiled in amused contempt.


    "You are wrong in every premise save the biological," he said. "Great men are great simply because they desire to be; that is your driving overwhelming impulse. Furthermore, genius is neither a oneness with life nor a universal outlook; far from this, it is a maladjustment to life and the most highly personal outlook imaginable. Nor is creation the greatest happiness possible to man; like its feminine counterpart, birth, it is the greatest misery. Genius is always unhappy, always out of place, always a misfit in its environment; and finally, genius is always psychopathic."


    "You believe with the crowd, then, that all geniuses are crazy."


    "I said psychopathic, which is to say abnormal by the standards of the crowd. To use your argot, genius is largely a gigantic inferiority complex. And it is always masculine."


    "That's ridiculous. Schopenhauer was long ago discredited."


    "How?"


    "By a generation of feminists. How many great women can history recall, and of these few, how many live other than through their influence on men, or a man?"


    Paul thought a moment.


    "There is some truth here. Of course the thing is largely due to woman's social and economic position in the past. She has been suppressed by lack of freedom, paucity of education, and being forced into youthful motherhood. These restraints are breaking down today."


    "Your premise is wrong. Men have overcome difficulties as great and greater. Lack of freedom, social and economic position, you yourself can recall a hundred men who have battered down these barriers." Edmond paused, looked at Paul with his piercing eyes. "What restrains woman, the thing that prohibits the sex from greatness, is her physical organization."


    "You mean her more delicate make-up?"


    "I mean her ovaries. Whatever creative genius she has flows into them."


    "Still," said Paul, "one can mention Sappho."


    "Yes; Sappho, goddess of feminism, idol of feminists. Sappho, product of the dawn, dimly glimpsed through the dawn's mists."


    "How do you explain her?"


    "I do not."


    "Then what of your theory?"


    "My theory stands. Do you or I, does any one now living know that Sappho actually produced the works we have? Do you know even that she was indeed a woman? Yet granting these things, granting that Sappho, with the abnormality that stamps genius, is the exception, it is still true that woman is on the average less creative than man. Less creative through media of art, I repeat, because more creative with the sub-stance of life."


    Thus for this period Edmond pursued his researches into the character of Paul, leading him into argument, promulgating generalities he knew to be abhorrent, rasping his sharp intelligence across Paul's nature like a file, to expose the metal of Paul's ego below the oxide. And finally his analysis approached completion. He drew his conclusions, put them to the test of experiment, and was satisfied.


    Paul, he decided, was no more than a complex mechanism motivated by desires and fears, and to a lesser extent by logical reasoning. He pushed metaphorical buttons, moved verbal levers, and observed the results; he was confident that out of his knowledge and powers, he could if he wished control Paul's actions as easily as those of Homo in the days past.


    He was increasingly unhappy. He was like a man in a Chinese torture-chamber, unable either to stand up or Iie down; nothing in the world offered him an opportunity to exert himself to the utmost. Things yielded too easily; he had no worthy competition.


    Knowledge! He could keep on pursuing it forever like one chasing the horizon; however far he drove it, it hemmed him in forever with the unknown. Now his knowledge of humanity was as futile as any other; what could he do with it? Paul had nothing to give him worth the taking. Once more he was brought face to face with his own conclusion: "Knowledge is the most barren of all illusions. It is a negative illusion, in that the more a man learns the less he knows."


    


    CHAPTER X


    LUCIFER


    


    "WHAT am I?" queried Edmond to himself. "I am certainly not a man such as Paul, and yet I am indubitably male. I am not human in the literal sense, for I possess qualities and capacities that pass the human. Yet I am very closely akin to humanity, since in appearance and in all physical attributes I am allied to them. Save for this, I should believe myself alien to this planet. Since I am unique among its occupants—I should think myself a changeling, a Martian smuggled here by some inconceivable art.


    He sat before the skull of Homo, idling an after-noon away in his chair in the library. The empty stare of the little skull drew his attention.


    "Your blood is in me, Homo," he continued. "In all respects we show our common origin. My skull is yours grown more capacious, my hands are yours grown extremely agile, my soul is yours grown out of all nature, and my sadness is your joy become intelligent. You are my incontrovertible proof of my own earthly roots, there is no gainsaying our blood relationship when the family resemblance is so strong."


    Again he posed his question, "Then what am I?" He turned the problem this way and that in his minds, seeking a point of departure for his line of rational argument. 'If I am of human origin but not myself human, there are but three possibilities. The first of these is this: that I am a survival, a throw-back, a reincarnation of some ancient, great race that merged itself with humanity in the dawn before history. The second is this: that I am no more than an accident, utterly unique and without meaning, a sport, a product of chance, with neither origin nor effect beyond the domain of chance. And the third is that I prognosticate, that I foreshadow the great race to come, that I am indeed the superman born ahead of his appointed time. The solution of my enigma thus resolves itself into the problem of the past, the present, or the future."


    He continued, "I reject the first of these, the concept of the past, on grounds to cal, since a mighty race in antiquity must certainly have left its impress on the planet that bore it, yet nowhere in the world do I see any ruins save those of human origins. Egypt, Babylonia, Greece, India, China, Yucatan--these remnants are those of human cultures.


    "I reject the second possibility, the concept of the present, on grounds ethical, since I possess a stroll pride of race and a bitter contempt for those around me. Were I a chance product in the world, should I not envy these other beings, placed here by nature under her own laws and protection? My differences then must be a source of shame rather than the inceptors of this strong pride, this derisive contempt.


    "There remains the third possibility, the concept of the future. Since I reject the others, I must accept the last, and believe that I foreshadow the coming of my race, and that I am the harbinger of doom for humanity. I am the Enemy, that which will destroy; I am the replacer of mankind, and the future incarnate."


    He stared back at Homo with sombre eyes, meeting the eyeless, vacant, insolent gaze of the little skull.


    "I am to man what man was to you, Homo. I am that which devil-worshippers adore, as perhaps your kind adored man, in fear and distrust of a power implacable and beyond understanding. For what else to man is his destroyer, his Enemy? I am all evil embodied to the human viewpoint. I am the Devil!"


    


    BOOK II

    POWER


    
 CHAPTER I

    THE BRIEF PURSUIT OF POWER


    


    ONE afternoon Edmond drove his car aimlessly north, through the interminable suburbs of the sprawling city. For a time the effortless speed and vigor of the supple machine diverted him; it was as invigorating to him as if his own muscles thrust him forward, until this too palled. He slowed the swift vehicle, permitted it to idle aimlessly along the white highway, which here paralleled the lake, visible at intervals as a sharp flashing far to his right. A narrow semi-private lane sprung out of the road toward it; at random he drove his car along through a crowding cluster of trees. Now the lane passed just above the lake; a long slope inclined to the top of a little bluff below. Edmond slid his car to the side of the road, and-stepped to the ground, walking casually toward the bluff that overlooked the lake.


    He stared for a long while at the unresting surge of waters; the sound of the breaking wavelets hummed accompaniment to his mood of melancholy. He sat down, stretched himself on the grassy hill, and watched a tree etch patterns against the sky above him. He gave himself over to his mood. Futility, he thought, hemmed in his every effort; he felt that he could take whatever he might desire, but nothing was worth the taking. Even knowledge and its pursuit had failed him. There remained what? power? Any terrestrial power lay in his grasp for the using. For a few moments he toyed with the idea, visualizing the means, sketching the plan. Several courses Iay open to him, within the limits of his ability—the financial or industrial, through the control of wealth. The martial coup, through the development of invincible weapons. The emotional control—such power as the great religious leaders wielded in more plastic ages. Or, he reflected, any combination of these three. The second plan held his interest somewhat more strongly than the others; it presented problems of technical difficulty —the design of a weapon and perfecting of an organization—to provide an outlet for his energies.


    He entertained no doubt of his abilities. The thing he desired was foredone in his mind; there remained only the deciding to be accomplished. This presented no easy task, for behind the drive of his ennui, his frustration, he realized that he did not want power over human beings. He did not hate them enough to oppress, nor love them well enough to guide. He stared down at a little hill of busy red ants before his feet, watched the creatures scurry about the important business of living and perpetuating.


    "As well call myself emperor of these," he thought. He kicked a little sand across the openings, observing the ensuing excitement.


    "They fear me as much and know me as little as men. What satisfaction is there to me?"


    He continued thoughtfully, "Yet certainly an intelligent ant would prize my power over his fellows; as a man would deride this, but prize that mastery of his own kind. Things devolve on the point of view; this is the only absolute in the universe, being the ultimate denial of absolutes."


    He lay back in the grass, watching a pale afternoon moon pursue the sun toward the west.


    "I rest solidly here on the grass," he thought. "The sun and moon revolve quietly about me; security and peace surround me. Let me alter my viewpoint."


    He gazed again at the moon, seeing it now as a hurtling sphere. truing to visualize his own relation tothe immediate cosmos. And suddenly his viewpoint changed; no longer did he rest in safety on a grassy slope, but clung to the surface of a colossal globe that spun at fearful velocity—off at unimaginable distances whirled others in a gigantic frenzy of chaos—giant spheres whirling endlessly through infinity—blazing and dying and being re-born in fire. He clung to the side of his particular atom—a mite, an insect,—while vaster shapes whirled and danced under the blind play of the cosmos.


    A leaf drifted from the tree before him. Edmond fixed his attention on it, won back to his normal viewpoint. The sun and moon dropped their mad dancing, moved slowly and majestically once more, and were only a little way above him. He found himself shaken, with his fingers and heels digging into the soft earth in a frenzy of effort to hold on. He sat up, lit a cigarette.


    "That is the abyss in which all things dance. What is a dream of power before that?"


    He thought for some time of his two vain attempts at happiness.


    "The path of Knowledge," he concluded, "while it starts apparently in the proper direction, loses itself and its traveler at last in an endless maze of meandering on an illimitable desert; and the path of Power ends in a blank wall, and is so short and straight that I see to its futile end from whatever point I stand, without the need of treading it."


    Thus he abandoned untried his scheme of con-quest. The atom-disrupter, that had risen in his mind as a world-shaking weapon, sank again to the oblivion of an experiment that was finished. Colossal things died in the conceiving, like an untold infinity of potential human genius.


    "A sort of intellectual masturbation," thought Edmond, "in that I let the seeds of my thoughts die sterile."


    There remained nothing. Was every avenue forever barred? Must he struggle to the end against the old futility that hemmed him, like one who battles a fog that closes about his blows?


    "One road is still untried, though I am by nature ill-fitted to travel it


    "Happiness through pleasure. The satisfaction of the senses. This presupposes the incidence of sex on my experience, and the pursuit of beauty. I find myself not reluctant."


    He rose and mounted the slope toward his car, a grotesque anachronism as he toiled upward, a being barn out of his time.


    "Paul must serve me here," he reflected moodily. "He shall procure me a woman."


    


    BOOK III


    THE PURSUIT OF PLEASURE


    


    CHAPTER I


    THE SEED PLANTED


    


    LISTEN to me a minute, Vannyl" Paul was expostulating. "I'm serious. You've got to answer me."


    Vanny stopped humming, turned her pert features toward him.


    "All right. The answer is maybe."


    Paul stared at her a moment on the verge of anger, gave a gesture of exasperation, and strode to the window. Her laugh followed him. For a moment he stared down the street, where a bat whirled and circled the solitary arc light trying, no doubt, to look like a dragon. Paul spun about, faced the smiling girl.


    "You're certainly expert at the fine art of torture," he said. Vanny wrinkled her nose at him, toying with the great black Persian cat beside her.


    "Listen to him, Eblis! He's accusing your mistress." She turned back to Paul. "I've been studying Torquemado."


    "You could teach him a few tricks,"


    "Don't growl at me, Honey. All I'm suggesting is the use of a little intelligence."


    "Bah! What's the matter with me, Vanny? Cod knows I love you, and sometimes you seem to care for me. Why won't you marry me?"


    "I thought we agreed last time to drop the discussion."


    "But why won't your


    She cast him another impish smile.


    "Said then the little maid,


    You have very little said


    To induce a little maid for to wed, wed, wed. So pray say a little more,


    Or produce a little ore,


    'Ere Pll make a little print in your bed, bed, bed!" "Vanny, you're impossible!"


    "But I mean it, Paul. Two of us can't live comfortably on what I've got, and your contribution would hardly suffice."


    Paul dropped to the davenport beside her, startling Eblis into an ebony flash to the floor.


    "I guess you're right," he said, dropping his face to his hands. A tinge of sympathy passed over the girl's face; she placed a hand on her companion's shoulder, touched his light hair.


    "Snap out of it, Honey," she said. "All's not lost save honor.


    Paul sat erect. "Very well, but I'm giving you fair warning, Vanny—this isn't going on much longer! I'Il have you somehow."


    She dropped her shining black head to his shoulder. "You have my permission to try—try as hard as ever you can, Paul."


    For a time they were silent. Paul slipped his arm about her, drew her close, but he still brooded, morose and unhappy. Best start a new train of thought, reflected Vanny.


    "How's the night-work, Paul?"


    "I'm through with it."


    "Fired?"


    "No; I quit. Couldn't stand it."


    "Why not?"


    "Something's wrong with that fellow, Vannysomething's very wrong. Either he's crazy, or—I don't know, but there's something unnatural about him. His snaky hands and all."


    "I used to think his hands were lovely, at school." Paul did not answer. He was still sullen; something weighed heavily on him. Vanny looked at him with a tinge of pity.


    "What's really the matter with you, Paul?"


    "Nothing I can tell."


    "Don't be silly. I'm no prude, and I have the aver-age gift of understanding."


    "It sounds foolish, Vanny—but I'm afraid of that fellow Edmond Hall."


    "For Pete's sake, why? You could crack him like a nut!"


    "Well, the other night—that's when I quit he wanted me to bring him here!"


    Vanny stared at Paul's distressed face, broke into a peal of laughter.


    "He wouldn't be the first freak you've dragged around, Honey!"


    "All right," said Paul, again sullen. "You would have it, and there it is."


    "But still, what's the trouble? Why not bring him over some evening? You're not jealous in advance, are you."


    "Yes! I am!"


    Vanny laughed again, with a taunt in her eyes. "Not in the way you think," said Paul.


    "Of course not." She was still teasing.


    "Oh, I don't think you'd ever fall for him! He's too devoid of sex appeal."


    "Then what?"


    "I don't know," said Paul, "except that I feel he's an ill-omened bird. He's et a raven soul, and it croaks behind his every mood.


    "Baal" said Vainly. "You get tiresome. Your souI's an old woman soul, and doesn t take second honors any-where in croaking."


    She cast off his arm, rose, and pirouetted before him, ending in a curtsy.


    "Come on, Paul. Switch on the radio, and let's dance."


    "I don't feel like dancing."


    Vanny crossed the room, spun the glowing dial. A dance orchestra swelled into melodious syncopation.


    She danced over to Paul, seized his hand and pulled him reluctantly erect, drawing herself into his arms as they swayed into the rhythm of the music.


    "Paul"—she threw back her head to look up at him—"why don't you bring him over?"


    "Never!"


    "You don't have to be jealous, Honey. I'd just like to meet him again."


    "You never will through me!"


    "Well, you needn't snap at me so!"


    "If you want to see him, call him up yourself!"


    "It would be a bit presumptuous, hardly having seen him for ten years—not since high school days." They swayed easily to the music. "However—perhaps I will!"


    


    CHAPTER II

    THE SEED SPROUTS


    


    EDMOND felt no more anger at Paul's defection than he felt at the rain or wind or force of gravity, or any other natural circumstance. Indeed, he had anticipated it, perceiving in Paul's nature the emotional seeds from which the refusal sprang. Still, a quality in his own nature, either the goad of ennui or a certain grim persistence led him to maintain Vanny as his objective. His usual merciless scrutiny of his own motives led him to a realization that a certain preference lav behind his persistence; this girl offered a rather


    rare aesthetic appeal that drew him more, perhaps, than his original plan contemplated.


    "I weave nets to entrap myself," he reflected, answering at the same moment in another part of his mind, "Surely I am strong enough to break any snare of my own creating."


    Thus he set about the task of rebuilding an acquaintanceship of his past. He wished to arrange an apparently casual meeting, confiding thereafter in de-signs of his own, and he was content for the present to trust to chance to provide the encounter.


    For several mornings he drove his car along Sheridan Road, past Vanny's accustomed bus-stop, but failed to meet her. Once he fancied he glimpsed her entering a lumbering bus several blocks ahead of him. He did not pursue; the chancy seeming of the meeting would have been destroyed—a subtlety he preferred to preserve.


    In his complex mentalities he reflected, "Paul has beyond doubt informed this girl of my suggestion; let her vanity be a little flattered by m Ty and then a little piqued by my lack of it. This at least will give our ultimate encounter a spice of attention." Thus he reflected, and afterwards parked his car on a side street; spending the better part of the day watching a school of minnows that sported through the lagoon in Lincoln Park. He thought idly of many things, amusing himself for a time trying to imagine a feat impossible to perform in the world of the Material.


    "All things are possible," he concluded, "given time and a price, and the greater the span of time, the smaller is the price required—and this in effect is but saying that in eternity whatever can happen must happen. Flammarion glimpsed this truth, but his specious theory of past eternity and future is obviously fallacious."


    


    The meeting was not entirely unexpected by Vanny. She sat at a table in Kelsey's Venice, with Walter Nussman. The orchestra, ensconced in its gondola, drifted silent in the fifteen-foot pool. Vanny was a little flushed, her black eyes a trifle brighter than usual; she had already taken four highballs from Walter's rather capacious flask. Walter was becoming a -bit solicitous; indeed, Vanny seldom indulged very freely, yet here she was sipping her fifth, and the evening still young.


    "Why don t you quit worrying about Paul, Vanny? He'll be around as usual!"


    "Listen, Grandpa! My worries are my personal property! For your information, I'm not worrying any-way"


    "What's the trouble between you? As your elder, I always thought you two made such an attractive couple."


    "We had a spat—and besides, I won't be coupled with anybody! I m a trust-buster!"


    "Huh?"


    "He was acting in restraint of trade, and I'm the Sherman Law. Verstehen SieP"


    "You're pickled," said Walter, with a judicial air. "You're soused, pie-eyed, blotto, besotted!"


    Something in his remark seemed deliciously funny to the girl; she laughed unrestrainedly.


    "Why I am not! I'm as sober as you are!"


    "My God!" said Walter. "Then we'd better leave at once?


    Vanny raised her glass as the orchestra emitted a blare ofintroductory chords. Walter seized the opportunity.


    "Put it down and let's dance."


    "Sure," said Vanny. "You just whirl me around. That's as good as a drink."


    They moved on toward the floor, joining the throng already swinging into the time of the music. Vanny was just a shade unsteady.


    "Put some pep into it!" she complained; but the sedate Walter danced as he always danced, marking time as if the staccato blues were a Teutonic march. After a while Vanny succeeded in losing herself in the music; she hummed the niece to herself—theperennial St. Louis Blues—and achieved the sensation of drifting bodiless on a gently undulating sea. She closed her eyes. Walter's methodical steps required no effort to follow; all her consciousness Sowed into the single sensation of rhythmic movement. She was dizzily content; there was a faint realization of the forgetting of something unpleasant. Paul! That was it. Well, let him do the remembering; she was well enough able to get along.


    The undulations seemed to be lengthening, rising to a peak, and then a long downward slide. Not nearly so pleasant. Better open her eyes—so. The room was swaying a little; she forced her eyes to focus more sharply, and gazed without surprise into the eyes of Edmond Hall. She flashed him a smile of recognition; he responded. Alone at a table; did he always come to these places just to sit and drink?


    "There's Edmond Hall," she said.


    Walter spun her around and gazed over her shoulder.


    "The cat-eyed gent sitting alone? Is he the electrical inventor?"


    "You don't have to spin me around sol I don't like it."


    "I had to write a Sunday feature about his radio tube," said Walter. "Wrote it without an interview, too; he was in Europe. There's something deep about it. Half the authorities I called on said the thing didn't exist, and the rest said it was a fake. Finally got a little information out of this fellow Alfred Stein at Northwestern" He chuckled. "The paper's still getting peeved letters from professorial cranks!"


    The music stopped. They joined the general exit from the floor. Seated again, Vanny toyed with the remains of her highball. It was nearly flat, she added a little ginger ale.


    "I went to school with him," she said.


    "With whom? Oh—Edmond Hall."


    "He's funny, but not as bad as Paul makes out." "Can't prove anything by me," said Walter. "Didn't we see him once before—at Spangli's?"


    "Yes. Paul was working for him then."


    She sipped the amber-fired glass before her. "Lister, Walter. He likes me."


    "How do you know?"


    "I'm telling you. You're my father confessor. That's what started Paul and me quarreling. That's why Paul quit his job. Hall wanted to come over. And I said I'd ask him."


    "I never saw you at the confidential stage before! You'll be crying on my shoulder next."


    "I'm all right. I'm going to ask him over to our table."


    "That's your privilege, my dear."


    Vanny turned; Edmond was still regarding her with cold amber eyes. She smiled and beckoned, and the other answered, rising.


    "Walter Nussman," said Edmond, at the introduction. "Do you write for the Sun-Bulletin?"


    "Guilty as charged," Walter laughed. "You must have seen my feature on your A-tube."


    "I did see it. If ever I want to conceal the mechanics of any device of mine, I will surely let you explain it."


    'Perhaps the article was a bit inaccurate."


    "A trifle so. I believe you did have my name correct."


    "Now I wonder how that happened! I'll speak to the proof-reader."


    "Say, you two!" put in Vanny. "I'm being overwhelmed! Such mutual admiration!" She turned to Edmond. "Won't you sit down? I thought you looked lonesome."


    "Thank you," said Edmond, meanwhile reflecting, "Paul has been playing my game, else I should have been compelled to make my own opening."


    "I'm thirsty," announced Vanny. "Walter, mix me a drink."


    Walter inverted his flask.


    "Empty, my dear—and lucky for you that it is!"


    "I have some," said Edmond, producing his flask. He was unobtrusively watching Vannv: she was still incontrol of herself, he perceived, though not with her usual cool self-assurance. "Her conscious self is relaxing," he observed. "Paul has forewarned her; Iet me use the means at hand to pierce this resistance." He permitted the girl to pour her own drink, while Walter grumbled.


    "Don't say I didn't warn you! You'll suffer the con-sequences yourself."


    "Listen to me, Old Man! Have I ever disgraced you? Have I?" she insisted.


    "I guess not."


    "Well! And I'm all right—a little dizzy, but perfectly all right!"


    She raised her glass. A feeling of recklessness swept into her; she did not note that Edmond's eyes were fixed on her. "Wheel" she said, and drained the con-tents. "How do you like that, Ancient?" she taunted Walter.


    "About as well as you will in another half-hourl"


    "Quit croaking! This isn't an inquest, and you're not the coroner. I came here for a pleasant evening, and that's what I'm going to have!"


    Edmond's flask still lay on the table. Suddenly Vanny snatched it, opened it, and raised it to her lips. Walter seized it, jerking it away with a trickle of tea-colored spots spreading down the crimson silk front of her dress. Someone laughed at an adjoining table. She wiped her lips with a napkin, dabbing at the spotted silk.


    "Boor!" she snapped. But somehow the last swallow hadn't tasted right; the floor was gyrating too precariously. "I didn't want any more anyway," she finished.


    Edmond stoppered his flask and removed it. "This is sufficient," he thought, and turned his mind to the furtherance of his designs. Vanny's control was at low ebb, and he fixed his eyes on her with a certain compulsion in his gaze; there was something he wanted her to say. She swayed in her chair, shifting her gaze as if to avoid some disturbing sight.


    "I want to dance!" she said.


    "RPttnr not " caul Walter 'TWA b.. 1pa vino' ''


    Edmond was peering at the girl, apparently estimating her condition; Walter's near-sighted vision failed to note the intensity of the lambent eyes.


    "She's all right for the present," he said. "I'll dance with you, Vanny, if I may."


    They rose, and Edmond led her to the crowded floor. She moved erectly and steadily enough, but with an effort. They swung into the moving huddle of couples. Edmond danced for the first time in his life, but observation served him, or perhaps his partner was in too uncritical a condition to judge. They moved smoothly, however, and Edmond kept his curious eyes on Vanny's, gazing coldly persistently into hers with some unspoken command. The girl leaned more heavily on his arm.


    "I want to sit down!" she said finally; he half-supported her across the floor to their table. She sank into her chair and dropped her face into her hands, while Walter watched with a look of consternation.


    "My God, don't pass out here!" he exclaimed.


    She felt, suddenly, a sense of foreboding. Decidedly, the world as expressed in her immediate surroundings did not seem nearly as pleasant as it had some minutes before. That last highball had been a mistake, as well as the fiery draught of straight whiskey. Walter was speaking to her; his words didn't register clearly in the blur of sensations. She was trying to formulate something, a thought that seemed trying to emerge by itself from a whirling turmoil of dizziness.


    "Listen, both of you," she said, "while I'm still on deck. Tomorrow's Sunday, isn't it?"


    "Certainly is," agreed Walter.


    "Well, I want both of you to come over in the afternoon. About four. Paul's coming, I think. Both of you—especially you, Edmond Hall!"


    She dropped her face to her hands again.


    "It's hot in here. I want to get out "


    There was a muddle of words about her. Walter—"No, we came, in a taxi." And Edmond's voice: "I have my car." She did not see the triumphant gleam in his amber eyes as he took her arm to assist her.


    Walter stood at her left. Her last clear memory of the place was of a full-length mirror in the hall; she glimpsed herself very pallid, but the strangeness of the memory was of Edmond; he seemed to duplicate himself, so that he supported her from both sides. She stood between two twin Edmonds and Walter's reflection did not appear.


    


    CHAPTER III


    THE PLANT FLOWERS


    


    EBLIS stalked into the room, spat indignantly at Walter for daring to occupy his accustomed chair, and leaped to Vanny's lap. She caressed his black velvet fur with her hand, stretched out her pajamaed legs.


    "Was I very awful?" she asked ruefully.


    "Never saw anyone worse."


    "I'm terribly ashamed. I only wanted to get a little happiness."


    "You succeeded. Remember the ride home?"


    "Not very much. It was Edmond's car." She thought a moment. "We stopped somewhere, didn't we?"


    "Yeah. Several times. Once in Lincoln Park for your benefit, and once in front of his house. Say, speaking of that, how do you feel today?"


    "Not bad at all. I've felt worse with less cause. Why?"


    "Well, he gave you something. Don't you remember?"


    "Omit the questions. I'm doing the listening."


    "Well, he went into his house and got something and I sort of supported you while he persuaded you to drink it. Said it'd ease off the after affects."


    "It must have."


    "Whatever the dope was, it laid you out like a black-jack. I was a little worried, but he said he'd studied medicine."


    Vanny reflected. "I believe he did."


    "Well, then he drove us here with you peacefully out on my shoulder, and between us we got you upstairs."


    "And left, I hope, like good boys."


    Walter grinned. "We held an inquest, and I was the coroner and you the corpus delicti.


    Vanny flushed. "I remember the remark, but you don't have to rub it in. I was miserable enough this morning."


    Walter relented. "We didn't do much after delivering you to the proper address. I was all for waiting around but he said the stuff would keep you quiet for five or six hours, and you'd come out of it fairly O. K. So—we parked you right there on the davenport and left."


    Vanny gave another rueful smile. "That's where I woke up this morning—ha a black and red dress that had seen its last party. I liked that dress"—she sighed—"and all I could think of was my invitation to you and Edmond to come over today. I remembered that perfectl . Think he'll come?"


    "Why not? It's the gentlemanly thing to inquire as to your state of health." Walter paused. "Incidentally I came early, so that if you'd reconsidered—we could always leave, you know. Plead forgetfulness. I thought it might be a trifle unpleasant for you if Paul and he were present together."


    "Thoughtful of you, at that," she said. "Of course I'm not sure Paul's coming since our spat—that's just a hunch. It's been a habit of his to drop in for a cold snack Sunday evening. Besides, I've a hankering to see Edmond when I'm sober; my impressions of lastnight are not of the clearest." She was remembering mainly the strange double image of the hall mirror. Do inebriates literally see double? And why twin images of Edmond at the expense of Walter's respectable reflection?"


    "The choice is yours, Dark Princess," Walter was eplying.


    "We'll stay, then," Vanny decided.


    The bell rang. Walter rose to answer; glanced down the apartment hall. He shrugged, and stole a glance at Vanny. "Paul" his lips formed silently. She spread her hands in a quizzical gesture of resignation, and Paul entered. He was patently not over pleased to see Walter and greeted Vanny with, "I'd hoped to find you alone."


    "I was just on the point of leaving," put in Walter, seating himself and ostentatiously packing his pipe. Paul glared at him as he lit up and _puffed complacently, but Vanny flashed him a smiof gratitude; she would thoroughly appreciate his restraining presence should Edmond appear.


    "Never mind, Honey," she soothed teasingly. "With your temper it's just as well to have the presence of a solid citizen like Walter."


    "Sometimes my outbursts are justified!"


    "All right, Everett True!" She turned to Walter. "Make some conversation, Ancient."


    "I can tell you what a rotten business feature writing is. Or any kind of writing, for that matter!"


    "It's not a business," said Paul gloomily. "It's not profitable enough to be called a means of livelihood."


    "Then why'd you decide to try to become a writer?"


    Paul ignored the implied slur. "As master Tristam Shandy says, `I would not be a lawyer and live by men's quarrels, or a doctor and live by their misfortunes, so'—he spread his hands—`I became a writer'—"


    "And live by their stupidity," said Edmond Hall in the doorway. In the startled silence the mantel clock chimed four, beating in dirge-like tempo to Walter's murmured, "My God, I left the door open!"


    "You did," agreed Edmond, as the three stared at him. Paul's vindictive glare left him unmoved. He nodded coolly and inclusively to the two men, and turned to Vanny.


    "I anticipated your recovery," he said. "I am glad to find myself justified."


    Vanny sensed the question. forming on Paul's lips, and felt a flush of embarrassment suffusing her face.


    "Thank you," she said, and cast about for some means of forestalling Paul's question. Walter was nonplussed for the moment; Edmond's reference in Paul's presence to the debacle of the previous evening had surprised him. Edmond himself broke the momentary silence.


    "I stopped by for just a minute or two," he said. "However, I should be honored to have you accompany me to dinner tonight."


    Vanny felt Paul's gaze upon her. She formulated a polite refusal, and heard with genuine surprise the sound of her voice in answer, "I shall be delighted, Edmond."


    "Thank you," he said. "I'll call for you at six-thirty." He moved toward the door.


    "Wait, Hall, I'm leaving too," said Walter suddenly. He felt his duty done with Edmond's departure, and had no stomach for the scene he saw foreshadowed in Paul's face.


    As the door closed, Paul turned to Vanny. His stormy eyes surveyed her.


    "Well!" he said.


    "Let's have it," said the girl.


    "What's that about your recovery? Recovery from what?"


    "I'll tell you! I was soused last night"


    "You—soused?"


    "Well, pickled, then! I don't care what you call it."


    "Vanny! You?"


    "No one else! I didn't enjoy it. I passed out."


    "But why?"


    "You ought to know! I was just trying to forget our scrap. I was only trying to be happy for a little while!"


    "Who was there?"


    "Walter took me to the Venice. Edmond was there alone and he came and sat with us."


    "Walter!" groaned Paul disconsolately, somewhat to Vanny's surprise. She had expected Edmond to furnish most of the fuel to his anger.


    "What's wrong with Walter? He'll never say anything."


    "That fat Philistine! I know he won't say anything! He'll be quiet simply as a favor! He just loves to do favors—the greaseball!"


    "Well, no one'll know!"


    "He'll know, and I'll know! He'll think I ought to be grateful because he's a gentleman! He'll think he's in our confidence!"


    "Oh my Lord!" said Vanny, a little relieved at the turn Paul's anger was taking. "I don't think that's such a vital point."


    "All right! What about this dinner date with that fellow Hall? Why'd you accept that?"


    "I don't know," said Vanny, wondering why she had. "I guess I was just mad at you. Our last fight was over him."


    "You don't care much for my feelings!"


    "You know I do, Paul!"


    "Do you mean you won't go? You'll break the date?"


    "No, I don't mean that," said Vanny, shaking her glistening black head. "I've got to keep the date."


    "You're going with him?" Paul was almost incredulous. She nodded.


    "Bah!" said Paul. He turned and slammed his way out of the door. Vanny watched him go with dark tearful eyes, and turned to bury her face in the deep fur of Eblis who still purred in the corner of the davenport. The great cat felt a touch of moisture; he drew back indignantly and leaped to the floor. Vanny flashed the animal a somber little smile: "Heaven knows you were well named, Eblis."


    


    CHAPTER IV

    JUPITER AND LEDA


    


    FOR some reason which she did not analyze, Vanny dressed with considerable care for her dinner with Edmond. With no idea of the type of restaurant he contemplated, she selected a severely tailored costume of wine velvet, with a collar as ebon as her hair, and after some consideration, violated the fashion by choosing sheer black hose and tiny black pumps. Edmond's prompt arrival found her ready.


    The strange amber eyes surveyed her, and she fancied they held a gleam of admiration. Indeed, Edmond, deep lover of all beauty, found her not at all displeasing, but his cool mentality, pursuing its inevitable probing, searched out the reason Vanny had ignored.


    "She previsions the conflict imminent between us, and arrays herself to sustain her own self-confidence. She uses her beauty not as weapon but as armor."


    But aloud he merely greeted her.


    "Will you have a cocktail before we leave?" asked Vanny.


    The other acquiesced, permitting himself a saturnine smile as he noticed that she poured only one. She answered with a little grimace of distaste. "Not for a long time."


    Edmond replaced his emply glass on the tray. "Where are we going?" asked the girl.


    "Have you any preference?"


    "None at all."


    "Then let me take you to a place which will perhaps be novel."


    Vanny was quiet and a little ill at ease on the drive toward town. She felt constrained and embarrassed, the usual topics of conversation seemed thoroughly futile—the "What-have-you-been-doing's" and "Howhave-you-been's" of former schoolmates. The phantom of Paul's anger, too, rode between them and conversation was restrained to simple generalities.


    Edmond drove to a section strange to her, well westward from the Loop, and led her into a plain little second floor restaurant with no more than a dozen tables covered with red-checkered cloths. She glanced around curiously.


    "Oh—Russian!"


    She recognized a giant samovar, symbol to America of things Slavic. Two nondescript men held each a curious stringed instrument in the far corner—balalaikas, she concluded.


    "Muscovite," answered Edmond.


    They chose a table in a deserted corner—easily enough, for only two other tables were occupied. Vanny was charmed by the appearance of a bearded waiter, and amazed when Edmond addressed him in throaty Slavic. She was charmed again by the cuisine, delighted with the appearance as appetizer of apparently unbroken eggs that proved to contain a paste of caviar, a little startled by the borscht, and once more delighted by a curiously creamy, extremely rich pudding.


    "Why, this is a gem of a place!"


    She suddenly realized with what enjoyment she had eaten; she had not dared taste food during the day. With the cigarettes came a sensation of normalcy; she felt quite herself again. She resumed her usual self-assurance, and Paul's difficult temperament ceased to weigh upon her. She felt again her cool mastery of self and situation, and turned her attention to her strange companion. He sat regarding her with a half-smile.


    "If I've made a pig of myself, the blame is yours for so perfect a choice of restaurants!"


    "I hoped you would enjoy it."


    Vanny pressed out her cigarette.


    "Shall we leave?"


    "At your pleasure. Have you the evening free?"


    "Of course. My Sunday evenings have usually been reserved for Paul, but he knows of our date."


    "Shall we try a theatre?"


    "No," said Vanny. "I'm sick of purchased amusement. Let's steal ours. Let's ride. We haven't really talked yet, you know."


    They drove northward through the cool autumnal air. The lake flashed, and a purple night-veil gave back the stars like an echo. Vanny turned to her companion.


    "Why were you anxious to meet me?"


    "Because you offer a certain beauty for which I have been seeking."


    She laughed. The compliment placed her on familiar ground; she felt as easily able to manage this being at her side as Walter, or fierce, sweet, lovable Paul, who always came back apologetic and dejected. Would he tease as easily?


    "Well, that's the first glimmer!"


    "Of what?"


    "Of deviltry. Frankly, Edmond, while you've been a pleasant companion so far this evening, you've not been quite the fiend I've heard."


    "And while you're as lovely at close range as I believed, you've not proved the nymphomaniac women are supposed to be."


    "What's a little better!" the girl teased, "but a bit too personal! Besides, I've been called cold before. I like the reputation."


    Edmond turned his eyes from the road, looking for a moment into hers. "Perhaps the name is less war-ranted than you like to think."


    For a short moment, when her eves met the strangeones of her companion, Vanny felt a little thrill that was almost fear. Instantly it passed, but a stray chill breeze from the lake seemed to rise. She shivered.


    "Now I'm really cold," she said.


    "Shall we stop somewhere?"


    She considered a moment. "I know! Let's stop at the apartment. We can talk there, and no one's likely to come on Sunday."


    The agile car swung around, driving toward Sheridan and its banks of mountainous dwellings. They entered, and Edmond, recalling the position of the furniture from the preceding night, switched on a single rosy lamp. For a moment they gazed from the window on the distant flow of traffic.


    "I always thrill to this," said Vanny. "Life centers in cities."


    "Civilization," said Edmond. "City-building. The word is its own definition."


    Vanny seated herself on the davenport. The great Eblis bounded into the room; she stretched out her foot to toy with him, then noting the direction of Edmond's gaze, withdrew it, smoothing her skirt in some embarrassment.


    "The lady has a prudish streak," thought Edmond. "I shall take pleasure in violating this inhibition." But aloud he continued the conversation. "This colossus called Chicago, and all of its species, is the outgrowth of power and its application. The cycle is selfperpetuating—great cities demand abundant power, cheap energy favors the expansion of cities."


    "Paul was describing the city of the future to me not long ago," said Vanny. "Not like this, but a clean and beautiful place. He thinks large cities will die out."


    "Being Paul, he is probably wrong," said Edmond. "The future is never explicable in terms of the past, no more than is the tree in terms of its seed. The elements, the germs, are there but the fruition is a thing apart." He was studying the girl as he had Paul, probing her mind and the subtle relations that are called character. Two evenings in her company gave him data; the conflict approached as he prepared tc further his designs.


    "Shall I describe the City of the Future, its glor} and its horror?" he continued.


    "If you think you're qualified," smiled his companion.


    "Let us see," said Edmond with a curiously sardonic smile.


    He began to speak in a low monody that droned in Vanny's ears like a murmur of distant waters. Gradually the sense of them merged into a continuity, but the pictures they evoked lived on, grew into a sort of reality. She wondered momentarily at this phenomenon, then lost herself in the magic imagery; it did not occur to her that she was being lulled into a quasi-hypnotic state.


    


    "It is hot—sultry, on the ground level. Above us is no sky, but a span of the first tier, the swift stage of the delivery level, and the first level of Palace Avenue. This is the city Urbs, planet-capital, greatest of the world cities of that future era, and here buried in the depths of her steel entrails, lies the forgotten ground that bears her. We hear the muffled roar of traffic above us, the voice of that great Street and the hiss of liquid-air coolers sighs from the walls beside us.


    "You turn to me. `It has been a year since last I have had occasion to walk on the ground.'


    "A great freight-bearer rumbles past, forcing us close to the walls. We walk on, since it is your fancy to walk, past masses of blank masonry, windowless but with many doors that gobble freight. Here in the dimness of the ground level the air of Urbs is foul with the breath of her thirty-five millions. Even the almost negligible costume of the day feels hot and moist about our bodies; you sweep back your black hair from your forehead with a gesture of petulance.


    " `And yet I love it!' you murmur. `This is the city Urbs!' And indeed there is a sort of splendor about the Aino even in its rlrnm-twat vnfr e e hnino its vastness to the depths wherein we plod. There is a shouting behind us, and a crowd surges for a few seconds across the street. We watch for a moment, then move on; there is always rioting on the ground level, but a shade of trouble shows in your eyes.


    "Ahead glows the red sign of the doorway of the Atlas Building, above a little stone-arched portal; for the great gates of the public ways are far above us. We seat ourselves in a lift for the ten-minute ride to Mile-high Gardens, half-a-thousand stories above the ground. The windows drop past, instant glimpses of the tiers that rise along the great Avenue, a moment's flash of a sky serrated by mist-capped towers, interlaced by the spider-web of the monorail. Then open sky and the cloud traffic of the city Urbs, and we step out into the sun and music and coolness of the Gar-dens. It is the hour of luncheon; the tables are well occupied. There comes a sudden burst of applause as we appear, for you are Evanne, called the Black Flame."


    Vanny turned dark dreamy eyes on the narrator. "But part of the applause is for you, Edmond. Tell me why." Edmond smiled his saturnine smile; he perceived that his designs were succeeding, for it mattered little what story he told if only it seemed real to his listener, so that his twin minds could insinuate his appointed thoughts. So he continued.


    "We seat ourselves, and a waiter brings the wines. A performer is singing—your song, Vanny, `The Black Flame'—in queer, clipped Urban English. But we stare down the teeming length of that mighty Street to its far end, where the twin spires of the Palace rise even to our eyes. There is the dwelling of him called in Urbs the Master, and in the outer nations, the Overlord.


    " `An hour—only an hour more,' you say. `Must you leave again so very soon?' and I answer, `There is revolution in Africa, and revolt in China. The structure of the Empire grows top-heavy like its City; some one must dance about on top to balance its teetering.' We stare again at the Palace spires, symbol of the Master loved in Urbs, world-hated."


    Edmond, who until this moment had no more than taken his companion's arm, now drew her closer, until the glistening black head lay unresisting on his shoulder and his arms encircled her. He droned on his story.


    "The quarter hour strikes, and the great fans at our end of the Street spin into a sudden blur, sucking out the fetid accumulations of the past minutes. The city Urbs is breathing, four gasps to the hour. But this is of no import; what both of us watch with bitter smiles is the sinking of an airship between the twin spires of the Palace. It is my Sky-rat, and we know the hour of parting impends. I move my chair close beside yours, the better to embrace you, as is the custom among the rulers of the city Urbs. There is wistful sweetness in the lips you yield; parting grows less bearable."


    Edmond now pressed his thin lips to Vanny's half parted ones; still dream-like she answered his caress, drawing herself closer. Suddenly she stirred, drew back. "Edmond," she whispered, "you are the Master!"


    "Yes," said Edmond in tones quite different from those of his story. "I am the Master!"


    The trance-like slumber dropped away from Vanny's mind, yet she still lay quiescent in his arms. A pleasant languor still held her; she was somehow intensely happy, and somehow contentedly helpless. Her will had been given to Edmond; she felt her old mastery of self and situation slipping from her like outworn armor, and was content. And then both mastery and contentment slipped away indeed!


    Edmond's facile fingers found the catch of her dress above her left shoulder, snapping it open. The wine-colored velvet dropped away from her as he drew her erect; a feeling of horror and violation pervaded her, yet the strange lassitude held. She could not resist, and only her stricken eyes pleaded with her tormentor to withhold from his purpose. For that which shehad decried in others was overtaking her, and she was utterly helpless to forestall disaster.


    But Edmond too was experiencing a revulsion of different sort. He had satisfied his self-given promise to violate Vanny's modesty; the thrill of her half-revealed body was highly pleasing to his senses, but another element appeared—the foreign emotion of pity. He felt the appeal of the girl's frightened eyes and quivering form, and found himself neither as cold nor as ruthless as he had hitherto believed.


    "This is a needless cruelty," he thought. "Let me give her some means of self-justification."


    He drew her close. "You love me, Vanny."


    A straw to grasp at. "Oh, yes! Yes!"


    "You are very beautiful, dear. Dance for me, Vanny!"


    Strangely, without Vanny's being aware of it, the radio was providing a soft melody. Edmond drew back, seated himself, while Vanny half-huddled be-fore him.


    "I must justify her costume to herself," he thought. "Dance for me, Black Flame!"


    Vanny swayed, took a few faltering steps while Edmond watched the flash of light on her black-silk clad limbs. Suddenly she crouched sobbing, with her arms across her face. Edmond sprang to her, raised her in his arms, and bore her to the davenport. Still holding her, he thought, "Something lacks. I have not yet justified her complaisance to herself." He considered a plan. "After all, why not? The form means nothing at all to me, and she is really a very lovely creature."


    He bent over Vanny's head. "When will you marry me, dear?"


    She stirred, looked up at him with tear-bright and serious eyes.


    "I have said I loved you, Edmond. Any time! Now, if you wish it!"


    


    CHAPTER V


    FRUITION


    


    THE thrilling drabness of a Crown Point wedding was over; since morning Vanny had been a wife, and it was now mid-afternoon! She' was alone now for the first few moments since the epochal events of the morning. Edmond had given her his car to drive to her apartment for such necessary packing as she had to do—things she would need in the house on Ken-more.


    She ordered her trunk up from the cellar locker-room, and placed her key in the apartment lock with a queer sad little puckering of her lips. Things moved so swiftly! Who could have dreamed it two nights ago—or even last evening? How had Paul taken her scribbled note? Had he told the rest of the bunch? What had they said and thought—especially Walter, who used to call her Vanny the Invulnerable? Invulnerable! The joke was on Walter, and herself, tool How had it all happened, anyway?


    "I don't care," she thought, as she entered the living room. "I just fell hard for him, and that's that!"


    Eblis bounded in with a protesting squall; she had forgotten to feed him in the rush of the morning's events. She rectified the omission, and passed into her bedroom. There she paused at the sight of the wine-velvet dress draped over the foot of the bed, beside the black hose and the diminutive black silk dansetteshe had worn; an embarrassed recollection colored her throat.


    "I don't care," she told herself again, picking up the lingerie. "I'm glad I wore it" She spread it against her, standing before the door-mirror, and turned a little pirouette. Black stockings must have looked somewhat less sensual, she thought, but there wasn't very much of the dansette. She tucked up her skirt, surveying her legs critically. Long, soft, rounded, nice!


    "I'm glad!" she repeated. "I'm glad he liked the way I looked—glad he was man and I woman enough to thrill! And that I'm honest enough to be glad! In fact," she told her reflection, "I'm a complete Pollyanna, and what of it?"


    She folded the garment, placed it on the bed, and proceeded to bury it with others from various closets and drawers. The janitor struggled in with a flat steamer trunk, and she transferred the bed's burden to its hollow. She followed with an old hand-mirror of her grandmother's, a manicure set that was a graduation gift, a few other mementoes. For a moment or two she hesitated over a framed picture of Paul, finally laying it on the dresser. "If there's room," she thought.


    The doorbell rang; she ran to answer.


    "Oh—Walter!"


    "H'lo, Vanny." He stood polishing his glasses. "Mind if I come in?" He entered. "Congratulations—or is it best wishes? I never remember which to offer the bride."


    "I'll take a little of both," said Vanny. "You don't seem very enthused."


    "Oh, I really am!" He paused again. "Only Paul, you know—"


    "What about Paul?" she was a little anxious.


    "Well, he asked me to see you. He got your note, and I guess it pretty well upset him."


    "I should have been more tactful, I suppose," said Vanny, "but I didn't exactly know how."


    "You certainly didn't! He came over this morning before I was up, and in such a state! 'You wormed yourself into this situation,' he said. 'You're Vanny's confidential agent! Now you see her for me!' Then he told me about your note, and he said; 'She even signed herself Evanne. To me!"


    "I didn't mean to do that," said Vanny. "I was rushed and excited."


    "Well," said Walter, obviously ill at ease, and with a plunge-into-cold-water expression, "the upshot of his remarks is this: He thinks you married Edmond Hall because of your quarrel with him."


    "Oh, that's utterly ridiculous!"


    "Well, I'm just telling you. He said, 'You find out if it's true. I can't go around myself, and I can't write or call up, but you find out and if it's true, tell her we'll fix it somehow. Tell her not to worry, and we'll get her out of it!' "


    "You tell Paul he's insulting!"


    "Now listen, young lady," said Walter, "I can see Paul's side of it. You know the whole crowd sort of considered you two paired, otherwise there'd have been a few others on your trail. I might have had a try myself. And you did show a pretty sudden reversal of form."


    "Paul and I were never engaged.."


    "He seemed to feel differently."


    "Maybe I did encourage him some," admitted Vanny. "I liked him immensely and—I was wrong, I guess. I'm sorry."


    "If I'm not presuming," said Walter, "just why did you marry Edmond Hall?"


    The girl flashed. "Because I love him!"


    "You kept it well concealed."


    "I didn't know until last night! Besides, I'm not on cross examination, and I resent being questioned!"


    Walter turned soothing. "No offense, my dear. IT sing your requiem to the crowd." He turned toward the door.


    Vanny relented. "Walter, you and Paul—both of you—must come to see me when we get back. Paul knows where.""Oh, are you going somewhere?"


    Vanny was a bit flustered. "Why, I suppose so—if Edmond wants to. We hadn't discussed it."


    " `If Edmond wants to!' He certainly toned you down in a hurry! I wouldn't have believed it possible!"


    "He's wonderful!"


    "He must be. Good-bye, Vanny—The crowd'll be less of a riot without you!"


    Men called for her trunk. She hurried a few last-minute articles into it, watched it closed, strapped, and borne away. She picked up the reluctant Eblis, and descended to her car, leaving Paul's forgotten picture still lying face downward on the commode.


    


    CHAPTER VI

    OLYMPIAN LOVE


    


    EDMOND was sitting in his laboratory when Vanny returned, and she ran up the stairs radiant and flushed and a trifle heated from her exertions. She stopped in the doorway. Her newly acquired mate sat on a board bench peering into a spinning bowl filled with bright liquid. She tiptoed forward to peek over his shoulder, and glimpsed a distorted reflection of her own face.


    Edmond turned, and she thrilled again to his glance of admiration. He drew her to the bench beside him. "You are very beautiful, dear."


    "I am glad if you think so."


    For some time they sat silent, Vanny content in her lover's arms, and Edmond turning various thoughts in the intricacies of his minds. "I strike closer to the secret of happiness," he reflected. "The pursuit of happiness through sensation, which is but the search for beauty, is the pleasantest and most promising of the ways I have followed. And this being whom tradition will term my mate is in all ways the most aesthetic, the most desirable means to my end."


    Vanny twisted in his arms, to look up at him. "Walter Nussman came in while I was packing."


    "Indeed. With a message from Paul, doubtless."


    "Why, yes," the girl said. "The whole crowd was thoroughly surprised by the suddenness of the affair. In fact"—she smiled—"I was myself! Not that I'm sorry, dear—but I just don't understand yet."


    "And that," said Edmond, "is hardly surprising."


    "Were you as amazed as I was?"


    "Not I" He had nothing to lose by frankness; the prey was trapped and caged. "I tricked you into it."


    "You mean you fibbed a little," laughed Vanny. "Men always do to girls—especially men in love."


    "I never lie," replied Edmond, "having never found the need. I planned your love beforehand. I took you at your weakest—at the Venice, when your resistance was negligible. I trapped you again last night—sated you sleepy with food, lulled you with words until you were prey to any suggestion of a stronger will, and then placed you in such a position that your own modesty, your own training, your own self-respect, forced you to admit you loved me. You could not have resisted; the experiment was too well designed."


    He paused, noting the effect of his words. A trace of horror, a trace of hurt reproach, showed in his companion's face, but not the violent emotion he had half anticipated.


    "Edmond! An experiment! You talk as if I were no more to you than these things around us!" She indicated the array of cages and instruments with a contemptuous gesture, watching for his answer.


    "But you do mean more, dear! You are my symbol of beauty and my final hid for happiness. Hereafter these other interests shall be—diversions."


    Edmond was satisfied. His bird was well trapped and tamed, and did not even comprehend the method of her taking. "And thus," he reflected, "ends the experiment's inception and begins its consummation. Now if I am indeed his prototype, let us explore the meaning of love to the superman."


    Vanny rested content against him; she thought nothing of his confession, he realized, because the thing was done to win her; it justified itself because she was the desired object. He drew her close again, caressing her body with his long fingers. Again he stripped that unresisting body of its coverings. His twin minds reveled in an unaccustomed riot of sensation, and forgot for the time to be properly analytical. He raised the vibrant form in his arms and carried her to that room where stolid Anna had borne him.


    The girl tensed in his embrace. "Edmond! There is someone else in the room!"


    She had somehow sensed his duality. "There is no other, dear. You tremble at shadows." He soothed her, drowning her senses in a flood of passion; her breath blew against him in fluttering gasps. "Cheyne-Stokes breathing," he noted, and then forgot method and analysis as his twin minds fused in a riot of ecstacy; Vanny was murmuring, and for a moment a paean sang in his ears.


    Then he lay panting, drawn and exhausted, in the silence of diminishing sobs; his fingers clenched into curious fists.


    "The superman!" he jeered. "Nietzsche—Nietzsche and Gobineau! Was it your shades that gibbered around my nuptial couch?"


    


    CHAPTER VII

    A HONEYMOON OF DREAM


    


    EDMOND awoke with an unaccustomed weariness and a heaviness in his limbs. A weakening lassitude sat upon him, and a somber sense of futility. "It is a truism," he reflected, "that pleasure is won at the expense of pain. The accounts of the cosmos balance, and for each thing that is granted, payment is exacted even to the last place of the decimal." And in his other mind: "To this extent at least I am human, in that my desires still exceed my abilities."


    But Vanny arose radiant; she went humming about the house, presented herself to the stolid Magda in the kitchen, and felt only passing regret at the defection of Eblis. For the great cat had liked neither the house nor its master, and had quietly departed during the night without a leave-taking, vanishing mysteriously as is the custom of his kind.


    Vanny explored her new demesne; she found much to admire in the old furnishings, and some items which she promised herself to change. The gloomy library with its skull-topped fire-place depressed her; some effluvium from the ancient volumes seemed to keep the place in deeper shadow than natural. She looked into several books; they did not interest her and she returned to the upper floor to proceed with her unpacking, to find Edmond risen and vanished, doubtless to his laboratory. She was happy; Paul, Walter, and her friends had disappeared from het memory almost from the moment of her encounter with Edmond, just three evenings before. It was as if she had been suddenly reborn in another character.


    Descending to arrange a late breakfast, she found her new husband reading in the library. He had had a fire laid in the grate to relieve the brisk autumnal chill, and sat idly smoking, turning the pages of a gray volume, as if glancing aimlessly through it. Vanny watched him for a moment beyond the arch of the doorway; she saw something romantically mediaeval in the faint flicker of the firelight on his pallid intelligent features. "Like a student in ancient times," she thought, and skipped in to perch beside him on the massive chair. He placed his arm around her, and she peered over his head at the text he held. Hen-scratches! "What's that you're reading, dear?"


    Edmond leaned back in the chair. "The only surviving volume of the work of Al Golach ibn Jinnee, my dear. Does the name mean anything to you?"


    "Less than nothing!"


    "He was an apostate monk, turned Moslem. His work is utterly forgotten; no one save me has read these pages for nearly five centuries."


    "Ooh! What's it about?"


    Edmond translated the page before him; Vanny listened almost incredulously. "Gibberish," was her first thought, but an eerie shudder made her tremble. Little of the mad blasphemy was clear to her, yet there was an aura of horror cast about her by the words.


    "Edmond! Stop!"


    He patted her hand, and she departed for Magda's kitchen, but she perceived a curious illusion; a gigantic shadow followed her just out of direct vision—a shape horribly winged and formless, yet never quite visible; it danced along almost behind her, and persisted for several minutes in the sunny kitchen. There finally she threw off her sense of depression in the matter-of-fact association of Magda, checking supplies of staples, planning menus for the following day.


    After a late breakfast, they returned again to the library, Edmond sat in his usual place before Homo's skull, and Vanny on the foot-stool at his feet. She watched the play of shadow on the little oil landscape.


    "Edmond, I don't like that picture."


    "I'll have it moved to the laboratory, dear." He had long since ceased to speculate concerning the daub. "And Edmond, dear—"


    He smiled at her.


    "Shall we go somewhere for a while? Not, of course, unless you want, but I should like to have a little time to adjust myself—to get straightened out. Things happen so quickly."


    "Surely, Vanny. I understand. Wherever you choose."


    Vanny was never certain thereafter whether they actually traveled, and, far from adjusting herself to her altered living, reality seemed to be slipping away from her like melting ice in her fingers. The journey, if journey it was, seemed too incredible, though parts of it had color and solidity. There was a day and a night in New Orleans—she remembered the startling expanse of Canal Street—when she was deliriously happy in Edmond's love, and other periods when they were. suddenly in the house on Kenmore, dream-like, without transition. But at other times she re-called visits to places and cities that she was sure had no counterpart in reality. They wandered apparently for many days through an unnatural bloody-hued desert, subsisting on the contents of a water-skin Edmond carried, and the meat of strange little fungoid things that bobbled about in the air like potatoes in water. And they wore heavy furs, and were bitterly cold by night; even the day brought only a wan half-sunlight, and the sun seemed small as a dinner plate. And once they stood very still while a great thing only slightly like the little airy mushrooms droned overhead; it was too high above them to see clearly, but it buzzed along with a purposeful tenacity toward some unguessable objective.


    At another time they stood bathed in muggy clouds on a low bill, watching the misty lights of a curious city below them. Edmond whispered warnings to her; something evil was abroad in the city, and she gripped a six-inch dart in her hand. She never remembered the outcome of this adventure, but she retained the impression of terrific destructive power in the tiny dart, and a vague supposition that it was a little reeket of some sort.


    And there were many nights in the house on Kenmore when Edmond reclined in his chair and she danced for him, danced with no thought of modesty now, but with a wild sense of grace and pleasure; the fire behind her limned her body in charcoal-like silhouette, and her strange mate watched her with an admiration that she would almost have died to create. On one of these evenings he stripped her white body of every covering and folded about it an iridescent robe of purple he had acquired for her; the room was in darkness save for a faint fireglow, and that night she danced with her body gleaming like a metal sword. The eyeless gaze of Homo's small skull seemed to her to follow her movements, and the musty volumes on the wallshelves breathed an incense. That was a night of ecstasy long remembered! There was never a night that Edmond seemed more human, more sincere, more vital in his loving of her.


    But reality was dropping away. The very solid walls of the house were growing unstable; they wavered and shifted like stage-settings when her glance was not directly on them; the sturdy oak doorways went misty as she passed, and chairs were never quite where she expected when she sat down. Even the familiar street beyond the windows took on a smoky appearance, and she could not read for the shadows that stole out of corners. This dream honey-moon was befogging her tense little mind; reality and fancy were becoming confused and inseparable. The solid material of every-day life grew shadowy, while the shadows in the corner took on a terrifying solidity.


    Edmond watched the progress of Vanny's unsettlement with an interest not altogether academic or unsympathetic; his experiment was striking emotional chords he had not known he possessed. And he him-self was not wholly unscathed; his languor strengthened about him like a misty net; nor was he unaware of the reason. His keen analysis of situation had instantly developed the x-quantity in the experiment.


    "We are alien beings, Vanny and I," he concluded. "She is not mentally capable of sustaining our intimacy, nor I physically. Ours is the mating of the eagle and the doe; each is in its own sphere a competent entity, but the eagle's beak is too sharp for the doe's lips, and the doe's hindquarters somewhat too sturdy for the avian physique." He twisted his saturnine features in a smile. "Yet there are certain compensations."


    But a culmination impended, and arrived with an uncompromising finality. Vanny collapsed first under the strain of the unnatural union. Edmond entered the arch of the library one day to find her lying senseless before the fire-place in a limp heap of iridescence, with the flames almost licking at her robe, and a reddening bruise between her eyes. He bore her to his chair and used what means he had to restore her; for several minutes thereafter she seemed dazed, and clung fearfully to him.


    "It came out of the wall," she murmured. "It came out on ragged wings."


    "The fire has vitiated the air here," said Edmond. "You were overcome, and struck your head on the mantel."


    "No! I saw it, Edmond! It flew out at me!"


    "You fainted and struck your bead," Edmond repeated. He drew the girl erect, led her up the stairs.


    "I saw it! I saw it!" she was murmuring. "It came out on ragged wings, with eyes that bit—"


    He supported her to her bed, easing her gently down. He placed long fingers on her forehead, and held her eyes with a gaze grown suddenly intense.


    "There were no shadows, dear," he said. "There will be no shadows hereafter. You are to sleep now. You are very sleepy, dear."


    Vanny obediently slept. Edmond watched her for a moment and then left her with slow thoughtful steps. He felt again the surge of unaccustomed pity; she was too beautiful to be thus tormented.


    "I must not destroy her!" he thought in his complex minds, and repeated almost fiercely: "I must not destroy her!"


    


    CHAPTER VIII

    OLD EVE


    


    IT was several days before Vanny felt quite herself again; she wandered about the house in her purple robe with a bemused air; but the shadows remained quiescent in their corners, and chairs and walls were properly inert. Edmond was pleasantly considerate, and spent much of his afternoons amusing her with dagger-like comment, description, or fancy, but there were no more visions. In the main, he held the conversation to commonplace topics and routine affairs. He had casually liquidated the bonds which had sup-plied her modest income, and purchased a variety of stocks for her. The two months of their union had witnessed a considerable appreciation of these, and he brought her a sheaf of certificates to endorse. He was going to sell them, he told her, as she reclined on her bed.


    "Fools are patting fools on the back," he said. "The rise will not outlast the month."


    He saw that the considerable profit cheered her; Vanny had never been close to poverty, but had likewise never hitherto known the carefree sensation of affluence. She was familiar with the argot of the Street; Walter and others brought the talk of the rampant market to the old gatherings.


    "Why don't you sell short, dear? Wouldn't it be wise?"


    "Very wise. The balloon is inflated to the bursting point. However, your profit, and mine as well, is considerable even in this year and this city. More would be burdensome, and involve a routine of management I prefer not to shoulder."


    Her confidence was complete; she did not question him further.


    After a day or two she was up and about as usual; except for a dawning sense of distance in her black eyes, she was quite the Vanny of old, laughing again at the little incidents of living, happy again merely because it was easy to be happy. October was slip-ping quietly along with its unexpectedly early evenings; she had been alone with Edmond for eight weeks and had not yet missed her old companions.


    Edmond, after her recovery, had fallen into his old routine. He spent his mornings in town casually taking care of the details of living, and his afternoons mostly in his laboratory or the library. She grew accustomed to his habitual comings and goings, and adjusted the machinery of housekeeping to them, though Magda, of course, bore most of this burden with the methodical efficiency of two decades of service.


    But as the month closed, she was not always happy. Edmond had changed. He was kind enough, thoughtful enough, but the old wild nights of flame were no more. There was some barrier between them, something of his building that kept them apart as if in separate cells. Had he ceased to love her? Was her bright body already growing stale to his senses?


    She worried a little as the days dropped one by one into the past; perhaps she herself was at fault somewhere—but in what respect? She was utterly at a loss, and thought wistfully of the nights that already seemed long ago.


    She offered her body as a lure. She used it in ways of which she could not have dreamed in the days past; she danced for Edmond like a votary before her deity, improvising a costume of the half-transparent robe. And all her reward was an almost reluctant admiration, for she perceived that he was not entirely unmoved. The prey rose often to the bait, but would not strike.


    And so October dragged into its final week. The days shortened, there were new songs on the radio, and the tottering market crashed with a world-wide rumble that she scarcely heard. She was puzzled and hurt by Edmond's indifference; the word "experiment" popped out of memory to harass her.


    There entered another element, equally puzzling in their relationship—she began to perceive the strangeness of her husband's character. There was a difference between Edmond and other men, a subtle something that she could neither express nor identify. This was less to be worried about than his coldness, for it seemed to her proper that he should be a being above others; if this superiority involved certain physical differences in eyes and hands—well, that was as it was. At times, indeed, she was startled by stranger differences, curious inhuman distinctions in his very thoughts. She sensed these things occasionally even in casual conversation, and sometimes in rather terrifying manner. One night when she danced for him she became suddenly positive that two people stared at her; she sensed another presence that watched her with desirous eyes. She stopped momentarily to gaze startled at Edmond; it was for that instant as if four eyes stared at her from his lean face. Thereafter the thing recurred with unsettling frequency, and she began to imagine thoughts and presences of peculiarly disturbing nature behind


    Edmond's pale eyes. November was dawning on a puzzled, wistful, more-than-half-frightened bride, in whose nature an ancient Eve was struggling newly awakened and demanding sustenance.


    


    CHAPTER IX

    OLD EVE REBELS


    


    EDMOND was not unaware of Vanny's predicament. From his sympathy and knowledge he knew, almost to the wording of her thoughts. However, for perhaps the first time in his life he found himself helpless to solve a problem he might have attempted. Continue the deadly intimacy of their first few weeks? He fore-saw disaster to both of them. Explain his position to her? Impossible, since he himself was not cognizant of it. Send her away? A cruelty as burning as that he was now perpetrating. He was surprised by the intensity of the love which he himself had evoked in this being who was his wife.


    "I played Eros too well," he reflected. "My arrows wounded too deeply." And his other consciousness repeated its old admonition: "The fault is neither hers nor mine, but lies in this union unnatural to both of us. Too close an intimacy will end by killing me and driving Vanny mad. Our separate strengths attack each the other's weakness; we are acid and alkali which are mutually destructive even to complete neutralization. Neither of us can sustain the other."


    So he followed his policy of procrastination, confident that in time elements would enter that might make possible a solution. The situation presented a deadlock; only a disturbing force could upset the balance to permit his intellect to play. He had no presentiment as he left on his customary morning's visit to town that this force was about to emerge. He diverted himself by reasoning out certain trends he pre-visioned in the world of finance.


    "The system has passed a climax," he thought. "Of the several rational methods to rebuild the structure of prosperity I see none likely of adoption save that of a population-devouring war. The little minds are too well in control of things, though doubtless they will muddle through as in the past. 'This is a rather hospitable planet, and provides a large margin of safety for the errors of its inhabitants. Likely enough in the next several years some new industry will rescue the phantom called prosperity, which was aided by the auto-mobile and abetted by mass credit."


    


    Vanny felt a surge of real pleasure as she greeted Paul, who entered looking rather woebegone, with his yellow hair in greater disarray than usual.


    "Oh, Paul! I'm glad you came."


    Paul was somewhat ill at ease, and too buried in his own unhappiness to look directly at Vanny. She led him into the living room, sat facing him on the davenport.


    "Tell me about yourself, Honey."


    Paul shrugged. "I starve on."


    "I'm sorry." Vanny felt his aversion to pity; she turned to another subject. 'What's happened to Walter?"


    "Walter's nearly nutty! He was in the market cleaned out last Thursday."


    Vanny felt a thrill of pride. "Edmond sold out boti of us ten days ago. He told me what was coming. He says it's not over yet."


    "Then he's Babson, or the Devil!" He looked sharply at Vanny, his attention drawn by her sudden start.


    For the first time he noted the distant look behind her dark eyes. "What's the matter, Vanny?"


    "Why, nothing, silly! What should be?"


    "You look different. Not so sparkling—more serious."


    "I was sick a few days, Honey. Nothing important." "He treats you all right?"


    "You're being ridiculous!"


    "Are you happy, Vanny?" he insisted. "You've changed so!"


    The girl looked at him, a trace of speculation in her eyes. She was surprised to discover that her trouble was plain in her face—or was it simply that Paul loved her, shared her feelings? She felt a rush of compassion; surely she had treated him shabbily enough! This was Paul, her Paul, who loved her, and whom she had casually and cruelly kicked aside. She reached out her hand, ran her fingers through his yellow hair. With the gesture, Vanny felt a strange stirring within her; her body was aching for the love her mate withheld. She drew back her hand, closing her eyes with the intensity of her aroused desire. Paul was leaning toward her, watching her.


    "What is the matter, Vanny?"


    The question recalled her.


    "Nothing. I guess I'm still a little under the weather."


    "Listen to me a minute, Vanny. I'm not welshing on the deal. I've lost you, and that's that. But you do see I was right in refusing to bring him around, don't you? I wanted you, and I had to fight. You see that."


    "Yes, Paul. You were right."


    "I was angry and bitterly hurt, Vanny. I thought it was a scurvy trick of yours to toss me aside so—well, so carelessly. I thought that at least I was entitled to a warning, a chance to plead my case." He paused. "Now—I don't know. You've changed. I hardly recognize you as the same Vanny. Perhaps you acted in the only way you could."


    "I did, Honey. Believe me, I did not try to hurt you."


    It's all right; what's the difference now? But it was an awful wrench at first, with the feel of your lips still poignant. Your kisses haunted me for days."


    "You may kiss me now, Paul."


    He smiled wryly. "No thanks, dear. I know these married kisses with the fire carefully smothered. About as much kick as an extinct cigarette."


    Vanny pursued the discussion no further in that direction; she smothered an unexpected impulse to insist, to repeat her offer, and returned to casual topics. For an hour the two sat talking; their old intimacy, the easy frankness of their long friendship, blanketed them, and Vanny was aware of a decided enjoyment. Paul was so solid, so real! He who thought himself a poet, an aesthetic spirit, and lover of beauty—how simple he was after all, how simple and human and understandable! No wizard here to evoke dreams and practise demiurgy and summon terrible and not-to-be-understood shadows out of corners! Just Paul, plain and lovable.


    "But he's not Edmond!" she thought. "He's not Edmond. I master Paul too easily—he's a sweet, normal, intelligent youth and he loves me, but he's not the flaming, dominating sorcerer I happen to love!" And again, while Paul talked of something—she scarcely knew what: "But oh God! I wish Edmond loved in the same way as Paul!"


    And an hour passed. As noon approached, the press of household duties made themselves felt; she could hear old Magda clattering in the kitchen. Paul, she recalled with a smile, never had any conception of the exigencies of time; she'd have to remind him.


    "It's near lunch-time, Honey. I'd ask you to stay, only I wasn't expecting you, and there's hardly enough for you and me and Edmond." She hesitated to voice her actual doubts as to the advisability of his encountering Edmond—not that she mistrusted Edmond's finesse, but she was skeptical of Paul's delicacy in such a situation. However, Paul himself realized the conditions.


    "Thanks," he said wryly. "I'd be uncomfortable any-how, under the circumstances."


    He rose to depart; Vanny followed him to the door with a curious reluctance, for he seemed to take with him a sense, a memory, of the old carefree days. Not that she regretted their passing, for she knew that she was Edmond's, flesh and spirit, utterly, for so long as he demanded; but the past too had its charms.


    "Paul, Honey!"


    He paused at the door.


    "You'll come back soon, won't you?"


    "Of course, Vanny. As often as you'll permit— tomorrow if I may."


    "Not tomorrow." It would be pleasant, she thought. "Come Wednesday morning, then."


    He was gone. Vanny watched him for a moment through the glass of the front door, watched with a reflective smile that was somehow a little wistful. But Edmond was due to arrive; she turned toward the kitchen and Magda, and the ancient spirit of Eve slept very quietly within her.


    


    CHAPTER X


    THE APPLE IN EDEN


    


    EDMOND was not entirely unhappy in his marriage, nor on the other hand, did he find his complete fulfillment in it. While he still delighted in the flashing loveliness of his mate, he still lacked the companionship he desired, and was almost as lanais, ac ;,, .r,‑solitary days. Nowhere could he find understanding, and conversation was of necessity limited to topics and viewpoints that seemed to him elementary. As always, his recourse was his own self, and his conversation was constrained to the give-and-take possible between his two minds. He still read, but with lessening interest and growing boredom—philosophy, literature, science, all had a familiarity and a sameness that disgusted him, and the rare jewel of novelty was becoming almost undiscoverable. He began to perceive that he had exhausted human resource; the nature of man and his works were too familiar to Intrigue him longer. So, for the most part, he sat and thought his own thoughts. These mostly devolved upon highly theoretical and extrapolated deductions, since he had abandoned for the time his routine of experiment. His esoteric labors were largely in the field of philosophy, as for instance, when he reflected in this fashion:


    "Flammarion, a nice thinker, glimpsed one interesting fact, though it is a truth based rather on man's limitations than on actuality. In eternity, says Flammarion, whatever can happen must happen, which is to say that all possible combinations of events will occur if only enough time be granted. Then, he tea-sees, since there is an eternity behind us as well as before, in the past as well as in the future, it follows that everything possible has already happened. Specious and logical; let us consider it."


    And his other self at the same time promulgated its answer: "The error is obvious. What Flammarion has done is merely to consider Time as one-dimensional. In effect, he takes an infinite line, places a dot on it to represent the present, and argues thus: Since there is ail infinite number of points on this line to the left of my dot, it follows that every possible point is located there. A fallacy, obviously, since there is an infinity of points, to one side or the other, not on the line at all! There exists, in fact, not one Time but innumerable parallel times, as Einstein infers in his pleasant little fantasy. Each system, each individual, possesses his own little time, and these may be curved as Flammarion argues, but certainly not in the sense he believed."


    So Edmond amused himself with his own cogitations, finding a dim and unsatisfactory companionship within his own mind. For here Vanny failed him as utterly as all the rest of the human world; however much she wished, she was simply unable to enter into an understanding conversation with her strange husband.


    Not that she didn't try; she strained her bright little mind to its capacity in an endeavor to interest him, retailing scraps of knowledge she had culled from her reading, questioning him, and listening with tense attentiveness to his sometimes incomprehensible answers. Edmond was always ready to listen to her, and always kindly explicit in his explanations, yet she realized the perfunctory nature of his interest; she sensed always an attempt at simplification, as one might explain to a child. The thing worried her, puzzled her. "I'm no moron," she told herself. "I’ve always held my own with the old crowd, and some of them were considered brilliant. It's just that Edmond's so much more wonderful than anyone else in the world!"


    However, an element that troubled her in far greater degree than his intellectual casualness was his physical indifference. He seemed satisfied by the optical sensation of beauty; when Vanny presented her-self in a guise she thought becoming, he was ready enough with admiration, but his caresses were dishearteningly rare. There were few of the nights of ecstasy; little indeed of the glorious abandon of those early weeks! Edmond refused to revive that disastrous intimacy, knowing that neither could sustain it, and Vanny danced in vain before the grinning skull of Homo.


    "I am no more than an ornament, a pet, or a dancing doll," she thought unhappily. "I have nothing of companionship to give, and now already my body palls." She was puzzled, weary, and wistful. Her body ,having once known the caress, ached endlessly for it.


    Paul's rather frequent morning visits were in some ways a solace, for at least he provided a sort of friendship she missed. His devotion bolstered her waning self-confidence, and kept alive the spark of pride that Edmond had nearly smothered with his indifference. Somehow, too, Paul sensed her perturbation, and his ready sympathy failed this time to anger her. A pent-up emotional volcano was threatening to burst its crust of convention and training; a crisis approached.


    Occasionally as in the past Paul brought bits of poetry for her criticism; he used to enjoy her ready approval and encouragement. Somehow of late she found this hard to give; was her taste changing under 1?dmond's dark influence, or was Paul's work, lacking perhaps some lost inspiration, deteriorating? As for example, this particular morning. They sat on the living room davenport, Paul in his usual careless disarray, and Vanny, interrupted in her morning routine, in a simple housedress. He was reciting a short poem that he called merely "Autumn".


    


    "Her eyes with their unanswered dreams


    Are bitter, and her face is old,


    But from her withered body gleams


    A brazen mockery of gold,


    Shining like ancient wealth untold;


    There is a coolness in her breath.


    The handmaiden is she of


    Cold—


    The harbinger is she of Death."


    


    Paul paused for her comment as he concluded the octet, and his silence roused Vanny, who had been listening half in reverie.


    "Do you like it?" he asked.


    "Why—it's very pretty, Paul, but isn't it a trifle—well—obvious?"


    "Obvious!" He looked hurt. "Why, Vanny! It's not supposed to be subtle; it's just an impression."


    "I'm sorry. Honey. I wasn't paying very close attention, I guess. Perhaps I read a meaning into it that you didn't intend."


    Paul looked at her. He noticed the distraction in her features, the curious haunted look in her dark eyes, the unsettlement in her aspect.


    "Something's troubling you, Vanny! Won't you tell me, or let me try to help?"


    She returned his gaze, seeing as if in memory the fine blue eyes, the sensitive features, the yellow hair she had loved. Old Eve, somewhere deep in her being, complained bitterly at that moment; Vanny's body ached for that which Edmond denied it.


    "Perhaps," she replied. "Paul, do you still love me?"


    "You know I do!"


    "Do you still find me—attractive? Could I still thrill you?"


    "Vanny! Is it clever or kind to torment me with suggestive questions?"


    Something alive behind the turmoil that was Vanny's mind was urging her on. That part of her which was Eve prodded the part which was civilized, the being born of training and heredity opposed the being born of the first primal cell. She reached a sort of decision. From her position properly at the far end of the davenport from Paul, she dropped one small foot to the floor, leaning toward him. The light wash-silk housedress strained against her body; Paul was not oblivious to the lure she dangled before him.


    "Kiss me, Paul. I want you to."


    He leaned forward. Suddenly her arms were about him. He felt her lips against his with a burning softness, and she pressed her body close to his. There was an abandon, a fierceness about her embrace; this was certainly not the Vanny of old! His arms tightened, pressed her. more closely.


    Suddenly she threw back her head; her eyes with their strange light burned close to his. "Have I smothered the fire, Paul?"


    "Vannyl" he was a little breathless. "I don't under-stand! Don't you love him?"


    She disengaged herself, drew away, and faced him with her eyes still burning and her cheeks flushed.


    "Yes, Paul! I love him. I love him as greatly as it is possible for me to love."


    "Then why-?"


    "Listen a minute, dear. I tell you I love him. I am not cheating, not stealing anything from him. What I am giving you is nothing to him, it is a part of me he doesn't want, a part he has rejected. Do you understand?"


    "No," said Paul, "I do not, but neither do I question."


    "I am stealing nothing from him," repeated Vanny, as if to herself. "I am living in the only way I can live. I am doing the only thing it is given me to do. I do not think there is any higher wisdom than that; if any exists, it is Edmond's province, not mine."


    She seemed suddenly to realize Paul's presence.


    "Honey, I want you to go now. Come back tomorrow morning. Promise me."


    "Of course," said Paul, still amazed as she hurried him out of the door.


    She turned back through the living room, wandered into the library. The skull of Homo grinned at her with a replica of Edmond's sardonic smile.


    "All right, if you know so much!" she snapped at it. `What else can I do?"


    The little skull grinned silently at her.


    


    CHAPTER XI

    CONVERSATION ON OLYMPUS


    


    EDMOND watched the writhing market as it slid closer to the edge of the second precipice.


    There was a crowd at the customer's desk; those fortunate enough to be in position to buy were grabbing for bargains that seemed unbelievable in contrast with recent prices. A wave of buying was cushioning the drop.


    A customer's man stood beside him.


    "You were certainly lucky, Mr. Hall. You got out just in time."


    "I allowed myself plenty of time," said Edmond. "The break came almost a week later."


    "Hmph! Maybe! Are you buying today?"


    "Not yet."


    "Not yet! Why she's already rebounding. You'll buy your line back fifty points higher!"


    "Did you ever review the history of past panics!"


    "Yes, but this is different! Earnings are good—business is good. Money's plentiful. This break is the result of internal technical conditions!"


    "So," said Edmond, "is an earthquake."


    For some time longer he remained, observing rather the crowds than the quotations. The frenzy of the first break was over; some watched the gyrating prices with a dull lack of interest, others with a bear of comment on each inward flurry: The Morgan group was buying, Rockefeller was buying, rumor told of a colossal banker's pool formed to support the market. He listened idly for a while, and then wandered out into the street.


    He stood at the corner of Adams and Michigan, and watched the jostling autos crowd each other, or scuttle into side streets with audible grunts of relief.


    "There is the germ of a true civilization in this," he reflected. "A truly civilized man would be in effect a free mind in a body of machinery."


    And at the same moment his other self was objecting, "But the existence of a free mind in a mechanical body would in itself eliminate or prohibit the existence of all art. Art is simply a reflection of man's instincts and training. Poetry and music and dancing are the wooing of birds and fish, and are inextricably tangled with sex. Literature in general is the migratory impulse, the urge to explore, as are painting and sculpture. Philosophy and religion are self-preservation.


    "This free brain of ours lacking the instincts that are a part of body could see nothing of beauty, and to that extent is not a truly civilized being."


    And his first self, answering, "After all, art is not beauty, since beauty per se is not existent. Doubtless, sunrise is the acme of horror to an intelligent bat, and the inhabitants of planets of the red star Aldebaran would consider our green earthly verdure a monstrous and obscene thing. Beauty and truth are not one, save in that each is relative to the observer, and neither exists but in his perception. Thus our argument is its own refutation, and civilization is truly of the mind and not of the instincts."


    So Edmond picked his way reflectively through the separate entities flowing around him, when of a sudden, like an awakening crash to a sleeper, his twin minds fused, and he found himself staring with a curious absorption at a figure half a block before him. He quickened his steps; a sensation unique to his experience flooded his being.


    The woman turned. Their gazes met and mingled like the mingling of molten metals. Two eyes, light like Edmond's, intense as his—a figure slim, and shorter than his own—an awkward and unnatural masculinity somehow inherent in it. Her hands were gloved in black, but the revealing suppleness was there.


    Edmond was staring at a woman who was in every physical respect his counterpart!


    And even while his consciousness reeled to adjust itself to this astonishing presence, some impish brain cells in the background were grinning. "Dog scent dog!" he thought sardonically, and raised theoretical hackles.


    Then he spoke. "I did not dream you existed already."


    The woman smiled, still holding his gaze with an intensity equal to his own.


    "I have felt your nearness," she said.


    Silently the two curious figures moved northward with the crowd, but no more a part of it than two molecules of hydrogen in a current of air. Unspoken, they knew their destination—the woman's dwelling place. North of the river, they turned west through the streets of little shops and decaying buildings, and into one of these.


    Upstairs, Edmond found a room, a cell like count-less others save in the profusion of sketches, pastels, and small oils that covered the walls and lay piled in corners. And these pictures he recognized.


    "You are Sarah Maddox, then," he said. "I might have guessed."


    The woman smiled.


    "I have two minds," said Edmond, "or a dual mind, but not such as the beasts call a dual personality."


    "Yes," said Sarah.


    "I have known a City, not past nor present, but a place where I am at one with life."


    "I know," said Sarah. The two remained staring at each other; there was a comfort in their proximity, as of two friends meeting suddenly in a far place. Then Edmond spoke again.


    "I do not think these are cities of reality in their sense. They are symbols, rather, of what may be. They are that world toward which we tend, for now I perceive our meaning, what we two imply."


    "You need not explain," said the woman. "I know."


    "Colors and objects are your media. I must phrase my thoughts, having but inadequate words."


    Sarah smiled.


    "Our implication is this," said Edmond. "That we are a mutation. We are not prototypes of things yet unwombed of Time, but part of a change that is. Weissman glimpsed the truth, and Evolution is not the slow grinding of environment on the clay of life, but a sudden unspringing of higher forms from that clay. The age of the giant reptiles—then suddenly the age of mammals. A fern, and then a flower. Things stable and stationary for a geologic age—then the crash of a new and stronger species, and catastrophically, that age is ended.


    "They out there in the street will bear more like us, and we shall replace them. The age of the dominance of Homo Sapiens shall be the shortest of all geologic eras. Five hundred centuries since he sprang from the Cro-Magnons and destroyed them, as our kind will destroy him. There will be disorders and turbulences, and the grindings of a deep readjustment as world power passes upward to us. Shall we employ it better than the beasts?"


    "How to judge? By their standard or ours?"


    For a time these two smiled silently at each other; understanding blanketed them, and was sufficient. Then again Edmond spoke:


    "There is that possible to me now which before was undreamable. That is intelligent conversation. Let us converse of realities, such things as the world of humans discusses not at all, save mystically or sentimentally, or in the gropings they believe philosophy. Let us speak of all things that are, their beginnings and endings."


    The woman smiled.


    "I speak," said the superman, "in poetry—not because, as some have believed, it is the natural mode of expression, nor because it is beautiful, but for this only: that in poetry alone can I imply the ideas which are otherwise inexpressible in language. Meter and symbol can suggest what words in themselves cannot convey; to these beasts this becomes emotion, but we perceive the implicit thought."


    "Yes," said Sarah.


    Edmond, who until then had stood as he had upon entering, now seated himself, and cupped his chin upon his incredible hands.


    "Before there was anything, there was Something, for there was the possibility of being—an existabiliity, without which all things were impossible. Nowhere conceivable does that state now exist, but on the remoter worlds, as Neptune, it is approximate, Neptune is thus the symbol of my thought."


    Then Edmond gazed intently at the floor as one reflecting, and spoke again slowly.


    "I am the Planet eremite, the gaunt repulsor of the light


    That falls like icy rain at night, from frigid stars and moons a-cold.


    Ye have not seen a world like this—the blank and oceanless abyss,


    The nameless pit and precipice, the mountain very bleak and old.


    Yet ah—my silence murmureth! Oh, Inner Orbs, ye have not heard


    That stillness where there is no death, because no life bath ever stirred!


    `But here God's very name is dead!' wept Heaven's mighty Myriarch,


    Then trembling turned away and fled, for Some-thing gibbered in the dark!"


    


    Edmond raised his head from his cupped hands, and gazed with the old fiery intentness at Sarah. Comprehension surged between them, and he smiled, satisfied.


    "There was a beginning," said Sarah.


    "Creation is simpler to the understanding than Pre-creation," responded Edmond. "Even mankind is to some extent creative, though the fools unknowing worship in their Creator a goddess instead of a God, since creation is a feminine act. Yet there is more to be said:


    "Dawn amid darkness, while afar


    The little lights in scimitar


    Lit up an age-old barren sea,


    Of nothingness infinity.


    Incipient air and pregnant storm


    Embodied then a giant form


    Still trembling with the power that gave it


    INTELLECT to damn or save it.


    SENTIENCE, from its twi-formed birth


    Of MALE and FEMALE, air and Earth."


    Sarah


    "Mine the torch, and yours to light it."


    Edmond


    "Yours to save, but mine to blight it."


    Sarah


    "Yours the seed, but mine the flower."


    Edmond


    "Yours the years, but mine—THE HOUR!" Another pause, as Edmond fused his twin minds Into a questing purpose. He spoke again:


    "You are right in saying that masculinity is of Inceptions, and femininity of growth. The sperm is mine, but the child yours. You are right, too, in saying that there is a compulsion laid upon us, not in the sense of a duty, but as a tenet of nature. We two have received a trust, that our kind survive. We must reproduce."


    Now Sarah's eyes, still gazing with unwinking intensity into Edmond's own, flamed with a deeper light, a universal light that glows in the female of all species. That, too, Edmond perceived, and to his consciousness there seemed a discordant note, but he said nothing.


    "There will be an ending," said Sarah.


    "Endings are simpler than Existence," said Edmond, "and Destruction, like Creation, is feminine; I deal with things already created and not yet destroyed. Beginnings and endings are your province; mine, things as they are. Yours are birth and death, but living is mine. As you and all women are closer to the emotional primitive, so are you more in accord with Creation and Destruction, for nature, which is the most creative, is of necessity the most destructive of forces. Therefore, do you tell me of the ultimate end and the return of chaos."


    Again Sarah smiled that fleeting and intense smile. Then, folding her hands, she spoke softly.


    


    "There came a night when all things lay


    As if some wind had swept away


    All vestiges of pulsing life,


    And left cold bodies to be prey


    To primal elements, while they


    Renewed their immemorial strife."


    


    "That," said Edmond, "is approximate truth. The music of the spheres is a gigantic crashing as they pass into existence and out of it."


    But his other self was reflecting, "Intellectually she is all that I desire. Physically she possesses no tiny trace of appeal. Why?"


    He stood upright. "There are things to be done. I must go."


    Sarah smiled without reply. Both understood that other meetings were inevitable, desired by both. Edmond passed again into the streets of jostling vehicles.


    


    CHAPTER XII

    SATAN


    


    MEANWHILE Paul and Vanny again reclined before the fireplace of the monkey's skull, and Paul spoke of such things as poets speak of. Vanny listened, though a little wearily, yet withal indulgently. She had not colored her cheeks, and her eyes had still more of the inexplicable distance that had been growing therein.


    "So that if poetry is but meter—a tom-tom beat, —then beauty itself can be reduced to mathematics," said Paul, and paused for a reply.


    None followed. Vanny turned her luminous eyes upon him.


    "You haven't listened to a word," sulked Paul.


    "I have, Paul. All you say is true—very true, childishly true. But—Paul, you are only a child—all of us are children—to him!"


    "Can't you forget him for a minute?"


    Vanny did not answer.


    "That devil!" said Paul.


    "Yes—his name is Lucifer."


    "No,—Caliban—Vanny, he's mad, and he's making you mad, too!"


    "Often," said Vanny, "I have wondered if that were the explanation. Perhaps! Only there is something else—something inexplicable—either divine or infernal. Something—"


    Her voice dropped. Suddenly she looked at the man with a deeper luminescence in her eyes, so that Paul started back aghast.


    ."Paul, Paul—he is different—inhuman, somehow! At times," her voice grew tense, her eyes desperate, "at times, Paul, he is two people!"


    "What, Vanny?"


    "No, I mean it, Paul! I can feel it, sense it! Not physically, but I can feel the presence, and both are he! I am afraid of him, Paul, but I love him like—like a dog his master—like—" She fell silent, leaving her simile mysteriously incomplete.


    "He is unbelievably powerful," she said, after a long pause. "Nothing ever bars him from the attainment of his purposes. Think, Paul, how he has defeated you at every encounter from earliest school days, and some-times in rather terrible fashion!"


    "Do you think so?" returned Paul. "I thought—" He paused, reconsidering the idea he had been about to phrase. It had occurred to him that in this present encounter he was besting his redoubtable opponent, winning from him the greatest of his treasures. But was he? Was he not rather contenting himself with the leavings, with a part of Vanny that Edmond, for his own insane reasons, had rejected? "He ravishes her soul like the orthodox Devil," Paul thought, "leaving her body easy prey with the spirit drained out of it."


    "I know this," said Vanny; "that if the whole world were set on one course, all the ministers, scientists, rich men, generals, and statesmen wanted one thing, and Edmond opposed it, he could sit in his black-windowed room upstairs and contrive a means to defeat them. You see, Paul, this sense makes his companionship very poignant, but also blasting and withering like a desert sun; and his love is languid and insufferable!" Some rising emotion shook her; tears were beginning to glisten in her eyes. "But I love him, Paul! I want his love and I am miserably cheated!" She was panting in an effort to suppress her tears; an old phrase of Edmond's, the word "experiment," had returned in memory to harass her.


    ''Whatever he wants is inevitably his." she continued sadly, and then, with a sudden flash of insight: "His one weakness, and like a curse on him, is never to know his desire, to want nothing at all badly enough to make its attainment a satisfaction—not me nor anything in the world!" She was weeping bitterly now, and her emotion burned rampant on its own fuel.


    Paul seized her shoulders, shook her, held her close, so that her eyes were hidden. Her hysteria subsided. "Vanny, you must come. This is madness."


    "No, Paul."


    She lay in his arms as many times before, and Paul felt as always the seductiveness of her.


    "Paul—"


    "Yes, dearest."


    "Give me love again—human love—like men and women and natural things!"


    Minutes passed—Edmond entered quietly and stood above them with his old ironic smile.


    Paul rose pallid and dishevelled, and faced Edmond, who said nothing, but only waited with a smile of bitterness, his blazing eyes on Paul. Vanny crouched in terror, her eyes on Edmond, her hands fluttering frantically.


    Silence.


    "Well," said Paul at length, "after the manner of such gentlemen as I, I had better ask what you are going to do about it."


    Edmond did not reply nor vary his gaze.


    "Don't blame Vanny," said Paul. "Blame me, and mostly yourself. You're not fit for her, you know." Edmond did not reply.


    "It's your fault," said Paul. "She wanted your love and you withheld it. She's told me. She needs it, and you made her desperate." He felt a surge of panic, and his voice rose. "You've got to let her go! You're making her as crazy as yourself—Don't you see it? She can't stand it! Let her go, I tell you!"


    Edmond did not reply.


    "You devil!" Paul felt as if he were screaming. "Will you let her go? You don't want her! Let her find what happiness she can!"


    He choked. Edmond did not reply.


    An outburst of deep terror was flooding Paul's brain, as he understood that he faced something unnatural. He uttered a cry that was curiously shrill, and drove a clenched hand to Edmond's face. Edmond fell back against the wall and the ironic smile seemed to grow more bitter in a driblet of scarlet from the crushed lips, but there was no change in his intense gaze as Paul fled sobbing.


    Edmond turned his eyes on Vanny, who through usage found them bearable. She smoothed her hair and garment, and stood before him like an ivory statue, a pallor on her cheek and a question in her haunted eyes.


    "For that he should have died," said Edmond, speaking at last, "but that he spoke the truth. You must be released. I will go."


    "Do you think, Edmond," answered Vanny slowly, "that anywhere I can now find companionship or love other than that I know with you? Because through you I have almost understood the inscrutable things, other men are as children or the beasts of nature'


    Edmond shook his head sadly.


    "Do not part us, Edmond," said Vanny. "I love you, Edmond."


    "They think we are both mad," she said, "and I too think so,—sometimes; but often I know otherwise when I perceive that you are an angel or a devil, or something more than a man. Nevertheless, I love you, Edmond."


    And at his silence, she continued, "Do not punish me, Edmond, because I have these several times yielded to the stubborn bestial clay within me; I have more of the beast than you, but now I swear it is dead, Edmond. I will ask no more of you, no more than you will give."


    And again, "Will you understand me, Edmond?" At last he spoke, gently.


    "I am not angry, Vanny, nor do I fail to under-stand. There is something else between us, something ineradicable and fatal to any further union of ours.


    "Vanny, I am not human!"


    "You are telling me that you are the Devil," she said, "but I love you Edmond."


    "No, Vanny, it is less comprehensible than that. You and I are alien, not in race, but in species. This is why you are unable to bear a child by me, nor ever will be able. We are fortunate in that, for a child of ours would be far worse than any mixed breed; it would be a hybrid!"


    Through his other mind flashed a comparison of Vanny's pale body and his own deformity.


    "When the horse and ass breed," he said, "the off-spring is a mule. Vanny, our child would be—a mule!"


    And as her desolate eyes still gazed into his:


    "Perhaps I am the Devil, inasmuch as I am mankind's arch-enemy, and that which will destroy him. What else is the Devil?"


    A sort of comprehension was born in Vanny's mind. She glimpsed the meaning of her husband, and a feeling of the inevitable disaster dawned in her. Henceforth, they were enemies, alien species, like the lion and the lamb, but with no ultimate lying-down together!


    "Then good-bye, Edmond."


    For once Edmond vocalized the obvious.


    "Good-bye, Vanny!"


    As he moved again out into the street, he was more utterly miserable than ever before.


    


    CHAPTER XIII

    LILITH AND ADAM


    


    EDMOND and Sarah, two strange elements in the fantastic quadrangle, seemed for the brief ensuing period to be more perfectly aligned, to possess a greater degree of harmony than the stormy combination that was the origin of their union. Sarah, cold, languid, impersonal, seemed to her companion a fit and desirable consort, and a haven of peace and quiet intellect. Not yet had the demands of his body made themselves evident, and the pleasant poison he had imbibed was yet to run its course in his nature.


    Still, a remnant of the sorrow Edmond felt at the loss of Vanny survived to sadden him. Sympathy and pity were emotions that had grown less foreign to his character, and he was coming to know a sort of familiarity for their twin dolorous faces. Yet the first bitterness of his renunciation passed with the inception of Sarah's completer understanding. He managed to suppress for the time being that sense of beauty which was the one trait that had so far yielded him a modicum of satisfaction. Sometimes, however, the urge returned to plague him, and he wondered anew at the self-borne inconsistency that caused him to find beauty in an alien creature.


    "There is a sort of Satanic majesty about Sarah," he thought, "and her self-sufficiency is admirable, and Droner to her kind. There is also a very precious element in understanding and companionship, and Sarah only, of all created beings, has that to offer me. It is irrational for me to seek in her a beauty her heredity denies her, the more irrational since her body, and not human woman's, is my appointed lure. And yet, rational or not, I miss the white wistful loveliness that is Vanny's! I have twisted my own nature into hopelessly unnatural channels!"


    So he entered into this new union, part of him satisfied, and part of him prey to a longing that survived out of his old life. He moved Sarah away from her drab little room into an apartment overlooking the Park on Lake View Avenue. He doubted whether the change to more commodious quarters affected her at all, for so self-contained an entity was she that her surroundings were of all influences the most negligible. Not that she was a stranger to beauty, her artistry denied that supposition; but she drew her inspiration from a source far removed from reality, somewhere in the depths of her own complex character. She found, in her quiet and complacent duality, compensations that Edmond for all his rest-less seeking was forever denied.


    Their wooing was a languid, and to Edmond, a disappointing affair lacking both the stimulus of obstacles and the spur of uncertainty. Sarah was ac-quiescent but unresponsive, yielding lackadaisical caresses in return for Edmond's own unenthusiastic offerings. There was none of the fiery ecstasy that made Vanny's love like to a flaming meteor burning the very air in its passage. That compulsion to repro-duce, which had seemed originally noble and worthy of fulfillment, hung now about Edmond's neck like an iron collar, deadening half his pleasure in Sarah's companionship and reminding him insistently of the delights he had forsworn.


    "If this is the measure of my race's capacity for enjoyment," he reflected, "then whatever their attainments of the intellect, they have much indeed to learn from their simple human progenitors?"


    As summer progressed, the feeling of discontent deepened, and even the high and Platonic intimacy with Sarah was embittered by it.


    "Sarah has failed me now," he thought. "There is no release anywhere for me who am doomed forever to tread a solitary path."


    He continued his gloomy reflections. "It is a curious fact that all speculators concerning the Superman have made the egregious mistake of picturing him as happier than man. Nietzsche, Gobineau, Wells—each of them falls into this same error when all logic clearly denies it. Is the man of today happier than Homo Neanderthalis in his filth-strewn cave? Was this latter happier than Pithecanthropus, or he happier than an ape swinging through Pleistocene trees? Rather, I think, the converse is true; with the growth of intellect, happiness becomes an elusive quantity, so that doubtless the Superman, when he arrives, will he of all creatures the most unhappy. I, his prototype, am the immediate example."


    It was with a feeling of relief that he realized Sarah was pregnant; part of the compulsion was satisfied, part of his responsibility was behind him. Sarah too seemed to feel the lessening of the tension; their mutual interest in this purely rational undertaking of producing offspring bound them a little closer together. But Sarah withdrew more closely into herself after the event; she seemed to have less need than ever for a presence other than her own.


    Often, during the months of summer, Edmond brought out his grey car and drove for many hours and many miles in an effort merely to escape the dullness of thinking. For his very thoughts palled upon him at times, seeming to him a rather wan and sickly substitute for certain realities he had known. He was seldom successful in his attempt, for the curse of intellect pursued him with speed easily sufficient to outdistance the mechanism in which he fled.


    Still, the curious union was surviving. His nature and Sarah's never met in open conflict, since Sarah's desires were never deep-rooted enough to resist his own impulses; she gave way to him equably, quietly, and without rancor, yielding everything and finding recompense in her unborn child, her art, and herself, So the strange menage ground itself into a sort of stability as summer closed.


    


    CHAPTER XIV

    EVE AND LILITH


    


    VANNY sat miserably silent after Edmond's departure; the house seemed as still as the depths of a pyramid, and as old and lifeless. She was dumb, (lazed, by the impact of events. The whole impulse that drove the wheels of her life was rendered power-less by her loss, as if she were a motor whose current had been suddenly cut off. She sat unmoving while the clatter of Magda setting the table for lunch scarcely penetrated her consciousness; a long time later she heard the stolid servant removing the untouched dishes. Edmond gone! It was incredible catastrophe. The words were as meaningless as if one should say, "The sun has gone out; the world is condemned to darkness."


    The afternoon waned, and still she sat hopelessly, without thought, knowing only the depths of her misery. Finally she was aware that the doorbell was ringing, had been ringing for some time. She would have risen when Magda's heavy tread forestalled her. A moment later she looked uncomprehendingly at the figure that entered the room; realization came slowly that it was Paul, very excited.


    "My dear!" he said, "I came at once, as soon as I found your note."


    "Note?" Vanny said vaguely, tonelessly.


    "Of course! Here!"


    She glanced indifferently at the missive he presented; truly enough the script was her own, confuting in its accurate familiarity the very testimony of her memory. A single line, "Come back, Paul," and her own signature, perfect to the shading of its letters. Why had Edmond inflicted this irony on her? Was he, she wondered, attempting a mistaken kindness, or, out of the depths of his wisdom, did he indicate to her the course he considered best? No matter, she concluded dully; it devolved on her to follow his implied command.


    "He's gone," she said, turning vision-haunted eyes on Paul, who still panted in excitement.


    "And a good thing, dear! We'll have you free, start proceedings immediately!"


    "No," said Vanny. "I don't want that."


    "Why, dear! That's the only course!"


    "No," the girl repeated in the same monotone. "If Edmond wishes to be free of me, he'll contrive it himself."


    "Of course he will! And at your expense, Vanny—at the cost of your character!"


    "He won't do that, Paul. He'll find his own means, if he desires it."


    Now, with the presence of a friend whose sympathy she trusted, the apathy was transforming itself to an active misery, a poignant, unbearable pain.


    "I'm terribly unhappy!" she muttered, and began to weep. For a long time Paul, sensitive to her needs, made neither sound nor movement, but when she began to quiet from sheer exhaustion, he moved close to her, held her in his arms, and tried to comfort. After a time she was pale and dry-eyed and calm.


    "You will stay here tonight, Paul," she told him.


    "Not here! You'll come away with me!"


    "Here," reiterated Vanny.


    The afternoon dragged slowly into evening; night fell on the city, and still they remained in a room grown somber with shadows. Vanny would not yield to appeal or argument to leave the house, and Paul had not the heart to abandon her. In the end he stayed, feeling somehow as if the girl had won a victory over him. Nevertheless, the next night found him still present, and the following night as well.


    So there began a queer period in the lives of these two. Paul was nearly happy in the possession of the being he desired. He worked with unaccustomed energy at his writing, using Vanny's desk in the living room, and it seemed to the girl that his work was of more merit than heretofore. He was elated too with the acceptance of a short story by a magazine of small circulation but of decided literary repute; shortly afterward the same publisher accepted a poem.


    As for Vanny, she was far from happy, but her misery drove her to Paul for comfort. She clung to his companionship with a sort of despairing avidity, feeling her loneliness insupportable without him. He was simple, affectionate, understandable; sometimes she experienced a feeling almost of relief at the realization that his thoughts were of her own degree, human and comprehensible. More than that, she could hold conceptions beyond his powers, and could if she wished master his nature as Edmond had mastered hers. There was a grain of comfort in this, for she perceived that she retained something within herself of Edmond's more than human abilities.


    Magda, third member of the unusual household, worked on as stolidly as if she had not noticed the change in personnel. She prepared the meals as usual, served and removed them, and collected her wages each Saturday. It was as if she served not the tenants, but the house, as she had done for nearly a quarter of a century.


    During this quiet and unhappy interlude, Vanny was relieved at least of the necessity of financial worry. She had her own account at the bank, and her own deposit box. An inspection of this revealed a surprisingly thick sheaf of securities. considerably more than she had believed she owned; it did not occur to her that Edmond possessed a duplicate key.


    So life dragged along; the new year passed into being and the planet swung through the spring and summer arcs. Little by little the distant look was fading from Vanny's dark eyes, as the incredible sensations and events of her dreamy life with Edmond slipped out of the grasp of her memory. She realized their passing as her recollection of certain elements grew misty, but she had no power to fix them since they included conceptions alien to her mind. She was drifting back, away from both the horrors and the beauties she had known; she watched these latter vanish regretfully, but the turning of time seemed only to measure their disintegration. She was helpless either to aid or hinder the process.


    Sometimes she helped Paul at his work with an incisive criticism or a suggestion full of possibilities. More often she read while he labored, for her husband's great library was at hand for her use, but the things she dug out of the volumes seemed usually meaningless gibberish, lacking the interpretation of a greater insight than her own. At other times she simply sat and dreamed; Paul was sometimes amazed by the stretch of time she could while away in this fashion—she who had been of old so active, so impatient of idleness. She found the library a solitary retreat, since Paul seldom entered it; the skull on the fireplace grinned at him with too ironical a smile.


    Of late she had grown careless of her appearance; she employed no cosmetics, and her clear skin seemed always ivory-pallid. Mostly she wandered about the house wearing that iridescent purple robe that Edmond had draped about her; her hair drifted like black velvet around her face, and Paul thought her more lovely than ever. And then, as autumn sent a preliminary chill into the air, she perceived a restraint in Paul's manner; with something of Edmond's unbelievable perspicacity, she understood that he was concealing some unpleasantness from her.


    "Paul," she asked him suddenly as he sat at the desk, "have you seen him?"


    "Seen whom, dear?" He looked up perturbed. "Edmond, of course! Where is he?"


    "What makes you ask that, Vanny? How can I know?"


    "Where is he, Paul?" she repeated.


    He surrendered gloomily. "I saw him, dear. He's living in an apartment on Lake View; I think he's living with a woman."


    Vanny's pallor increased so violently that Paul was startled; he sprang toward her from the desk, but her eyes met his steadily enough.


    "Tell me where, Paul," she said, "or take me there. I want to see her."


    "I won't! You can't ask that!"


    "I want to see her."


    "She's ugly," said Paul. "Thin and shapelessly angular, and she looks like him."


    "I want to talk to her."


    "But he'll be there!"


    "Not in the morning." She rose, moving toward the hall; Paul gave in with a sigh and followed.


    "I'll go with you then," he said with a wan smile of surrender.


    Edmond had taken his grey roadster; they found a taxi, and sped silently along Sheridan. Vanny spoke not a word until they angled off the teeming Drive to Lake View, and halted before a brown brick apartment building.


    "Wait for me," she said then and walked unhesitatingly toward the boxes in the hall; his name was there; he had not deigned to alter it. She pressed the button beside it; a long minute passed without result. Again she pressed it, steadily, insistently, and waited; finally the door buzzed in mechanical invitation. She pushed it open; there was an automatic elevator, and she stood tense during the interminable ascent, half hypnotized by the long bee-like drone of the mechanism. The apartment door opened as she approached. Sarah looked out at her with intent, expressionless eyes, and instantly Vanny perceived the nature of this being for whom Edmond had abandoned her. This was a woman of his own sort, able at once to be companion and mother, capable of permitting the fuifillment of his life. Her mood turned suddenly to extreme melancholy. Now indeed, with such an opponent, it was a hopeless task to win Edmond back!


    The woman Sarah still stared without speech, and Vanny felt constrained to break the silence.


    "I am Mrs. Hall," she said. The other nodded silently, swinging the door wider and moving aside. Vanny entered, and the door closed. She stood surveying a room obviously of the better furnished-apartment class. Here and there about the walls were oil paintings, pastels, and crayons, and she recognized the handiwork; this was the same twisted artistry that had produced that disturbing landscape, once in Edmond's library, that yet hung in his laboratory. Sarah motioned her to a chair and sat herself facing her. The tense silence settled over them again. "I wanted to see you," Vanny said finally. The woman nodded.


    "I wanted to understand," said Vanny, "since I have lost him utterly—lost him," she added in bitterness, "because I was a fool!"


    "Do not imagine," said the woman in a voice of curiously flat intonation, "that your little peccadillos could drive him away. They are without meaning to him."


    "Do you love him too?" Vanny said.


    The woman spoke. "I have that which I wish," she said, and was again silent.


    "You do love him," said Vanny. The other made no reply.


    "I am sorry," said Vanny finally, "that I came here on such a hopeless errand. You understand that I must do what I can to draw him back; at the least, I must try."


    The woman turned her strange eyes on Vanny, and spoke.


    "No need to try," she said, "since you have never lost him. He seeks an illusion called beauty which he finds in you but misses in me."


    A tinge of joy showed in Vanny's face. "Did he say that?" she asked.


    "He says nothing. There is no need. Now do leave here and try no more to draw him from me, since you will inevitably succeed, and the course is disastrous."


    "Disastrous! To whom?"


    "To each of the four," said Sarah, "but mostly to Edmond." Again she was silent, while Vanny wondered dimly how she knew of Paul.


    She rose to depart. "I've got to try," she said, moving toward the door. The woman Sarah watched her silently, though Vanny fancied she saw a glint of regret in the curious eyes.


    


    CHAPTER XV


    THE LOSS OF BEAUTY


    


    SARAH was to bear Edmond's child in March, and late September found their curious establishment as settled as any normal household. But as the period of her pregnancy progressed, Sarah drew more and more into her own being. Her minds, always introverted, turned their twin backs on reality, to dwell in a world within themselves and bounded by their own configurations. Never oppressed by that craving for an understanding companionship that drove Edmond, Sarah now found still less need for any outside entity.


    Yet she did occasionally seek his caresses, and these he gave, although hopelessly and indifferently. And the old loneliness returned to Edmond with a strange new intensity born of disappointment.


    "Beauty has vanished out of my world," he thought, "and nothing is left me save a being who is to be a mother, and therefore is no companion."


    But his other self meanwhile was regarding a visual memory of Vanny, with her body that curved, and was reminiscent of glades and sunlight and things earthly.


    "The curse of the Cave still persists," reflected Edmond, "though differently in me than in men who daily go out to the hunt leaving their females to tend fires. Life moves in cycles and each individual finds his little circle encompassed by the greater circle that is society."


    Instantly his other mind visualized his concept, thus:


    One night he saw Vanny on Michigan Avenue, walking with Paul, and moved by that pity which hq had come to know, he slipped back into the dark entrance of the North American Building, that they might not meet. An ancient longing surged through his duality, and the sight of Vanny's pallor twisted in his breast like an oriental his. Nor did he fail to notice the questing glance of her luminous eyes, peering here and there in a hopeless search, while Paul talked earnestly of something negligible.


    "She feels my presence like Sarah," he thought. 'The suppleness of her mind amazes me; who can limit the potentiality of the simplest brain? She has learned more of me than I had believed possible."


    But the anguish of his loneliness persisted below the icy speculation. He wanted again the virile love of humans, and Sarah's languid caresses seemed ever less desirable.


    "I have tasted an opiate," he thought. "Human love is not for my kind. Vanny and I are as poisons to each other, and as I kill her mind with forbidden visions, so does she destroy my body with fatal pleasure.


    "Alien are we, natural and appointed enemies; no good thing may ever come out of this brief union of ours."


    He followed with his burning eye Vanny's diminishing figure.


    "Silver flame of Attic woodlands," he thought. "Why does she, of an alien species, draw me as Sarah should? I who should call kind to kind, as mare and stallion, woman and man?"


    And his other self supplied the answer.


    "Because all my associations have gathered around the normal woman-body. Beauty is to me what experience has trained it to be, and Vanny, not Sarah, is its embodiment."


    


    Often a vague idea of suicide beckoned, and as often a stubborn pride of race rejected it.


    "Surely no race whose first member is suicidal has any survival value. On me lies the primary burden of proving my species' fitness."


    And his other self replied, "This is the primitive idea of Duty that misleads me. This is patriotism, and pride of blood. Peace is a thing infinitely more to be desired; and peace is easy of access, and I know the way."


    But his first mind, considering: "Still, the idea is in itself repugnant, as it confesses the weakness of my kind. Better for me to live and suffer, that the coming of my race be easier."


    And his other self again, "Why aid these successors into unhappiness like mine? If come they must, then let them, but do not usher them into Hell. Cerberus had three heads, not two."


    And finally, "Neither the pursuit of knowledge nor that of power is happiness. Happiness hides in its own pursuit. Happiness is the quest; content, the achievement. But for me, who come before my appointed time, there is neither the one nor the other, since the goal is in a not yet extant future."


    But always in part of his mind the image of Vanny persisted. He perceived that love had two components, companionship, which is the intellectual, and passion, which is the physical element.


    "My love is thus sundered, so that I love one with my brain and another with my body."


    And he smiled his ironic smile, whispering to his idle self, "Of these two, the bodily love is sweeter!"


    "There is a delight I can never know," he reflected;—"the unity of these two elements of love. Sarah's mind in Vanny's body—"


    His idle mind envisaged for a moment a dark thought, to be toyed with an instant, weighed, and rejected. He perceived that in certain things fate is inexorable, and monsters are always to be abhorred.


    Then his twin minds reverted to Sarah—placidly intelligent Sarah, who alone could accompany him through the mazes of his thoughts, but could not follow the broad and easy way of the body—Sarah, whose pleasure in the bearing of a child was greater than that in its conception—Sarah, who knew nothing of strong human love, and desired nothing of it, her mind unpoisoned by forbidden pleasures.


    "She is normal of her kind," he thought. "In the placidity of pure intelligence, she is unaware both of the pits of despair and the peaks of pleasure; her existence is an equable flowing out of ideas, unruffled by any emotional breeze. But I am a creature of the depths, toiling forever toward shining heights that recede horizon-like before me. I have in a sense perverted myself with alien joys; my nature should have been as Sarah's, but that I tasted the poison."


    


    CHAPTER XVI


    IN WHICH EDMOND REFUSES LONGER TO FOLLOW HIS FANCY


    


    AGAIN one afternoon Edmond returned to his lake-cresting hill, whence he had watched the planet spin under him, and seated himself once more on the remembered slope. He watched the posturing of a golden finch, a laggard in the migration, in the tree above him, taking a sort of pleasure in its instantaneous grace. He answered its twittering, and reply brought forth reply, for all beings save Man and the man-ridden Dog were drawn to Edmond.


    "I am less of the Enemy and somewhat more of the Master," thought Edmond. "I am of nature the user, where man is the destroyer."


    But his other self sat within like a statue cast in lead, and struggled to think of things remote from that vision which was unforgettable. Like the migratory bird, his thoughts were drawn inevitably to the tropics of his mind; returning from the zones of cool speculation to that torrid equator where the two hemispheres met. So at last Edmond gave himself to his misery, and wrung therefrom finally a sort of dusky pleasure.


    "Suppose now," he thought, "I should evoke for myself an illusion, as I know how to do—a mental materialization of her whom I desire, and suppose I endow this image with the qualities of my senses, why should that vision not satisfy me? For I know that it would not. Is it that her thoughts and her personality would be my own? No; for the thoughts'.' and character of the fleshly Vanny are mine."


    His other mind replied, "What is lacking in the image of my own mind is Vanny's admiration, her worship and love. These are things I can never endow, for God knows I have none of them for myself!"


    Nevertheless, Edmond did evoke for himself a vision of Vanny, and by means of faculties for intense concentration made her seem real and external to his minds. For he found a pleasure in the contemplation of her white loveliness that logic could not argue out of him; therefore the image that sprang into being was that Vanny who had danced for him by night, with her body gleaming sword-like in the dusk. Edmond made the quiet autumn afternoon into an evening about the two of them, and watched his evocation dance as Vanny had been wont to dance. Thereafter he summoned her, so that she lay warm against him with a well-remembered pressure, and he kissed her and spoke with his vision.


    "Are you less unhappy with me than with Paul, '


    The image replied, "I am the Vanny who was yours, and I have forgotten Paul."


    "But do you like to return? To recall things as they were?"


    "How can I return? I have never been away."


    "That is bitter reproach, Vanny! I am empty enough, lacking your presence."


    "I am yours whenever you will it, Edmond."


    "No," said Edmond, after a long moment, "my course is wiser in that it contains less of evil. It was the rational thing to do."


    "But since when, Edmond, has that been a criterion of yours?"


    Edmond looked into the dark eyes of his evocation with an expression that held unmistakably a trace of doubtfulness; it seemed to his perceptions that in that moment the vision spoke not with his words, but with its own. As if, he thought, he had performed some of the functions of creation, and played on a diminutive scale the part of deity—so real, so living, did this being made out of his longings and imaginings seem to him! He felt a strong temptation to do a thing his reason forbade, to adopt in fact the suggestion of this lovely fancy, and abandon reason as his criterion.


    "Suppose, now," he argued while his vision nestled in his arms, "suppose I forswear reality, and take as my own this dream I hold, and dwell hereafter in a world of dream, as I can if I desire. Perhaps happiness is to be found only in such a world, a conclusion not void of logic, since it is but saying that happiness is a dream. If this is true, is it not the part of wisdom to enter the world of visions, where all the law is my own desire, and only that same desire measures either my companion's acquiescence or my own capacity?"


    Out of the depths of his intricate mentality, a part of his mind sneered an answer in grim irony: "Nietzsche, here is your Superman who wastes his caresses on a phantom and indulges himself with a dream, like a morbid child! To forswear reality, to dwell in a self-created, phantasmic world, is simply to welcome a voluntary madness!"


    He turned again to his vision, and the eidolon smiled into his eyes, as if grateful for his attention. "It is neither wise nor sane that I dally here with you," he told it, "to cloy my senses with a non-existent loveliness, as is the way of a madman."


    "But why not?" replied the image. "Indeed, it is your own statement that beauty, like truth, is a relative thing, and exists only in the mind of the observer. If you must have reason as your guide, will you spurn the implications of your own logic?"


    For a while Edmond regarded his creation with that intensity which had been Vanny's terror, and then spoke in the tones which had been her delight.


    "Vanny! Vannyl—Say the answer to the question I am thinking!"


    The vision trembled, the deep eyes glowed back into Edmond's unfaceable gaze.


    "I love you, Edmond. You are not as men, but greater. Demon, or not, I love you. Do not be unkind—"


    "Pahl" said Edmond. "I am deluding myself with my own fancy! These are my own words it gives me back!"


    He dismissed the image, rose and returned to his ear above the hill, but to his backward glance the vista seemed not wholly depopulated. For beneath the tree of the finch there still lingered a misty glory, as if the intensity of his concentration had bound some wandering atoms for a while into a semblance of a form, and for a little distance this golden mist pursued him beckoning. Edmond knew better than to heed, but watched with a certain speculation in his eyes as it danced with a diminishing glory in the sun.


    


    CHAPTER XVII

    CONVERSATION ON EARTH


    


    EDMOND drove south along Sheridan Road with that miraculous dexterity which characterized all his relations with machines. These were to him simply extensions of his body; impulses flowed as easily through his limbs to the thrusting wheels on the road as to his finger tips. He and his vehicle moved as a single being, and thought of other things.


    The car paused a moment at a light-controlled intersection, and Edmond noted the spectacles and cane called Alfred Stein waiting patiently for a bus. Edmond motioned for the professor to enter, and the cane and spectacles relaxed against the seat with a tired blinking and a grunt.


    "These little electrons that I weigh," he said, "they can be very heavy to an old man."


    "Your reward will come later, when others will seize on your results and draw inferences and formulate theories which will endure six months or more."


    Stein grinned amiably. Sometimes he felt a reluctant liking for the curious Edmond.


    "Experimental science—you do not think very much of it?"


    "Your science," said Edmond, "is approaching the state of Chinese science—a vast body of perfectly good rules for which the reasons have been lost. The snowball of knowledge is growing too big for you to push, with all your specialists."


    "Well, what is to be done? At least we must keep on pushing."


    "What is needed," said Edmond, "is a new Aristotle—a new Roger Bacon, whose province is all knowledge—someone to coordinate all the facts you have amassed into a rational structure of things that are."


    "And of course that is impossible because no one person can possibly be cognizant of all the infinite little facts we have dug out of nature. It is a life-time work to acquaint one's self with a single minor specialty."


    "Do not be too sure."


    "Well then, who is the man?"


    "Myself," said Edmond, and was a little startled by Stein's chuckle. "I have no humor," he thought in his other mind. "The things that amuse these beings are at times surprising."


    "Listen," said Stein. "If you know everything, perhaps you will explain for me some of our traditional mysteries."


    "Perhaps," said Edmond. "Specifically what?"


    "Any of several. For instance, how to liberate the energy of matter—atomic energy?"


    For a moment Edmond hesitated, balancing the idea between his twin minds. It would be so simple—a key couched in a few words might unlock the portal for the man beside him, had Stein but the perspicacity to understand the hint. Out of his mind rose a picture of a certain experiment—a flaming power that might be uncontrollable. In his other mind formed the very words of the suggestion—"Use atoms of niton as your oscillator." His first self toyed with thoughts of the results of revelation. "Jove's thunderbolts in the paws of apes; they will certainly consume them-selves." And his second self, "However amusing, this eventually is undesirable, since it dams the spring from which my own race is to flow. A people's gods cannot survive their race."


    So Edmond temporized. "I have made a vacuum tube which in effect satisfies your problem."


    "I know," Stein answered. "Frankly, I do not under-stand your filament, but it is active like radium on a lesser scale. It releases energy, but only in a single degree, and that a low one. What I mean is energy to do—well, this."


    He waved his hand to embrace the scene about them—the humming lines of traffic, torch-bearing in the dusk, the persistent lights that were everywhere, the block-distant rumble of an elevated train. Power on every hand, energy run rampant, flowing like blood through the copper veins of the Colossus of the Lake Shore.


    "How many little activated filaments," asked Stein, "would you need to create this?"


    "Indeed," replied Edmond, "I am not denying the benefits to be derived from an illimitable source of power; but for every advantage there is a loss and a danger. The same energy that vitalizes a city can be inverted to destroy it. You have seen or perhaps experienced the effects of present military explosives, which are instantaneous; what of an atomic bomb that keeps on exploding for several weeks?"


    “With unlimited power, there vanishes the economic need for war, my friend," said Stein.


    "The need vanishes, but not the desire."


    Stein chuckled again.


    "Sometimes," he said, "I am tempted to take you at your own valuation, Mr. Hall, and yet I do not always like you." He paused, and then continued: "Suppose now I grant your claim to know everything. Have you evolved any philosophy out of your knowledge? Can you, for instance, give me one statement that is unalterably true? Can you give this—" his hand moved in another all-embracing wave—"this thing Life a meaning or a purpose?"


    "Well," said Edmond slowly (while his other mind Intuited: `Observe: I have degenerated to the use of r+ipletives'). "Well, naturally I have evolved a certain Interpretation of things as I perceive them. I do not believe my viewpoint to be unalterably true, as absolutes are non-existent. Do you believe that any statement is possible which is wholly true?"


    "No," answered Stein. "I believe with your Oscar Wilde that nothing is quite true."


    "That statement is a paradox," said Edmond, "since to be true it must be false. However, there is one statement that is utterly true—a sort of pragmatic Einsteinism, but applicable not merely to pure science but to all things that are." He exhaled an eddying stream of blue cigarette smoke, and continued.


    "Gabel! also bothered himself with this problem, and produced a fair solution: `Time gnaws at all things; nothing is permanent save change.' However, a moment's analysis will show that this statement too is only relatively true."


    "Ah," said Stein. "Yes."


    "The one finality which is absolute—the one truth which is quite true—is this: All things are relative to the point of view; nothing is either true or false save in the mind of the observer."


    "Ach," said Stein, "I do not believe that!" "Thereby proving its truth," replied Edmond.


    Stein was silent, staring at the thin-lipped ironic countenance beside him.


    "As to your last question," continued Edmond, "of course the answer is obvious: There is no meaning at all to life."


    "I think all young men have discovered that," said Stein, "only to doubt it when they have grown older."


    "I do not mean precisely what you imagine," Edmond replied. "Let me ask you a question. What becomes of a straight line projected along one of the three dimensions of space?"


    "It follows the curvature of space, according to Einstein."


    "And if you continue it indefinitely?" "It completes a circle."


    "Then if time is a dimension of space?"


    "I see," said Stein. "You infer that time itself is curved and repeats itself."


    "That is the answer to your question," said Edmond gloomily. "This little arc of time that you call life is a minute part of a colossal, hopeless circle, with neither beginning nor end, cause nor objective, but returning endlessly upon itself. Progress is an illusion and fate is inexorable. The past and the future are one, merging one into the other across the diameter of the present. There is no escape even by suicide, since it is all to be done over again, even to that final gesture of revolt."


    Silence. Stein, infected at last by the pessimism of his companion, gazed somberly at the river of steel flowing around them. He glanced again at the satyric features of that figure beside him, on whose thin lips flickered for a moment an ironic smile.


    "My God!" he said, after a few moments. "Is that your philosophy?"


    "Only that part of it which is susceptible to words."


    "Susceptible to words? What do you mean?"


    "There are two kinds of thoughts," replied Edmond, "which evade expression in language. Words, you must realize, are a rather crude device, a sort of building-block affair, piled together in the general outline of a thought, in phrases or sentences. They are neither flexible nor continuous nor perfectly fitted together, and there are thoughts which lie in the crevices between words—the shades, the finer colorings, the nuances. Words may blunder around the borders of these thoughts, but their expression is a question of feeling or mood."


    "Yes," said Stein, "I can comprehend that."


    "There is another class of thoughts," said Edmond, so somberly that Stein glanced again at him, "which lies entirely beyond the borders enterable by language, and these are terrible thoughts, which are madness to dwellers in Elfhame."


    Stein, following out the course of his own reflections, forbore to answer or question further. A block or two slipped behind them. After a while he spoke.


    "You can really think these thoughts?”


    "Yes," answered Edmond.


    "Then you are claiming to be something else than human?"


    "Yes," answered Edmond again.


    "Well, I think you are crazy, my friend, but I am not denying the possibility that it is I." His eyes turned to the incredibly delicate hands, one casually guiding the wheel, the other poising a cigarette. "Certainly there are differences. Let me off at Diversey, please."


    The car rolled quietly to the curb, and Stein opened the door. He stepped out, standing for a moment with his foot on the running board.


    "Thank you for the lift and the lecture," he said. "Always from our rare conversations I take away one gem. Today it is this: That there is no hope anywhere, and the sum total of all knowledge is zero."


    Edmond smiled again his thin-lipped sardonic smile.


    "When you have really learned that," he said, as the car started slowly forward, "you will be one of us."


    For some minutes, Stein stood blinking after the gray car.


    


    CHAPTER XVIII

    EDMOND AGAIN FOLLOWS HIS FANCY


    


    WITH the discontinuance of Alfred Stein's distraction, the old longing against which Edmond had struggled flowed back main. The low purr of the motor became intelligible: "Vanny ... Vanny ... Vanny," it muttered in endless repetition. The strident horns about him shrieked a cacaphony whose endlessly recurrent theme was Nanny"! So he came unhappily to Lake View, and to the apartment building that housed his strange domicile.


    He slipped his key into the lock of his letter-box; Sarah never bothered to have the mail brought to her, for it was inconceivable that it should contain anything of interest to her. On Edmond, however, fell the responsibility of keeping oiled the machinery of living—there were bills to be paid, and occasionally a technical communication or royalty check from Stoddard. Momentarily Edmond paused startled. Out of the customary series of typed addresses slipped one whose directions appeared in delicate mauve script—an unassuming gray little envelope—thin to the point of transparency. Vanny!


    A rare thrill of pleasure rose and subsided in Edmond's being. Whatever Vanny might write could not alter circumstances, could not make those two alien creatures into a common kind, nor break the unbreakable circumference of the circle Time.


    He slipped the letter among the several others, and stepped into the automatic lift. In a moment he was entering the apartment which at present sheltered Sarah and himself. As always, Sarah was not in evidence; she would be in the rear, in the second solarium, engaged with her curious little landscapes, or turning obscure thoughts this way and that between her twin minds. It was seldom that they two saw each other now; Sarah was satisfied to be relieved of the burden of procuring food for herself, satisfied in het pregnancy, self-satisfied in her art. Her not very coercive sex tissues were content with Edmond's infrequent praise, his occasional commendations, and his negligible caresses.


    Nevertheless, Sarah was a great artist, Edmond admitted to himself—a worthy Eve for her generic Adam, the superwoman intrinsic. She was unharrassed by her environment, adjusted, happy, where Edmond was of all these the antithesis.


    Thus Edmond reflected in one of his minds, while the other still surged sea-like about the fact of the letter. He opened it and drew forth a single thin sheet of gray paper, at which he glanced, absorbing the few lines with his accustomed instantaneous perception:


    "The love that is too faint for tears,


    And scarcely breathes of pain,


    Shall linger on a hundred years


    And then creep forth again.


    But I, who love you now too well


    To smile at your disdain,


    Must try tonight that love to quell,


    And try in vain."


    For the third time a surge of pity overwhelmed Edmond, as he stood gazing now over the deep park, to where Lake Michigan split the cold fire of a rising moon into a coruscating path. Vanny! Poor Vanny, with her ice-and-ivory body only half-tenanted! Sweet Vanny, whose life-cycle had so tangled with his that she had lost the thread of it! Dear, human Vanny, who wanted only to live out that cycle in love and peace, like birds and beasts and things natural!


    Edmond crumpled the paper into a ball and tossed it from the open window, watching it spin downward a dozen stories like a little planet—a world peopled by the hypotheticals and conditionals of his life with Vanny—the ought-to-be's and might-have-been's. Then his eyes turned again to the Satellite, on which he seemed to gaze downward as it lifted gigantic from the far end of the moon-path. He watched it pour down its rain of silver that the wave crests cracked and flung back in fragments like white petals.


    "The dead world strews flowers on the grave of the dying one," he thought, and suddenly perceived this moon as a world ideal. Lifelessness—the happy state toward which all stars and planets tend, when this miasmatic Life-disease had vanished cured. The smaller world yonder, burned clean by solar fire. Scoured clean by the icy void—a world of airless rock—there hung the ultimate, the desired end. Heaven and Hell swinging forever about the common center; Heaven the world of annihilation, Hell the world condemned to life. He crystallized his thought:


    "Long miles above cloud-bank and blast,


    And many miles above the sea,


    I watch you rise majestically,


    Feeling your chilly light at last.


    There's beauty in the way you cast


    Split silver fragments on the waves,


    As if a planet's life were past


    And men were peaceful in their graves."


    A simple conception, reflected his other self—nothing to imply, naught of the terrible inexpressible, a thought bound neatly into language. And yet, in some way, a lofty thought. Edmond was in a measure satisfied, as one who has at last conceived the solution of a difficult problem. And suddenly he was aware of Sarah's presence.


    She stood behind him as he turned, her gaunt little body merging with the gloom, her eyes blazing in the lamp light with their accustomed intensity. Strange and alien and rather hideous she seemed, with her fleshless limbs and ashen skin. "I have known a body that was vital, with the curve of ivory and the flash of fire," he thought, "but Sarah's glows only with the pale gleaming of the intellect, which is but a feeble little glimmering that shines through the eyes."


    In the moment that their eyes met, Edmond perceived that Sarah was aware of his longings and his misery, and that she held this knowledge without rancor, without anger, because she possessed all of him that she desired. This Sarah understood, having perceived the poison in Edmond's soul, but she perceived without sympathy, comprehended without appreciating, since emotions were things outside of her being. She saw, even as Edmond had seen, the harm and the danger to himself from thus playing with forces unnatural to him; but she had resources and outlets which were denied him; she was within herself sufficient, where Edmond was driven by his unhappiness. Seeing him thus troubled, she spoke:


    This is a cruel and foolish thing you do, Edmond you stand at the window overlooking life and are at odds with yourself."


    Edmond answered, "But half of me stands over. looking since half of me struggles in the stream of life wherein I cast myself."


    "Being as you are, it is your privilege to soar above that stream."


    "But it is my pleasure to bathe therein."


    "It is a poisonous stream, Edmond. Whomever it sucks into itself, it draws out that one's strength. soiling his body and rolling his soul and his soul's dreams into the mud of its bottom that these things may add themselves to its flood. It is a poisonous stream and its proper name is Phlegethon."


    "'This that you say is true," answered Edmond in a low voice, "but it is also true that for all that it exacts, Phlegethon renders a certain price, paying its ac-counts with the scrupulous exactness of a natural law. In the filth of its bed are hidden jewels that are very brilliant, and in all ways desirable, and those that are rolled deepest in the mud are granted the most lovely of these."


    "They are ill-starred gems, and are the very essence of the poison."


    "Nevertheless," said Edmond, "they are extremely pretty, and sometimes retain their luster for many years."


    Sarah moved close to Edmond, gazing into his eyes with the terrible intensity that was her heritage. For a long moment there was silence between them, as they sought to establish that aura of sympathy and of understanding that once had blanketed them. They failed, for the inevitable slow spinning of the Time-circle had twisted them a little apart, so that their twin minds no longer faced squarely each to each. Sarah dropped her eyes; lacking the requisite rapport for that meeting, the communication of the inexpressible was denied her. In her low and equable voice she spoke again:


    "Edmond—Edmond—it is a very terrible and obscene thing that you are thinking; I foresee but one outcome." Edmond stood silent, staring outward at the moon which had now ascended perhaps twice its diameter above the coruscating lake.


    Then Sarah continued:


    "It is far better for you to fulfill your destiny, remaining in your appointed sphere; and it is the poi-son in your body and minds that calls you elsewhere."


    Then Edmond replied, turning bitter at last, "You who speak from pure theory, who lack all experience of these things, what can you know of the fierce pleasures and pains of humanity? What can you know of that pleasure which burns so madly that it is pain, that pain so exquisite that it is delight unbearable? How can you know that these are not worth all that I surrender—even to that outcome you threaten?"


    "I want none of this," said Sarah, "having watched the poison run its course in you."


    "No," said Edmond, again passive, "you want none of this, being of your kind perfect, and having no emotion save one. In you emotion is rarefied to languid little tastes and preferences, likes and dislikes that incline you this way and that, but have not the fine irresistible thrust of emotion that is known to each of those down below on the street."


    "What have they that we should envy them?"


    "Only their capacity to bear suffering," replied Edmond, "and this is a great and ennobling quality, the one quality that may defeat our kind. For this capacity makes of their lives a very poignant thing, so that they live more intensely than we, and cling fiercely to their pauperous lives only that they may suffer longer."


    The two were silent again, sending their minds through strange and not-to-be-understood regions. There was no longer a blanket of sympathy about them; something lacked, some common ground on which to meet. Edmond stood in the plane of silver moonlight which could not lend his face a greater pallor. Beside him in the shadow, Sarah waited silently—passive inscrutable Sarah, whose passions were languid and ineffectual things! Edmond broke the silence:


    "I have sometimes wondered whether intellect is indeed worth its price, and whether after all it is not merely the old curse of Adam, divorcing us from the simpler and far nobler things that were long ago. I have a half-memory of such things as are incomprehensible to you, Sarah, who have only a perfect intelligence with which to understand—I confess I do not know."


    He turned abruptly and moved toward the halt, while across the moonpath on the lake there seemed to flicker for a moment a curious misty glory that danced and beckoned.


    "By your standards, and doubtless by all rational ones, this that I go to do now is very foolish, and void of wisdom; nevertheless, I go not entirely without assurance. For this stream of life you hover above is a deeper flood than you know, and there are reasons buried therein that are outside the grasp of our minds, —even, Sarah, of yours—even deeper than the inexpressible. Therefore I go to face that inevitable out-come not wholly without hope, and go indeed with a pleasure greater than I have ever known."


    He moved out into the dark hall. Sarah, on whose face the silver dagger of moonbeams now fell, stood silently gazing after him, with no rancor, no ire in her face, but only a languid little regret glinting about her eyes, and a faint puzzlement therein.


    


    CHAPTER XIX

    RETURN TO OLYMPUS


    


    EDMOND stepped from his car before the house on Kenmore Street, and gazed up at it. There flickered the light of a hearth fire from the library—the blue glow of cannel—symbol of warmth and cheer and welcome flung out into the chilly autumn evening. No other lights—did the room hold Paul and Vanny together? Edmond wondered idly with half his mind; it mattered little. He moved toward the entrance, producing his key. Down the street he glimpsed a lurking figure with something of desolation about it; he turned a suddenly intense gaze upon it and it re-treated, vanished.


    Edmond unlocked the door, entering; he dropped his coat and hat and ever-present cane upon a chair remembered in the dusk, and turned toward the library whence issued low music from the radio.


    Vanny stood before the fireplace of the monkey's skull, her figure outlined against the glow, in an attitude poised, expectant. She wore that purple silken robe which Edmond had himself draped about her, through which her limbs were half-outlined by the flames in long lithe shadows. Her hair was a jet helmet, circling the haunted wistfulness of her eyes. She stood waiting, while Edmond paused a long moment on the threshold, for to his vision the scene held a breath-taking beauty.


    He moved into the room, closer to Vanny, studying her. She had grown a trifle thinner, a shade paler, but surely her eyes were less haunted. His second self supplied the answer: "Lacking my presence, the unbearable things she learned are dissipating like heavy gases; having no words to fix them, she cannot recall them clearly, and they grow dream-like."


    Vanny dropped to the low fire-bench, looking up at Edmond timidly to read his expression, then with a flaming gladness. Edmond smiled, and for once there was Ittle of irony in his smile. He bent to kiss her, slipping beside her on the bench. There was the scent of wine in her breath and her cheeks were beginning to flush.


    "She has bulwarked her brain against my coming," thought Edmond sadly; "my very presence is an assault on her sanity."


    Vanny spoke. "Oh, Edmond, I hoped you would come. I have been wanting you."


    Edmond's delicate long fingers caressed her; some-thing of beauty had entered his life again, and he was content.


    "First I only hoped you would come, Edmond; then when I realized your approach, I sent Paul away, and that was hard to do, and he was very bitter; but by ways I learned of you, I made him go."


    Then, "Do you come to stay, Edmond?"


    "For as long as is permitted me, dear."


    "And is that long?'


    "It may be forever—for me."


    "Then I am happy, Edmond."


    For a space of minutes they were silent, Vanny happy without thought, content in the presence of her loved one. Edmond sat not without thought, but as happy as might be, and whatever of sadness entered him he lost in the mellow flow of music.


    "Dance for me, Vanny."


    She rose, dropping the purple silken robe, so that it lay glistening like an irridescent pool of oil about her feet, then moved from it like an emanation in the breeze. Edmond watched her dance, reveling in the forever. Thereafter he summoned her, so that she lay warm against him with a well remembered pressure, and he kissed her, and spoke with her.


    "Are you less unhappy with me than with Paul, Vanny?"


    "I am the Vanny who was yours, and I have forgotten Paul."


    Startled, Edmond's other self recalled that very afternoon when he sat on the lake-cresting hill and spoke with his vision. He noted too that a misty glory had entered the room, dancing and beckoning in the fire-light.


    "But do you like to return? To recall things as they were?"


    "How can I return? I have never been away."


    "That is bitter reproach, Vanny ...." He paused, suddenly pallid. "Stop, Vanny! The Time-circle is slipping, and it will be all to do over again! Pour me a glass of wine."


    Vanny reached the silver decanter that was fashioned like a fantastic Bacchus, filling two glasses. They touched glasses and drank.


    "Another, Vanny."


    Again they touched glasses, smiling over them at each other, draining the tart Riesling to the bottom. "And another, dear." Again they drank.


    "No, that is enough now."


    A pleasant ruddy mist settled over Edmond's minds, blanketing the terrors that had been rising therein, smothering them, so that the inexpressible was no longer conceivable to him, and the Time-circle slipped smoothly back to its appointed place and the dancing mist was no more. Vanny came to him again in the robe that flashed red and violet in the fire-glow, and he reached out his thin wiry arms, his incredible serpentine fingers, to draw her to him. Her eyes were bright with wine, and the deep terrors behind them were hidden; her cheeks were flushed, and through her half-parted lips her breath flowed over Edmond bearing the perfume of wine. So for a little while they were a unity, flesh and spirit merging like separate notes in a chord, into a pagan paean, a rhapsody.


    Vanny lay finally passive against him, the flush of her cheeks paling, her eyelids drooping, her lungs gasping in the too warm, over-sweet air of the room. Above the arch of the fireplace, the skull of Homo leered sickeningly at her.


    "Your coming, Edmond—the wine—they are going to be too—much!" Her head drooped.


    Edmond rose, and with an effort raised her, bore her unsteadily up the broad stairs. He felt a peculiar pleasure in the weight of her body, always so vibrant and tense, now listless and unresponsive against him. He lowered her to her bed, and by a means known to him, cheated that body of the pay it would have demanded for an evening of ecstasy. But he himself lay tossing most of the night despite a deadly languor.


    


    CHAPTER XX

    LIVING


    


    THERE began now for Edmond a new sort of life, a dreamy indolent existence through which Vanny moved like the shadow of his fancy. Day after day slid quietly below the threshold, so peacefully that nothing marked their passing save Edmond's increasing weakness, and a lassitude that grew with deadly steadiness. For this, of course, there were compensations.


    He had dusted off his tubes and wires in the laboratory upstairs, and sometimes spent a whole day pursuing his old will-o-the-wisp of knowledge that danced before him now very far over the swamp of the unknown. At times he surprised himself by curious discoveries that lay far beyond the borders of science; and in these hours labored with a vigor and enthusiasm that he had almost forgotten. But at other times he sat most of the day idle with his head upon his hands.


    Occasionally Vanny came in, seating herself soundlessly and timidly in the corner, never daring to speak in this mysterious sanctum unless Edmond first addressed her. She witnessed many great things, but saw them only as rainbow shafts of light and flaming bits of metal; of their import she comprehended precisely nothing. Once she saw him fling a leaden ball against the ceiling by an invisible force, and press it there until its outline marred the plaster, though nothing apparent held it. Another time for her amusement, he twice caused her to slumber so deeply that she seemed to awaken as from a distant world; when she revived the second time, flushed and happy from not-quite-remembered dreams, he told her that she had been dead. For this miracle he used a small shiny gold needle that trailed itself into a copper wire.


    Still other times, by means of a little spinning bowl of mercury, he showed her knife-sharp crags and a disastrous landscape on the moon; and once, when he bade her peer therein, she looked down upon a wild roseate glade through which two winged beings moved, not human-like but of transcendent beauty, swift and iridescent. She felt a strange kinship existing between these and herself and Edmond, but he would not tell her on what world she gazed, nor on what sort of creatures.


    The terrible things of their former days together were forgotten by Vanny, and Edmond guarded care-fully against the vision of the inexpressible, marshaling his thoughts into selected channels lest she sense implications dangerous to her tense little mind.


    He was not always successful. One afternoon he re-turned to the library to find her trembling and tearful over a very ancient French translation of the Necronomicon of the Arab. She had gathered enough of the meaning of that blasphemy colossal to revive the almost vanished terrors of her old thoughts. Edmond soothed her by ancient and not at all superhuman means, but later she noticed that half a dozen volumes had been removed from the library, probably to his laboratory. One of these, she recalled, was the Krp yticon of the Greek Silander in which Edmond had once during the old days pointed out to her certain horrors, and another was a nameless little volume in scholastic Latin by one who signed himself Ferns Magnus. With the removal of these books, an oppressive atmosphere vanished from the library and the room seemed lighter. Vanny spent more of her time there, reading, listening to music, keeping her household accounts, or simply day-dreaming. Even the skull of Homo above the fireplace had lost its sarcastic leer, and grinned as foolishly as any dead monkey. One day she came in quietly and surprised a sparrow on the window ledge; this was a portentous and significant event to her, as if a curse had been lifted from the chamber.


    Alfred Stein, too, had unearthed Edmond's latest whereabouts, and sometimes dropped in for an evening. Edmond was somewhat amused by the puzzlement of the brilliant little man, and found a mild pleasure in confounding him. At intervals he demonstrated some marvel from his laboratory or propounded some thesis that left the amiable professor sputtering and choleric but nonplussed. He grinned sardonically at Stein's rather desperate attempts to fathom mysteries that were simply beyond his potentialities, knowing that to beings of a single viewpoint even the nature of matter must remain forever incomprehensible. After a while Stein reconciled himself to the deadlock, though Edmond perceived that he still considered himself the victim of chicanery; he never abandoned the attempt to try out some bit of knowledge or information. He had come to accept Edmond as Vanny had, a being to be enjoyed as one enjoys music, without analysis, without questioning the technique of the creator. His initial dislike had vanished with familiarity; he had acquired a taste for the super-man.


    Vanny loved these visits. Little desire for human association remained to her, but she reveled in the sense of relaxation that Stein induced; it was breath of sea-air to a dweller on the mountain peaks. She had learned to serve wine or an aperitif, since alcohol seemed to temper Edmond's knife-like presence; under its rosy touch he seemed milder, more understand-able, less inhuman in his icy cerebration. Often they sat a whole evening while discussion ranged over the gamut of mortal experience, all sciences and arts, social theories, politics, and the eternally recurrent sex. Vanny and Stein bore the burden of the conversation; Edmond mostly smoked silently, following their trend idly with half his mind, sometimes replying to a direct question with an incisive finality that seemed to bury that question forever, or again pointing out an absurdity with his scathing smile.


    One night Vanny picked up a volume of Swinburne and read aloud from it. Stein listened fascinated—"The Hymn to Proserpine." The piece was new to him, and flowed into him like music. Vanny, intense vitalist, lover of all things sensuous and beautiful, breathed an exaltation into the long, musical, mystical lines that she half murmured. Even Edmond felt the sonorous liquid syllables agreeably, though assaying them in the scales of intellect he found them wanting.


    "Ach," said Stein, as she finished, "that is great poetry. `The last of the Giants' they call him, and that is right. They do not produce such things today—nobody!"


    "Times fall away," answered Vanny. "Poetry flourishes when men are stirred to the depths; we fritter away our emotions in the too vast complexity of the machine city."


    "Yes," said Stein with his slight accent. "Even a great upheaval of a war is dissipated into a billion little units, and we get a lot of hysterical mush and some mediocre literature. But there is no outstanding figure to dominate his time."


    "I think the spirit of a time must be embodied in one man or a group, and that is why in this too swift, too powerful period there are no great artists." Vanny spoke thus, while Edmond sat smoking, staring into the shadows beyond the lamp. "Am I right, Edmond?"


    Edmond crushed out his cigarette. "My dear, you and Stein take your poets like cheese: They have to moulder a bit before they're palatable."


    Vanny smiled; she was always proud of Edmond even when his mockery turned on her.


    "Then you think some current literature is permanent?" queried Stein.


    "I do not doubt it, but like all else, the term is relative. A change in fashions of thought or schools of criticism can elevate mediocre work to greatness or doom Feat work to mediocrity." He lit another cigarette. I always have found difficulty in discriminating between what you term great and mediocre literature. The differences are rather negligible."


    "Ach, the man-from-Mars pose is working again," grinned Stein. "Our poor little human efforts are all about on a par to him."


    Edmond smiled and fell silent again. Through his other mind ran a series of disquieting thoughts, and the growing languor oppressed him with its inertia.


    


    CHAPTER XXI

    SARAH


    


    DURING the latter months, Edmond had husbanded his little store of vitality, loosing it drop by drop like a man dying of thirst. Vanny's hungry human body drained it like dry sand, but something of desire had gone out of her, to be replaced by a more intense love of all beauty. Denied the common lot of women, seeking other pleasures, finding different sorrows, she adapted herself thereto and considered herself happy. She demanded Iess of Edmond's waning strength, and found her compensation within herself.


    Edmond too found himself content with his renunciation. He lived surrounded by that sensuous beauty for which he had surrendered his hereditary self, and found it sufficient. His audit balanced; when the moratorium was over he could render full payment for value received to a certain River creditor.


    Twice Edmond had glanced from a window at night to glimpse a desolate figure lurking about the house—a figure that invariably fled before his gaze. This bothered Edmond not at all; he held the opposition of humans inconsiderable.


    But Sarah had not forgotten him. Four months after their parting, in middle Spring, she came to him in a manner possible to her, and told him his son was born. She came long after midnight, while Vanny slept and Edmond lay tossing and weak, in such fashion that he was suddenly aware of Sarah standing beside him, regarding him with that intensity he knew of old. His eyes ranged languidly over her spare masculine form, her awkward carriage.


    "He is born," said Sarah wordlessly.


    "Show him to me."


    She obeyed; Edmond gazed without interest at the curious little tearless whelp, lean as Sarah and himself, the little wrinkled brow and eyes already somber with the oppressive weight of mind yet to come. It clutched Sarah's thin hair with tentacular fingers, and stared back at its sire with a premonitory hint of his own fiery gaze.


    "Enough," said Edmond, and the imp vanished.


    "Edmond," said Sarah "the outcome is imminent. I perceive your weakness, and I see that you are fore-doomed. Nevertheless, there is still time-if you return."


    Edmond smiled wearily, and wordlessly denied her.


    "Then you are lost, Edmond."


    "I have that which compensates me."


    Sarah gazed with the fusing of her twin minds, probing Edmond's brain, seeking for some clue to his incomprehensible refusal. That one should with open eyes approach the foreseen end—welcome it!


    "I do not understand you, Edmond," she said, and departed with a trace of puzzlement in her eyes. Again he smiled a weary and somewhat wistful smile with no trace of irony.


    "Beauty is a relative thing, and certainly only a dram and an illusion of the observer," he reflected, "but to that observer it is a reality unquestionable. I should be more unhappy than I am could I believe that this beauty costs me so dearly is less real than life and knowledge and power, and certain other illusions."


    At irregular intervals Sarah came again, and one night brought news that she had found two other men of the new race, and that they bided their time until the change had brought forth more. This night Edmond sat facing the skull of Homo in the library, rather too weak to rise and retire. Vanny was sleeping some hours since. Sarah came by that way which was open to her, and gazed long at Edmond without disclosing her thoughts; then she told him the news which had brought her. Edmond answered nothing, fixing his eyes silently on eyes that returned neither malice nor longing, but only a faint puzzled questioning and a languid little regret.


    "The outcome is very near," said Sarah.


    Edmond silently assented.


    She swept closer, murmuring in that wordless speech she used. "There is yet time, Edmond. You are needed; out of your knowledge you are needed. Re-turn to me where I am even now waiting."


    Again and again Edmond denied her.


    "I have chosen my course, and it yet seems to me that I chose wisely," he replied. "The things I gain outvalue those I lose."


    "This is an incalculable madness and a delusion," said Sarah. "Ruin faces you."


    Edmond smiled in a weary fashion. "I do not argue," he said. His eyes sought Sarah's thin awkward form as she stood erect and facing him; there was something of suppliance in her appearance, but her eyes were cold and proud. He scanned her, his twin minds probing and seeking; he perceived with a tinge of astonishment that Sarah too was unhappy. And again after many months, the aura of sympathy descended upon them, the inexpressible Iay open before their minds. They had found a common ground.


    Sarah felt it, and her cold eyes lit up with their ancient fire; she leaned tensely forward and sought to convey to Edmond what thoughts were in her minds.


    Sarah:


    "This is a concourse of dead gods


    They gather wraith-like in the night


    Summoning futile powers."


    Edmond:


    "Synods


    Of half-forgotten names of might,


    Of names still potent to affright—.


    Sarah, defy them not!"


    Sarah:


    "Their rods


    Are broken and their priests are fled


    Save only you!"


    Edmond :


    "I serve my gods.


    I will not see them starved and dead—


    I make my ancient sacrifice


    And drink my ancient anodyne."


    Sarah:


    "But only you must make it twice


    Since only you know other wine!


    Edmond; your dieties have failed.


    Rise from the River!


    Cast off the slime


    Of Life; look down with eyes unveiled!"


    Edmond:


    "I think my thoughts and bide my time."


    Thus Edmond again denied Sarah, and having ceased, deliberately broke the cords of sympathy that bound them so that their conveyance of thought was constrained to language. Sarah was pale and cold before him, regarding him with deep unwinking eyes.


    "I shall not ask again," she said.


    "I have fulfilled my destiny with you, Sarah," re-plied Edmond wearily. "Why do you not go back to those others, to weave your nets with them?"


    "Once," said Sarah, "you told me that there were truths beyond my grasp, and thoughts outside the reach of my minds. Now I say to you that while your intellect may reach out and circle a star, yet there are simple and unassuming little facts that slip through your mental grasp like quicksilver, and you are as incapable of grasping these as if they lay buried at the uttermost bounds of the world."


    She vanished. Edmond sat staring at the skull of Homo, with a faint wonder in half his mind. "Certainly," he thought, "it is surprising to hear Sarah so bitter. I had not dreamed she was capable of even such mild emotional disturbance as this; there is something wrong with my analysis of her."


    And his other self brought forth the answer, a solution so banal, so hackneyed, that he smiled again his slow, weary smile. "Like all women, Sarah is reluctant to admit defeat. She is still feminine to the extent of wanting her own way!"


    Nevertheless he felt that some element in Sarah had eluded him. He was aware of a certain doubt as he dragged himself erect and betook himself to Vanny.


    


    CHAPTER XXII


    DIMINUENDO


    


    SO THINGS sun out their course in a peaceful diminuendo for Edmond; his vitality dropped from him as easily as from an aged man, with as little bodily discomfort. His intellect remained unclouded, even, he thought, clearer than before; certain veils that hung there of old had vanished, opening vistas hitherto obscured. The old hunger for knowledge grew less as he perceived its ultimate futility, but the love of beauty remained.


    "My last reality is a sensation," he thought, "and so I complete the cycle that lies between the superman and, let us say, the oyster. For now the only difference remaining is that I possess a slightly more varied repertory of sensory organs. But doubtless a truly aesthetic oyster finds its compensations for this; it drinks more deeply of the wine at hand."


    And his other self replied, "Beyond doubt the oyster is the happier, since it makes full use of the body it possesses, and fulfills its destiny completely, as I do not."


    He sat now in his chair before the fireplace. Behind him the early autumnal dusk was darkening the window; the usual fire of cannel glowed its reflection on his face. His languor was not unpleasant, as he sat in a dreamy half-reality, a reverie; his twin minds ranged at random through devious courses. He wandered from memories of the past to hypothetical visions of might-have-been. Images of old experiments in fields he had wished to explore came to him, carrying breath-taking intimations of things incredible; of that diffuse cosmic intelligence which is everywhere, called Natural Law, or God, or the Law of Chance, according to one's nature. And this universal Entity, Edmond reflected, breathed a fiery purpose and vital fertility in every part, but in the infinite aggregate was sterile, purposeless and static.


    Pictures of Vanny—flaming, incoherent visions that burned in an aura of emotion! Vanny dancing before the fire—Vanny's eyes with the haunting terror in them, and then those eyes lit up with an ecstasy. Vanny sleeping—Vanny laughing—Vanny's body tense and sweet and vital, or that body warm and languorous, with the perfume of wine upon her breath.


    "I have made a good trade," he reflected. "Now I pay without regret that which I value little, for this that I prize highly."


    Instantly a memory of Sarah moved quietly into his minds, her dry little voice sounding almost audibly her dolorous admonition. "Edmond, the way of glory was my way; now at the end look back upon the ruin you have made of that which might have been a noble thing."


    Edmond replied: "I look back upon a ruin indeed, but I see a charm about it. For the austere pale marble is softened, its outlines merge into the back-ground which is living, and about the broken columns trail the vines of the grape. There is an air about ruins that the structure never owns; Sarah, do wild doves nest in a temple that is new?"


    "Words!" said Sarah. "You blanket your life with verbiage, and tuck it in soft and warm while about you the lightnings flash. You argue with your own reason and temporize with your body, and are in all ways unworthy of your heritage—a beater of bushes and a trapper of flies!"


    "Doubtless you are right," said Edmond, and dismissed her presence from his minds.


    Now he sat for some time weighing Sarah's re-marks, and his rational self saw their justice, but he found no real meaning therein. Sarah spoke from a viewpoint he could not assume; understanding was possible between them, but sympathy never. Edmond smiled again as he reflected that between himself and Vanny, exactly opposite conditions obtained; there was sympathy without understanding.


    Vanny and Sarah—his physical complement and his intellectual. "It is true, then, that bodily things are far more than intellectual; the important elements are not the highest. The mental is not the fundamental."


    He reflected in this vein, lapsing again into a reverie, until Vanny returned from some errand. She dropped a package or two, and slid to the footstool between Edmond and the fire.


    "Of what do you dream, Edmond?"


    He told her, since the thought was harmless.


    "I think you under-value those things, Edmond, be-cause they are what you possess in abundance. To me, everything else is a foundation for the intellect you despise."


    He smiled at her, gently as his thin lips and satyric features could manage. "I may not explain further."


    Vanny flushed. "Oh, I know!—I'm not a thorough fool! But you see that's why I prize this quality of understanding." A trace of the old haunted light showed in her eyes, and her mien grew a little wistful. "See, Edmond, I traded my soul for the chance to understand you, only the price I had to offer was not great enough."


    


    CHAPTER XXIII

    EVENING ON OLYMPUS


    


    WINTER found Edmond's vitality, which he had poured out so freely at first, now at very low ebb. He lived out his days in a pallid half-dream, and it was only with effort that he could call his twin minds to clarity. That vigor which remained he hoarded care-fully, spending it like a miser's pennies, seeking full value in pleasure for each coin expended. No longer the spendthrift nights of ecstasy, but an avid grasping at sensation that grew ever more dream-like and elusive. He was perforce content to watch the will-o-the-wisp of knowledge dance and beckon without pursuit; he remained mostly in his chair before the fire-place of the monkey's skull, engrossed in dreams and memories like a very old man. He who had dwelt so thoroughly in the future found himself squeezed into the past, as that future foreshortened and the past lengthened.


    He could no longer disguise his illness from Vanny, but her anxiety was tempered by a sublime faith in him. To her he was as he wished to be, and his wishes remained beyond her understanding. That he chose to weaken himself was merely a mystery, not a danger.


    Sarah came at intervals, standing before him unspeaking, regarding him silently with cold eyes. The time for words had long passed, and she watched Edmond's doom roll upon him now in silence. Some-times she carried with her their child, and then the already half-intelligent imp backed up its mother's silent stare with an intense little silence of its own. Edmond was too weary to raise his head, but he noted a dawning bitterness in its eyes. A sense of pity and regret smote him, as he caught a fore-glimpse of this little being's life.


    "Far better for you to kill it," he told Sarah once, while the imp stared fixedly at him. She made no answer, but continued her gaze for a minute or more and departed.


    One day thereafter he called Vanny to him, strengthening himself by means of an alkaloid of his own synthesis. For some hours the drug offered him a modicum of vitality, though he knew that payment would be exacted.


    "My permitted time draws to an end, Vanny."


    Into her eyes swept a look of terror and a glistening of tears. She dropped to the stool before him, gazing up at him, but saying nothing.


    "Remember that when I depart, dear, I go the way of my own devising, and do not grieve."


    "No, Edmond!—No," she murmured. "Do not abandon me again! Had I more to offer, you know I would give what you demand, and more, but I have traded all I am for your presence; do not deny me ill"


    "I would not," said Edmond, "but that I must. Nevertheless, this parting is but temporary; there will be another union and another—forever."


    "Then the parting is hard but not unbearable."


    Through Edmond's other self flashed a memory of a chance remark of Stein's dropped long ago when discussing Edmond's picture of a circular Time; "How do you know the curvature is constant? Nothing else in nature is absolute: why must Time return exactly on itself in a perfect circle?" His slim fingers caressed Vanny while his twin minds seized the thought; here at last might come the way of escape, the little crevice in the hopeless circle that bound all things! Perhaps Time moved not in a circle through a fourth dimension but in a spiral through still another, and things did not repeat themselves forever without point or outcome, but varied a little through each repetition. Perhaps this spiral spun in still another spiral, and that in another, and so through greater and still greater spirals mounting in unthinkable dimensions toward infinity. Progress and hope—two illusions that Edmond had denied throughout his life—were born for him. He perceived at last the ultimate implication of his own philosophy; that the price demanded to make anything—absolutely anything—possible is truly a very small price, involving merely the shifting of the observer's point of view from one angle to another, from this valley to that peak. A surge of exaltation revived him; the untasted poignancy of hope was like a strong drug in his body, and in those moments he was close to happiness. He reflected that after all he had made of his life no ruin, but an edifice of beauty, since he alone of all the millions had uncovered Truth. His other self murmured the one true statement—once terrible, but now inspiring (thus again proving itself!) : "All things are relative to the point of view; nothing is either true or false save in the mind of the observer." He turned back to Vanny.


    "This shall be only a little parting, and not for very long as we judge time. A few score years for you, Vanny, and it may be only a few hours for me. And then all this shall be again, and perhaps on a happier plane. This I promise, Vanny, and you will believe me."


    She smiled a quiet and tearful smile. "Yes, Edmond."


    "Think, dear—has not all this been in the past, not very long since? Your memory runs back some twenty-five years; was it not just before that time that this was again? Do you recall?"


    "Yes, Edmond; I recall."


    "What matter then the unthinkable ages intervening, since we are oblivious of their passing? When again in eternity the circle or the spiral spins back to this arc, we shall be together again, and perhaps happier. This is my promise."


    "Yes, Edmond." Smiled again, wistfully, "If only I were sure."


    "I am sure."


    "Then it is enough. I shall go with you. What is there for me to fear in Death who have met Him twice already?"


    Edmond considered this thought carefully, since it had about it a specious logic. He turned it about in his twin minds, re-formulating it in the inexpressible, and then somberly rejected it.


    "No, Vanny. For you is reserved the difficult part; you must live out your appointed time to the very end of the arc."


    "But why, Edmond? To what avail?"


    "Because, dear, I do not fully comprehend the terrible and obscure laws that govern Fate and Chance in their relations to Time. Because there is a danger that the foreshortening of both our arcs—the obliviating of both our futures—may condemn us through what you call eternity to an endless repetition of our act. The future grows out of the past; let us not dry up. the spring from which it flows. More than this I cannot tell you."


    "As you wish, Edmond, but this will be a cruel thing."


    Edmond took her hands in his incredible grasp. The strange fingers twisted about hers like tentacles, but she thrilled to them, to the inhuman delicacy vested in them. She gazed unflinching into the appalling eyes that bred madness, and their glance softened, for now at the very end Edmond had come to a curious realization. As his arc dropped toward oblivion. an understanding came to him. He saw finally that it was not Vanny's body alone he loved, but her self-effacement, her loyalty, her adoration, and the many little illusions called character. These were what Sarah, who stood mind to mind with him, had not, nor could ever have, since her heredity forbade it. Thus finally did Edmond confess to himself that he loved Vanny, and thus did he gaze into her simple human eyes, and tell her so. Her answer was only, "Living without you will be tasteless, Edmond, but not so bitter now."


    "I must do what I may to sweeten it, Vanny, who have brought to it all the bitterness it holds."


    So he took her chin in his serpentine grasp and up-tilted her head; fixing her gaze with his own of burning intensity. Her eyes widened, turned cold and glassy as she surrendered her mind to his keeping for the while; Edmond probed her mentality until it was as if each of his long fingers rested upon some center in her brain, as if he could play upon these as upon an organ's keys. He murmured softly the while:


    "Listen to me, Desired One, now on the eve of our dissolution listen and yield you to these things that I command."


    She answered tonelessly, "I do yield."


    "Then I will that after my departing you shall think never on the manner of it, nor ever return to the place of it, but be content knowing that I go the way of my own devising."


    "This I yield."


    "I command that your adoration and the love in which you hold me be erased from your memory, so that you think of me no more, nor ever recall this time with regret."


    Still tonelessly she murmured, "This I cannot yield."


    "For what reason?"


    "Because there is a natural law of my being that forbids it."


    For a moment Edmond's minds dissociated, considering separately this statement. "Even Vanny's simplicity eludes me at the end." And his other self replied, "Doubtless there are facts entirely beyond the domain of reason, so that some sorts of knowledge by their very nature remain forever unattainable. Of this degree are mind and life."


    He returned his thoughts to Vanny, fusing his twin minds again into a unity.


    "Then I will have it thus: That if you cannot forget one, you remember me as a being out of very long ago, so that my reality is dim. That you think of me not as your appointed mate, but as a symbol, an aspiration, and a dream, as a mysterious and not-tobe-satisfied longing, but not ever as a Being made of flesh and mind, wo loved you and was loved."


    "This too I yield," she said."


    "Then I send you now to Paul, whom you will love tas well as may be. You will love him for his love of you, since you are now the stronger. Out of his simplicity and his ignorance you will love him; he will be the child you lead and the man you inspire. I give not you to Paul, but Paul to you; out of his fleshly vigor you shall love him."


    "I yield this too, Edmond," she said.


    A moment more he held her passive gaze, while the false vitality of the drug ebbed out of him. He drooped wearily, then raised his hand from her chin, brushing the finger-tips across her wide, unwinking eyes. "Enough," he said, and her eyes suddenly softened and smiled sadly into his own. He tipped two pellets from the vial he carried, swallowed them.


    "Edmond," said Vanny, watching him, "does that hold the way?"


    "No, dear. This is the means of our farewell, to which we go at once."


    


    CHAPTER XXIV

    NIGHT ON OLYMPUS


    


    AFTER the farewell, which occurred in a human and quite traditional fashion, Edmond sent Vanny to Paul. "Co now," he commanded, and she departed, a little unsteadily but with glowing eyes and an after-sense of ecstasy. She wondered dimly why she left Edmond with so little reluctance; he seemed to her already dead like a memory once poignant out of a distant and half-forgotten past. Yet for a moment her heart wrenched with pain and she kissed him, but his eyes caught hers, and the fire that was burning her died out. Of the happenings during her trance nothing remained in her conscious memory save a sort of vacuity, a feeling of lack or loss. She was unhappy, but not acutely so; if there were pangs, they were buried for the present under a sort of lethargy. She moved automatically to follow the course that had been graven very deeply on her mind; below at the curb she entered the gray car that waited there. Nor was she surprised to find Eblis curled on the seat; the great cat mewed and stretched in welcome as she sank wearily to her place at the wheel, and its ebon presence seemed evidence to her mind that she was indeed slipping back into the old life.


    Edmond watched her departure with a regret less keen than it might have been had not his lassitude been sweeping back. His drug had been lessening steadily in its potency; the effect of his last dose was vanishing already, and he could feel nothing very passionately. There still remained, however, certain things to be done; he fingered the little vial of alkaloid, and poured the contents into his hand. Half a dozen white pellets rolled in his palm, and suddenly he raised his hand and swallowed them all. A few moments, and the stimulant functioned; he dragged himself erect and moved over to the desk.


    He wrote. "I, Edmond Hall, being of sound mind, do hereby devise and bequeath-" He smiled his old ironic smile.


    "To my dear friend Alfred Stein the entire contents of my laboratory, together with all designs, books, notes and equipment thereof  "


    "The entire remainder and residue of my estate to be divided equally between my beloved wife Evanne and-" he grinned again— "my sister, Sarah Maddox.”


    "I appoint as joint executors of my estate Alfred Stein of Northwestern University"—he paused for a moment, still with his Satanic smile—"and Paul Varney..


    He left the satiric document on the open desk, and proceeded to his laboratory. Here he removed the accumulators from the atom-blaster, dropping them into a jar of nitric acid. The heavy brown fumes set him coughing, and he picked up another vial and departed


    Alfred would doubtless succeed in destroying him-self with this terrific mechanism," he reflected. "I have left him enough to study over, and enough hints of greater things to occupy his life-time."


    Back in his chair before the fire, he looked at the vial he held, shaking the tiny purple ovoids it contained.


    "Eggs of nothingness," he reflected, "out of which I am to hatch oblivion." He spilled several into his palm, where they rolled with an obscene fungoid shining.


    "A billion billion centuries, perhaps," he reflected, "before Chance or the more obscure laws that govern it, shall re-assemble the particular molecules that I call Myself, yet this will seem no longer than from this night until tomorrow. Certainly obliteration is a wonderful thing, and the one conqueror of Time." His other self responded, "Since in eternity all things that can happen must happen, I depart with assurance; all this will be again, and perhaps in happier fashion. I render my payment therefore without regret."


    He raised his hand to his lips, and at the moment he became aware of a presence before him. Sarah stood there, or her image made real to his senses. She was watching him with a little glint of regret in her eyes, and a touch of hopelessness about her mouth. He paused, returning her gaze coldly.


    "Paul comes," she said. "He comes to kill you."


    Edmond's lips twisted again into their thin smile.


    "I had thought my accounts were balanced," he said. "However, perhaps I still owe Paul that satisfaction."


    "You are a fool, Edmond. You have traded all glory and the very delights of the gods—for what?"


    "For a philosophy and a dream, and a bright little gem of truth, Sarah. Not one of you has more."


    "You are a fool, Edmond, and I wonder that your passing grieves me in the least, for all reason denies that it should."


    "The more fool reason, then," said Edmond. But his cold eyes softened a moment. "I am sorry, Sarah. Believe me when I say I do not forget you."


    Sarah's own eyes turned cold, her hopeless mouth became grim. "I leave you to your fool's devices," said she, and vanished.


    Edmond thought silently of her warning of Paul. After a moment he rose, a little more weakly now, and proceeded again to his laboratory. He lifted a revolver from the table drawer, fitted thereto a silencer. Was it the same calibre as Paul's? What matter, since there would be no inquest? Then he deliberately fired the weapon into a towel bundled in the corner; thereafter he removed the silencer and dropped the gun into his pocket. The towel and the bullet it contained he tossed into the jar of nitric acid, where it too disintegrated under the evil brown fumes. Edmond returned to his chair before the fire; he watched the low dying flames and occupied his minds with strange thoughts. He waited.


    Then came the sound of a key in the lock—Paul's key, given long ago, he knew, by Vanny. He smiled at the grim irony of the thing, for it amused him to perceive with what bitter humor his god Chance worked his will—that Vanny who loved him should give to Paul who hated him the means of his destruction. And now there moved a shadow in the hall.


    Through the library door came Paul, a bleak and desolate figure with staring eyes. He moved into the dim fire-glow; there was a blue glint along the barrel of a revolver he held. He stood before Edmond, and the superman himself, accustomed as he had become to living in a white glare of hatred, was startled by the hate in Paul's eyes.


    "I am going to kill you," said Paul in a strained and husky voice as he raised his weapon. Edmond stared at him with cold inhuman eyes, through which for a moment looked both minds. The superman was probably the belligerent opposing mind, building up mastery, like a man staring down a wild beast. "Lion tamer," jeered a part of his brain.


    "I am going to kill you," croaked Paul, and his eyes shifted. He could not look at the emaciated white demon before him, whose eyes now flamed with a fierce intentness. Paul's face was pale and moist with the dread that once again he was about to be defeated. "Where's Vanny?" he muttered. Edmond's thin smile twisted his lips; his opponent's wavering had given him victory, and he held Paul's will.


    "She waits for you at your apartment," he replied.


    "That's a lie, you sneering devil!"


    "I have never lied, finding no need," said Edmond quietly. His lethargy was returning as the drug's power waned, and he felt weakness growing within him. He probed the tortured eyes into which he gazed.


    "This hysterical fool will drop his gun and run from the scene of his crime," he reflected, "in the best tradition of the stage and the mystery novel. Two weapons here would be highly undesirable." He thrust his glance more fiercely into Paul's eyes.


    "Listen to me, Paul. When you leave here, drop your gun into your pocket. Drop your gun into your pocket, and return at once to Vanny. Say nothing to her; I seal your lips upon this night forever."


    Edmond read assent in the mad eyes he faced. Paul's gyrating brain might never recall the words, but somewhere in his subconscious the command was registered, imperative and compelling.


    Edmond drew that which he had prepared from his pocket, clasping his incredible fingers tightly about it. He held his helpless opponent a moment longer in his fiery gaze.


    "For what evil I have done you, I render now full recompense," he said, and dropped his eyes.


    Silence.


    Edmond raised his eyes, and saw Paul's pallid face with sickness and indecision written there, and he saw the weapon wavering and irresolute. He noted too that a familiar misty glory danced behind Paul, and that Homo's expression seemed almost one of welcome. "So at my nadir as at the zenith I still follow my fancy," he mused and smiled his old ironic smile. A command flamed in his eyes; and Paul's hand steadied, as a rush of rage overpowered him. Still smiling, Edmond dropped his eyes again, and the gun crashed.


    It was not until he saw the morning papers that Paul realized that Edmond had held in his hand a revolver with one empty cartridge.


    

  


  
    THE PLANET OF DOUBT


    


    HAMILTON HAMMOND STARTED nervously as the voice of Cullen, the expedition's chemist, sounded from his station aft. "I see something!" he called.


    Ham bent over the floor port, staring into the eternal green-gray fog that blankets Uranus. He glanced hastily at the dial of the electric plumb; fifty-five feet, it said with an air of positiveness, but that was a lie, for it had registered that same figure for a hundred and sixty miles of creeping descent. The fog itself reflected the beam.


    The barometer showed 86.2 cm. That too was an unreliable guide, but better than the plumb, for the intrepid Young, four decades earlier in 2060, had noted an atmospheric pressure of 86 in his romantic dash from Titan to the cloudy planet's southern pole. But the Gaea was dropping now at the opposite pole, forty-five thousand miles from Young's landing, and no one knew what vast hollows or peaks might render his figures utterly useless.


    "I see nothing," Ham muttered.


    "Nor I," said Patricia Hammond, his wife—or more officially, biologist of the Smithsonian's Gaea expedition. "Or—yes! Something moved!" She peered closer. "Up! Up!" she screamed. "Put up!”


    Harbord was a good astrogator. He asked no questions, nor even took his glance from his controls. He simply slapped the throttle; the underjets roared in crescendo, and the upward thrust pressed all of them hard against the floor.


    Barely in time. A vast gray wave of water rushed smoothly below the port, so close that its crest was carved by the blast, and spray clouded the glass.


    "Whew!" whistled Ham. "That was close. Too close. If we'd touched that it would have cracked our jets for sure. They're white-hot."


    "Ocean!" said Patricia disgustedly. "Young reported land."


    "Yeah, forty-five thousand miles away. For all we know this sea is broader than the whole surface of the Earth."


    She considered this, frowning. "Do you suppose," she asked, "that this fog goes right down to the surface everywhere?"


    "Young says so."


    "But on Venus the clouds form only at the junction of the upper winds and the underwind."


    "Yes, but Venus is closer to the Sun. The heat here is evenly distributed, because the Sun accounts for practically none of it. Most of the surface heat seeps through from within, as it does on Saturn and Jupiter, only since Uranus is smaller, it's also cooler. It's cool enough to have a solid crust instead of being molten like the larger planets, but it's considerably colder than the Venusian twilight zone."


    "But," she objected, "Titan is as cold as a dozen Nova Zemblas, yet it's one perpetual hurricane."


    He grinned. "Trying to trip me? It isn't absolute temperature that causes wind—it's differences in temperature between one place and another. Titan has one side warmed by Saturn, but here the warmth is even or practically even, all around the planet, since it conies from within."


    He glanced suddenly at Harbord. "What are we waiting for?" he asked.


    "For you," grunted the astrogator. "You're in command now. I command until we sight the surface, and we've just done that."


    "By golly, that's right!" exclaimed Ham in a satisfied voice. On his last expedition, that to the night side of Venus, he had been technically under Patricia's orders, and the reversal pleased him. "And now," he said severely, "if the biologist will kindly step aside—"


    Patricia sniffed. "So you can pilot us, I suppose. I'll bet you haven't a single idea."


    "But I have." He turned to Harbord. "Southeast," he ordered, and the afterjets added their voices to the roar of the others. "Put up to thirty thousand meters," he continued, "we might mn into mountains."


    The Gaea, named for the ancient goddess of Earth, who was wife to the god Uranus, plunged through the infinity of mist away from the planet's pole. In one respect that pole is unique among the Sun's family, for Uranus revolves, not like Jupiter or Saturn or Mars or the Earth, in the manner of a spinning top, but more with the motion of a rolling ball. Its poles are in the plane of its orbit, so that at one point its southern pole faces the Sun, while forty-two years later, halfway around the vast orbit, the opposite pole is Sunward.


    Four decades earlier Young had touched at the southern pole; it would be another forty years before that pole again saw noon.


    "The trouble with women," grumbled Harbord, "is that they ask too many questions."


    Patricia spun on him. "Schopenhauer!" she hissed. "You ought to be grateful that Patrick Burlingame's daughter is lending her aid to a Yankee expedition!"


    "Yeah? Why Schopenhauer?"


    "He was a woman-hater, wasn't he? Like you!"


    "Then he was a greater philosopher than I thought," grunted Harbord.


    "Anyway," she retorted acidly, "a couple of million dollars is a lot of money to pay for a square mile of foggy desert. You won't hog this planet the way you tried to hog Venus."


    She was referring, of course, to the Council of Berne's decision of 2059, that the simple fact of an explorer's landing on a planet did not give his nation possession of the entire planet, but only of the portion actually explored. On fog-wrapped Uranus that portion would be small indeed.


    "Never mind," put in Ham. "No other nation will argue if America claims the whole fog-ball, because no other nation has a base near enough to get here."


    That was true. By virtue of its possession of Saturn's only habitable moon, Titan, the United States was the only nation that could send an exploratory rocket to Uranus. A direct flight from the Earth is out of the question, since the nearest approach to the two planets is 1,700,000,000 miles. The flight is made in two jumps; first to Titan, then to Uranus.


    But this condition limits the frequency of the visits enormously, for though Saturn and Earth are in conjunction at intervals of a little over a year, Uranus and Saturn are in conjunction only once in about forty years. Only at these times is it possible to reach the vast, mysterious, fog-shrouded planet.


    So inconceivably remote is Uranus that the distance to its neighbor, Saturn, is actually greater than the total distance from Saturn to Jupiter, from Jupiter to the asteroids, from these to Mars, and from Mars to the Earth. It is a wild, alien, mystery-cloaked planet with only icy Neptune and Pluto between it and the interstellar void.


    Patricia whirled on Ham. "You!" she snapped. "Southeast, eh! Why southeast? Just a guess, isn't it? Truthfully, isn't it?"


    "Nope," he grinned. "I have my reasons. I'm trying to save whatever time I can, because our stay here is limited if we don't want to be marooned for forty years until the next conjunction."


    "But why southeast?"


    "I'll tell you. Did you ever look at a globe of the Earth, Pat? Then maybe you've noticed that all continents, all large islands, and all important peninsulas are narrowed to points toward the south. In other words, the northern hemisphere is more favorable for land formation, and as a matter of fact, by far the greater part of the Earth's land is north of the equator.


    "The Arctic Ocean is nearly surrounded by a ring of land, but the Antarctic's wide open. And that same thing is true of Mars, assuming that the dark, swampy plains are old ocean beds, and also true of the frozen oceans on the night side of Venus.


    "So I assume that if all planets had a common origin, and all of them solidified under the same conditions, Uranus must have the same sort of land distribution. What Young found was the land that corresponds to our Antarctica; what I'm looking for is the land that ought to surround this north polar sea."


    "Ought to, but maybe doesn't," retorted Pat. "Anyway why southeast instead of due south?"


    "Because that direction describes a spiral and lessens the chance of our striking some strait or channel between lands. With a visibility of about fifty feet, it wouldn't take a very wide channel to make us think we were over ocean.


    "Even your English Thames would look like the Pacific in this sort of fog, if we happened to come down more than half a hundred feet from either bank."


    "And I suppose your American Mississippi would look like Noah's flood," said the girl, and fell to gazing at the gray waste of fog that swirled endlessly past the ports.


    Somewhat less than an hour later the Gaea was again descending gingerly and hesitatingly. At 85 cm. of air pressure Ham had the rocket slowed almost to a complete stop, and thereafter it dropped on the cushioning blast of the underjets at a speed of inches per minute.


    When the barometer read 85.8 cm., Cullen's voice sounded from the stern, where the port was less obscured by the jets themselves. "Something below!" he called.


    There was something. The fog seemed definitely darker, and features or markings of some sort were visible. As the ship settled slowly, Ham watched intently, and at last snapped out the order to land. The Gaea dropped, with a faint jar, to a resting place on a bare, gray graveled plain domed with a hemisphere of mist that shut off vision as definitely as a wall.


    There was something wild and alien about the limited scene before them. As the blast died, all of them stared silently into the leaden-hued vapors and Cullen came wordlessly in to join them. In the sudden silence that followed the cutting of the blast, the utter strangeness of the world outside was thrust upon them.


    Venus, where Pat had been born, was a queer enough world with its narrow habitable twilight zone, its life-teeming Hotlands, and its mysterious dark side, but it was twin sister to the Earth.


    Mars, the desert planet with its great decadent civilization, was yet stranger, but not utterly alien. Out on the moons of Jupiter were outlandish creatures of bizarre little worlds, and on cold Titan, that circled Saturn, were fantastic beings born to that wild and frigid satellite.


    But Uranus was a major planet, no more than half-brother to the little inner worlds, and less than cousin to the tiny satellites. It was mysterious, unrelated, alien; no one had ever set foot on a major planet save the daring Young and his men forty years before.


    He had explored, out of all the millions of square miles of surface, just one square kilometer forty-five thousand miles away from where they stood. All the rest was mystery, and the thought was enough to subdue even the irrepressible Patricia.


    But not for long. "Well," she observed finally, "it looks just like London to me. Same sort of weather we had last time we were there. I think I'll step outside and look for Piccadilly."


    "You won't go out yet," snapped Ham. "I want an atmospheric test first."


    "For what? Young and his men breathed this air. I suppose you're going to say that that was forty-five thousand miles away, but even a biologist knows that the law of diffusion of gases would keep a planet from having one sort of air at one pole and another at the opposite. If the air was safe there, it is here."


    "Yeah?" asked Ham. "Diffusion's all right; but did it ever occur to you that this fog-ball gets most of its heat from inside? That means high volcanic activity, and it might mean an eruption of poisonous gases somewhere near here. I'm having Cullen make a test.”


    Patricia subsided, watching the silent and efficient Cullen as he drew a sample of Uranian air into an ampule. After a moment she flexed her knees and asked, "Why is the gravitation so weak here? Uranus is fifty-four times as large as the Earth and fifteen times as massive, yet I don't feel any heavier here than at home." Home to Pat, of course, was the little frontier town of Venoble, in the Venusian Cool Country.


    "That's the answer," said Ham. "Fifty-four times the size of the Earth or Venus, but only fifteen times as heavy. That means its density is much smaller—to be exact .27. Figures out to about nine-tenths the surface gravitation of the Earth, but it feels to me almost equal. We'll check a kilogram weight on the spring balance after a while and get an accurate figure on its


    "Safe to breathe?"


    "Perfectly. Argon's an inert gas, and a substance can't possibly be poisonous unless it can react chemically in the body."


    Pat sniffed. "See? It was safe all the time. I'm going outside."


    "You'll wait for me," he growled. "Every time I've indulged that reckless disposition of yours you've got into trouble." He checked the thermometer beyond the port, nine degrees centigrade—the temperature of late autumn back home. "There's the cause of this perpetual fog," he observed. "The surface is always warmer than the air."


    Pat was already pulling a jacket over her shoulders. Ham followed suit, and fell to twisting the handle of the air lock. There was a subdued hissing as the slightly denser Uranian air forced its way in, and he turned to speak to Harbord, who was lighting a pipe with great satisfaction—an indulgence strictly forbidden in space, but harmless now that an air supply was assured.


    "Keep an eye on us, will you?" Ham said. "Watch us through the port, just in case something happens and we need help."


    "We?" grunted Harbord. "Your wife's out of sight already."


    With a muttered imprecation, Ham spun around. It was true. The outer door of the air lock was open, and a lazy wisp of fog drifted in, scarcely moving in the utterly stagnant Uranian air.


    "The crazy little— Here! Give me that!" He seized a belt with twin holsters, holding a standard automatic as well as a terribly destructive flame pistol. He whipped it around him, seized another bundle, and plunged into the eternal mists of Uranus.


    It was exactly as if he stood under an inverted bowl of dull silver. A weird, greenish, half twilight filtered down, but his whole world consisted of the metal ship at his back and a fifty-foot semicircle before him. And Pat—Pat was nowhere visible.


    He shouted her name. "Pat!" The sound muffled by the cold dampness of the fog sounded queerly soft to his ears. He bellowed again at the top of his voice, and then swore violently from sheer relief as a thin, hushed reply drifted back out of the grayness.


    In a moment she appeared, swinging a zigzag, ropy, greenish-gray organism.


    "Look!" she called triumphantly. "Here's the first specimen of Uranian plant life. Loosely organized, reproduces by partition, and—what the devil is the matter?"


    "Matter! Don't you know you might have been lost? How did you expect to get back here?"


    "Compass," she retorted coolly.


    "How do you know it works? We may be right on the magnetic pole, if Uranus has one."


    She glanced at her wrist. "Come to think of it, it doesn't work. The needle's swinging free."


    "Yes, and you went out unarmed besides. Of all the fool tricks!"


    "Young reported no animal life, didn't he? And—wait a minute. I know what you're going to say. 'Forty-five thousand miles away!' "


    He glared. "Hereafter," he growled, "you're under orders. You don't go out except in company, and roped together." He drew a length of heavy silken cord from Isis pocket, and snapped one end to her belt, and the other to his own.


    "Oh, don't be so timid! I feel like a puppy on a leash."


    "I have to be timid," he responded grimly, "when I'm dealing with a reckless, improvident, careless imp like you."


    He disregarded her sniff of disapproval, and set about unwrapping the bundle he had brought. He produced an American flag, and proceeded to dig a depression in the gravel, planted the staff in it and said formally, "I take possession of this land in the name of the United States of America."


    "All fifty feet of it?" murmured Patricia, but softly, for, after all, despite her flippant manner, she was loyal to the country of her husband. She fell silent, and the two of them stared at the flag.


    It was a strange echo from a pleasant little planet nearly two billion miles away; it meant people and friends and civilization—things remote and almost unreal as they stood here on the soil of this vast, lonely, mysterious planet.


    Ham roused from his thoughts. "So!" he said. "Now we'll have a look around."


    Young had indicated the technique of exploration on this world where the explorer faced difficulties all but insurmountable.


    Ham snapped the end of a fine steel wire to a catch beside the air lock. On a spool at his waist was a thousand foot length of it, to serve as an infallible guide back through the obscurity—the only practical means in a region where sound was muffled and even radio waves were shielded almost as completely as by a grounded metal dome. The wire played the part not only of guide but of messenger, since a tug on it rang a bell within the rocket.


    Ham waved at Harbord, visibly puffing his pipe behind the port, and they set out. To the limit of their permitted time, Uranus would have to be explored in thousand-foot circles, moving the rocket each time the details of the area were recorded. A colossal task. It was likely, he remarked to Pat, that the vast planet would never be completely explored, especially with the forty-year interval that must pass between visits.


    "And especially," she amended, "if they send timorous little better-be-safe-than-sorry explorers like you."


    "At least," he retorted, "I expect to return to tell what I've explored even if it's only a myriare, like Young's achievement."


    "But don't you see,” she rejoined impatiently, "that wherever we go, just beyond our vision there may be something marvelous? We take little thousand-foot samples of the country, and each time we might be just missing something that may be the whole significance of this planet. What we're doing is like marking off a few hundred-foot circles on the Earth; how much chance is there of finding part of a city, or a house, or even a human being in our circle?"


    "Perfectly true, Pat, but what can we do about it?"


    "We could at least sacrifice a few precautions and cover a little more territory."


    "But we won't. I happen to care about your safety."


    "Oh!" she said irritably, turning away. "You're—" Her words were muffled as she ranged out to the full length of the silken cord that bound her to him. She was completely invisible, but occasional jerks and tugs as they tried to move at cross-purposes were evidence enough that they were still joined.


    Ham walked slowly forward, examining the pebbled, lifeless terrain where now and then a pool of condensed moisture showed dull, and very occasionally, he came upon one of the zigzag weeds like the one Pat had dropped near the rocket. Apparently rain was unknown on windless Uranus, and the surface moisture followed an endless cycle of condensation in the cool air and evaporation on the warm ground.


    Ham came to a spot where boding mud seemed to be welling up from below, and steamy plumes whirled up to lose themselves in the fog—evidence of the vast internal heat that warmed the planet. He stood staring at it, and suddenly a violent jerk on the cord nearly toppled him backward.


    He spun around. Patricia materialized abruptly out of the fog, one hand clutching a ropy plant. She dropped it as she saw him, and suddenly she was clinging frantically to him.


    "Ham!" she gasped. "Let's go back! I'm scared!"


    "Scared? Of what?" He knew her character; she was valiant to the point of recklessness against any danger she could understand, but let there be a hint of mystery in an occurrence, and her active imagination painted horrors beyond her ability to face.


    "I don't know!" she panted. "I—I saw things!"


    "Where?"


    "In the fog! Everywhere!"


    Ham disengaged his arms and dropped his hands to the butts of the weapons in his belt. "What sort of things?" he asked.


    "Horrible things! Nightmarish things!"


    He shook her gently. "Who's timid now?" he asked, but kindly. The query had the effect he sought; she gripped herself and calmed.


    "I'm not frightened!" she snapped. "I was startled. I saw—" She paled again.


    "Saw what?"


    "I don't know. Shapes in the mist. Great moving things with faces. Gargoyles—devils—nightmares!" She shuddered, then calmed once more.


    "I was bending over a little pool out there, examining a biopod, and everything was quiet—sort of deadly quiet. And then a shadow passed in the pool—a reflection of something over me—and I looked up and saw nothing. But then I began to hear rustles and murmurs and noises like muffled voices and I began to see the fog shapes—horrible shapes—all around me. And I screamed, and then realized you couldn't hear a scream, so I jerked the rope. And then I guess I just closed my eyes and rushed through them to you." She shivered against him.


    "All around you?" he asked sharply. "Do you mean between you and me?"


    She nodded. "Everywhere."


    Ham laughed shortly. "You've had a day dream, Pat. The rope isn't long enough for anything to pass between us without coming so close to one of us that he could see it clearly, and I saw nothing—absolutely nothing."


    "Well, I saw something," she insisted, "and it wasn't imaginary. Do you think I'm just a nervous child afraid of strange places? Why I was born on an alien planet!" At his indulgent grin she flared in indignation. "All right! Let's both of us stand here perfectly quiet; perhaps they'll come back again; then we'll see what you think of them."


    He nodded agreement, and they stood silently under the translucent dome of mist. There was nothing, nothing but a deep and endless grayness, and an infinite silence, but a silence not like any Ham had ever experienced in his life. For on Venus —even in the sultriest part of the Hotlands—there is always the rustle of teeming life, and the eternal moaning of the underwind, while on the Earth no day nor night is ever quite silent.


    There is always somewhere the sighing of leaves or the rustle of grass or the murmur of water or the voices of insects, or even in the driest desert, the whisper of sand as it warms or cools. But not here; here was such utter stillness that the girl's breathing beside him was an actual relief; it was a silence utter enough to hear.


    He did hear it—or was it simply his own blood pulsing in his ears? A formless throbbing, an infinitely faint rustling, a vague whispering. He frowned in the concentration of listening, and Patricia quivered against him.


    "There!" she hissed. "There!"


    He peered into the gray dimness. Nothing at all—or was there something? A shadow—but what here could cause a shadow, here in this sunless region of fog? A condensation of mist, that was all. But it moved; mist can't move without the thrust of wind, and here there was no wind.


    He strained his eyes in an effort to pierce the obscurity. He saw—or he imagined it—a vast, looming figure, or a dozen figures. They were all around; one passed silently overhead, and numberless others weaved and swayed just beyond the range of vision. There were murmurings and susurrations, sounds like breathing and whispering, patters and rustles. The fog shapes were weirdly unstable, looming from little patches of darkness into towering shadows, dissipating and forming like figures of smoke.


    "Good Lord!" gasped Ham. "What can—"


    He tried to focus his gaze on one individual in the shadowy throng. It was difficult; they all seemed to shift, to merge, advance, recede, or simply materialize and fade out. But one surprising phenomenon suddenly caught his attention, and for a moment stunned him into rigidity. He saw faces!


    Not exactly human faces. They were more such appearances as Patricia had described—the faces of gargoyles or devils, leering, grimacing, grinning in lunatic mirth or seeming to weep in mockery of sorrow. One couldn't see them clearly enough for anything but fleeting impressions—so vague and instantaneous that they had the qualities of an illusion or dream.


    They must be illusions, he thought confusedly, if only because their conformation, though not human, imitated the human. It was beyond the bounds of reason to suppose that Uranus harbored a race of humans, or even humanlike beings.


    Beside him Patricia whimpered, "Let's go back, Ham. Please let's go back."


    "Listen," he said, "those things are illusory, at least in part."


    "How do you know?"


    "Because they're anthropomorphic. There can't be any creatures here with nearly human faces. Our own minds are adding details that don't exist, just as every time you see a cloud or a crack on the ceiling you try to make a face out of it. All we're seeing is denser spots in the mist."


    "I wish I thought you were sure of that," she quavered. He wasn't at all sure, but he reaffirmed it. "Of course I am. I'll tell you an easy way to prove it, too. We'll turn the infrared camera on them, and that'll bring out enough detail to judge by."


    "I'd be afraid to look at the plates,' said the girl, shivering as she peered apprehensively at the vague horrors in the fog. "Suppose—suppose they do show those faces. What will you say then?"


    "I'll say that it's a queer and unexpected coincidence that Uranian life—if they are forms of life—has developed along somewhat the same lines as terrestrial—at least in outward form."


    "And you'll be wrong," she murmured. "A thing like this is beyond coincidence." She trembled against him. "Do you know what I think? Ham, do you suppose it's possible that science has gone all wrong, and that Uranus is Hell? And that those are the damned?"


    He laughed, but even his laugh sounded hollow, muffled by the smothering fog. "That's the maddest idea that even your wild imagination has ever produced, Pat. I tell you they're—"


    A scream from the girl interrupted him. They had been standing huddled together, staring at divergent angles into the dome of mist, and he spun around now to gaze in the direction she faced.


    For a moment his vision was blinded by the shift, and he blinked frantically in an effort to focus his eyes. Then he saw what had startled her. It was a vast, dusky shadow that seemed to originate somewhere near the surface, but was springing upward and curving over them as if it actually climbed a veritable dome of mist, like a dim river of darkness flowing upward.


    Despite his derision of Patricia's fear-born imaginings, his nerves were taut. It was a purely automatic gesture that brought his weapon to his hand, and it was pure impulse that sent a bullet flaming into the mist. There was a curiously muffled report from the shot—a single full echo—and then utter silence.


    Utter silence. The rustles and murmurings were gone—and so were the fog-shapes. Blinking into the mist, they saw only the sullen grayness of the eternal cloud itself, and they heard no sound but their own tense breathing and the faint after-ring of their eardrums from the concussion.


    "They're gone!" the girl gasped.


    "Sure. Just what I said. Illusions!"


    "Illusions don't run away from gunshots," retorted Patricia, her courage revived instantly with the vanishing of the fog shapes. "They're real. I'm not nearly as afraid of real things as of—well, of things I can't understand."


    "Do you understand these?" he rejoined. "And as for illusions not running away from gunshots, I say they might. Suppose these appearances were due to a sort of self-hypnosis, or even merely to the eye strain of staring through this fog. Don't you think a shot would startle us out of the proper mental state, so that we'd no longer see them?"


    "Maybe," she said doubtfully. "Anyway, I'm not scared any more. Whatever they are, I guess they're harmless."


    She turned her attention to the puddle of mud before them, in which a few curious feathery growths swayed to the bubbling of the surface. "Cryptogamoid," she said, stooping over them. "Probably the only sort of plant that can exist on Uranus, since there's no sign of bees, or other pollen carriers."


    Ham grunted, peering into the dismal gray mist. Suddenly both of them were startled into sudden alertness by the sound of the bell on the drum that held the guide wire. One ring; a warning from the Gaea!


    Pat sprang erect. Ham tugged the wire in instant reply, and muttered, "We'd better go back. Harbord and Cullen must have seen something. It's probably the same sort of things we saw, but we'd better go back."


    They began to retrace their steps, the thousand feet of wire humming softly as it wound back on the spring drum at Ham's waist. Other than that and the crunch of their steps on the gravel, there was silence, and the fog was merely a featureless dome of faintly greenish grayness. They had progressed perhaps two hundred yards when it changed.


    Patricia saw the fog shapes first. "They're back!" she hissed in his ear, with no sound of fear in her voice now.


    He saw them too. Now they were no longer surrounding the two of them, but were rushing past from the direction of the Gaea in two parallel streams, or perhaps dividing into two streams just beyond the point of visibility. He and Pat were moving down an alley walled by a continuous double line of rushing shadows.


    They huddled closer to each other and bored on through the fog. They were no more than a hundred and fifty feet from the rocket now. And then, with a suddenness that brought them to a sharp halt, something more solid than fog, more solid than fog shapes, loomed darkly straight before them.


    It—whatever it was—was approaching. It was visible now as a dark circle at the level of the ground, perhaps six feet in diameter, upright and broadside on. It was moving as fast as a man walks, and it materialized rapidly into a distinct solidity.


    Ham and Pat stared fascinated. The thing was featureless—just a dull black circle and a tubular body that stretched off into the fog. Or not quite featureless. Now they could perceive an organ that projected from the center of the circle—a loose, quivering member like a large pancake on a finger-thick stem, whose edges quivered and cupped toward them, as if to catch sounds or scent. The creature was blind.


    Yet it possessed some sense that could register distant objects. Thirty feet from them the stalked disc cupped deeply in their direction, the creature swerved slightly, and rushed silently toward the pair!


    Ham was ready. His automatic roared its muffled blast, and roared again. The attacker seemed to telescope in upon itself and rolled aside, and behind it appeared a creature identical in all respects—the same featureless black circle, the same quivering disc. But a high, piercing whine of pain slipped like a sharp knife through the fog.


    This was a danger Patricia could understand. There was no fear about her now; she had faced too many outlandish creatures on the Hotlands frontiers of Venus, or in the mysterious wilds of the Mountains of Eternity.


    She snatched her companion's flame pistol from its holster and stood with the weapon ready to vomit its single blast of destruction. She knew that it represented a last resort, not to be used until other means had failed, so she simply held it, and tugged on the wire to the Gaea. Three pulls, and then again three, would summon aid from Cullen and Harbord.


    The second creature—or was it another segment of the same animal?—came charging forward. Ham sent two more bullets into the blank, faceless front of it, and again that keening note of pain sounded. The monster swerved and collapsed, and another black circle was rushing toward them. His shot failed to drop this one, but the creature veered.


    Suddenly the thing was roaring past them, black and huge as a railroad train. It was a segmented being; it was composed of dozens of eight-foot links, like a train of miniature cars, three pairs of legs to a section.


    But it ran like a single creature, with ripples of motion flowing back along its countless legs in exactly the way a centipede runs. Ham had a flashing glimpse of the manner in which the segments were joined by finger-thick ropes of flesh.


    He sent three bullets into the middle of a passing section. It was a bad mistake; the segment spouted black liquid and rolled out of line, but the one behind it suddenly turned its stalked member toward the two defenders and came rushing at them. And off in the fog the first section was circling back. They had two to face now instead of one.


    Ham had three cartridges left in the clip. He grimly fired one shot full at the quivering disc of flesh that cupped toward him, saw the monster collapse, and sent another bullet into the segment that followed. The thing—or things—seemed to extend indefinitely into the fog.


    Beside him he heard the roar of the flame pistol. Pat had waited until the other monster was nearly upon her, so that her single blast might do as much damage as possible.


    Ham stole time for a momentary glance at the result; the terrific discharge had simply incinerated a dozen segments, and one solitary survivor was crawling away into the fog.


    "Good girl!" he muttered and sent his last bullet into the onrushing monstrosity. It dropped, and behind it, driving inexorably on, came the follower. He flung his empty weapon at the fleshy disc, saw it pound off the black skin, and waited, thrusting Pat behind him.


    There was a great, roaring light. A flame pistol! Dim in the fog were the figures of Harbord and Cullen, tracing their way along the wire, and before him were writhing segments of the blasted monster.


    What remained of the creature had had enough punishment, apparently, for it veered to the left and went thundering away into the mist, now no more than ten segments long. And all around the group, just beyond visibility, the fog shapes gestured and grimaced and gibbered, and then they too vanished.


    Not a word was spoken as the four traced the wire to the door of the Gaea. Once within, Patricia let out a low whistle of relief as she pulled off her dripping jacket.


    "Well," she breathed. "That was a thrill."


    "A thrill!" snorted Ham. "Say, you can have this whole soggy planet for all of me. And I've a mind to limit you to the ship, too. This is no place for a thoughtless imp like you; you draw trouble the way honey draws flies."


    "As if I had anything to do with it!" she retorted. "All right; order me to stay aboard if you think it'll do any good."


    He grunted and turned to Harbord. "Thanks," he said. "That was close until you two showed up. And by the way, what was the warning for? The fog shapes?"


    "Do you mean that Mardi Gras parade that's been going by?" asked Harbord. "Or was it a spiritualist convention? No; we weren't sure they were real. It was for the thing you did get tangled up with; it came humping by here in your direction."


    "It or they?" corrected Ham.


    "Did you see more'n one of them?"


    "I made more than one of them. I cut it in half, and both halves went for us. Pat took care of one with the flame pistol, but all my bullets seemed to do was to knock off pieces." He frowned. "Do you understand the thing, Pat?"


    "Better than you do," she retorted sharply. His threat to restrain her to the ship still rankled. "This would be a fine expedition without a biologist, wouldn't it?"


    "That's the reason I'm being careful about you," he grinned. "I'm afraid I would be without a biologist. But what's your idea concerning that series of detachable worms out there?"


    "Just that. It's a multiple animal. Did you ever hear of Henri Fabre?"


    "Not that I remember."


    "Well, he was a great French naturalist of about two centuries ago. Among other things, he studied some interesting little insects called processionary caterpillars, who spin themselves a cozy nest of silk and march out of it every night to feed."


    "Well?"


    "Just listen a moment," said the girl. "They march out single file, every caterpillar touching its head to the tail of the one preceding it. They're blind, you see; so each one trusts the one ahead. The first one's the leader; he picks the route, leads them to the proper tree, and there the column breaks up for feeding. And at sunrise, they form again into little columns, which join again into the big procession, and back they go to their nest."


    "I still don't see—"


    "You will. Now, whichever caterpillar is in front is the leader. If you take a stick and break the column at any point, the one behind the gap becomes the leader for his followers, and leads them back to the cobweb nest just as efficiently as the original leader. And if you segregate any one caterpillar, he finds his own way, being leader and column in one."


    "I begin to see," muttered Ham.


    "Yes. That thing—or those things—are something like the processionary caterpillars. They're blind; in fact, eyes would have much less value on Uranus than on the Earth, and perhaps no Uranian creatures developed eyes—unless the fog shapes possess them. But I think these creatures are a long way ahead of processionaries, because the caterpillars establish their contact along a thread of silk, but these fellows, apparently, do it through actual nerve ganglia."


    "Eh?" queried Ham.


    "Of course. Didn't you notice how they were joined? That flat organ in front—each one had it slapped like a sucking disc against the one before him—was always placed in identically the same position. And when you shot one out of the middle of the file, I saw the pulpy lump it had covered on the one it followed. And besides—“ She paused.


    "Besides what?"


    "Well, didn't it strike you as strange that the whole line cooperated so well? Their legs moved in a sort of rhythm, like the legs of a single creature, like the legs of a myriapod—a centipede.


    "I don't think habit or training or discipline could ever account for the way that file of creatures acted, rushing and stopping and veering and circling, all in perfect unison. The whole line must have been under the direct neutral control of the leader—hearing and smelling what he heard and smelled, even, perhaps, responding to his desires, hating with him and finally fearing with him!"


    "Damned if I don't think you're right!" exclaimed Ham. "The whole bunch of them acted like one animal!"


    "Until you carelessly created two by breaking the line," corrected the girl. "You see—"


    "I made another leader!" finished Ham excitedly. "The one behind the break in the file became a second leader, able to act independently." He frowned. "Say, do you suppose those things accumulate their intelligence when they join? Does each one add his reasoning power—if any—to the dominating brain of the leader?"


    "I doubt it," said the girl. "If that were true, they would be able to build up a colossal intellect just by adding more sections. No matter how stupid each individual might be, they'd only have to click together enough of them to create a godlike intelligence.


    "If anything like that existed here, or ever had existed, they wouldn't be rushing around weaponless and savage. There'd be some sort of civilization, wouldn't there? But," she added, "they might pool their experience. The leader might have all the individual memories at Ins disposal, which wouldn't add a darn thing to his reasoning powers."


    "Sounds plausible," agreed Ham. "Now as to the fog shapes. Have you figured out anything about them?"


    She shuddered. "Not much," she confessed. "I think there's a relationship between them and these others, though."


    "Why?"


    "Because they came streaming by us just before the attack. They might simply have been running away from the multiple creature, but in that case they ought to have scattered. They didn't; they came rushing by in two distinct streams, and not only that, but all during the fight they were flickering and shimmering in the background. Didn't you notice that?"


    "My attention was occupied," replied Ham dryly. "But what about it?"


    "Well, did you ever hear of the indicator albirostris—the honey-guide?"


    "It sounds vaguely familiar."


    "It's an African bird of the cuckoo family, and it guides human beings to the wild bee colonies. Then the man gets the honey and the bird gets the grubs." She paused. "I think," she concluded, "that the fog shapes played honey-guide to the others. I think they led the creatures to us either because your shot angered them, or because they wanted the leavings after the others were through with us, or because they're just plain destructive. Anyway, that's my guess."


    "If they're real," added Ham. "We'll have to turn the infrared camera on the next group or herd or swarm or flock, or whatever you call their gatherings. I still think they're mostly illusory."


    She shuddered. "I hope you're right," she murmured.


    "Bah!" said Harbord suddenly. "Women don't belong in places like this. Too timid."


    "Yeah?" retorted Ham, now fully prepared to defend Patricia. "She was cool enough to notice details during that fracas out there."


    "But afraid of shadows!" grumbled Harbord.


    


    However, they weren't shadows. Some hours later Cullen reported that the fog around the Gaea was full of shifting, skittering shapes, and he trundled the long-wave camera from port to port.


    Handicapped by the argon-laden air with its absorption spectrum that filtered out long rays, the infra-red plates were nevertheless more sensitive than the human eye, though perhaps less responsive to detail. But a photographic plate is not amenable to suggestion; it never colors what it sees by the tint of past experience; it records coldly and unemotionally the exact pattern of the light rays that strike it.


    When Cullen was ready to develop his plates, Patricia was still asleep, tired out by the hectic first day on the planet, but Ham came out drowsily to watch the results.


    These might have been less than she feared, but they were more than Ham expected. He squinted through a negative toward the light, then took a sheaf of prints from Cullen, frowning down at them.


    "Humph!" he muttered. The prints showed something, beyond doubt, but something not much more definite than the unaided eye had seen. Indubitably the fog shapes were real, but it was equally certain that they weren't anthropomorphic.


    The demoniac faces, the leering visages, the sardonic countenances, were decidedly absent to the eye of the camera; to that extent the beings they had seen were illusions, whose features had been superimposed by their own minds on the shadows in the fog. But only to that extent, for behind the illusion lay something unmistakably real. Yet what physical forms could achieve that flickering and shifting and change of shape and size that they had observed?


    "Don't let Pat see these unless she asks to," he said thoughtfully. "And I think I'll confine her to the ship for the present. Judging from the couple of acres we've seen so far, this place isn't the friendliest sort of locality."


    But he figured without the girl on both counts. When, fifteen hours later, he moved the rocket a mile south and prepared for another circuit in the fog, she met his order with a storm of protest.


    "What's this expedition for?" she demanded. "The most important thing on a planet is the life it supports, and that's a biologist's business, isn't it?"


    She turned indignant eyes on Ham. "Why do you think the Institute chose me for this job? Just to sit idly in the rocket while a couple of incompetents look around—a chemist and an engineer who don't know an epiphyte from a hemipteron?"


    "Well, we could bring in specimens," muttered Ham miserably.


    That brought a renewed storm. "Listen to me!" she snapped. "If you want the truth, I'm not here because of you. You're here because of me! They could have found a hundred engineers and chemists and astrogators, but how many good extraterrestrial biologists? Darn few!"


    Ham had no ready reply, for it was quite true. Despite her youth, Patricia, born on Venus and educated in Paris, was admittedly preeminent in her field. Nor, in all fairness to the backers of the expedition, could he handicap her in her work. After all, not even the government-financed Smithsonian could afford to spend somewhat over two million dollars without getting fair return for its money.


    Sending a rocket out into the depths where Uranus plowed its lonely orbit was a project so expensive that in simple justice the expedition had to do its utmost, especially since forty long years would elapse before there would be another opportunity to visit the doubtful planet. So he sighed and yielded.


    "That shows a faint glimmering of intelligence," said Patricia. "Do you think I'm afraid of some animated links of sausages? I won't make the mistake of cutting them in the middle. And as for those funny-faced shadows, you said yourself that they were illusions, and—by the way, where are the pictures you were going to take of them? Did they show anything?"


    Cullen hesitated, then at Ham's resigned nod, he passed her the sheaf of prints. At the first glance she frowned suddenly.


    "They're real!" she said, and then bent over them with so intent an expression that Ham wondered what she could read from so vague and shadowy a record. He saw, or fancied he saw, a queer gleam of satisfaction in her eyes, and felt a sensation of relief that at least she wasn't upset by the discovery.


    "What d'you make of them?" he asked curiously.


    She smiled and made no answer.


    


    Apparently Ham's fears concerning Patricia were ill-founded on all counts. The days passed uneventfully; Cullen analyzed and filed his samples, and took innumerable tests of the greenish Uranian atmosphere; Ham checked and rechecked his standard weights, and in spare moments examined the reaction motor on which the Gaea and their lives depended; and Patricia collected and classified her specimens without the least untoward incident.


    Harbord, of course, had nothing to do until the rocket plunged once more into the vastness of space, so he served as cook and general utility man—an easy enough task consisting largely of opening cans and disposing of the debris.


    Four times the Gaea soared aloft, picked her way through the eternal mists to a new station, and settled down while Ham and Patricia explored another thousand-foot circle. And somewhere in the grayness above, forever invisible, Saturn swung into conjunction, passed the slower-moving Uranus, and began to recede. Time was growing short; every hour meant additional distance to cover on the return.


    On the fifth shift of position, Harbord announced the limit of their stay. "Not more than fifty hours more," he warned, "unless you have an inclination to spend the next forty years here."


    "Well, it's not much worse than London," observed Ham, pulling on his outdoor clothing. "Come on, Pat. This'll be our last look at the pleasant Uranian landscape."


    She followed him into the gray open, waiting while he clicked his guide wire to the rocket, and the silken rope to her belt. "I'd like to get one more look at our chain-gang friends," she complained. "I have an idea, and I'd like to investigate it."


    "And I hope you don't," he grunted. "One look was plenty for me."


    The Gaea disappeared in the eternal mist. Around them the fog shapes flickered and grimaced as they had done ever since that first appearance, but neither of them paid any attention now. Familiarity had removed any trace of fear.


    This was a region of small stony hillocks, and Patricia ranged back and forth at the full length of the rope, culling, examining, discarding, or preserving the rare Uranian flora. Most of the time she was beyond sight or sound, but the cord that joined them gave evidence of her safety.


    Ham tugged impatiently. "Like leading a puppy past a row of trees," he growled as she appeared. "Wire's end!" he called. "We'll circle back."


    "But there's something beyond!" she cried. By virtue of the rope she could range an additional fifty feet into the obscurity. "There's something growing just out of reach there—something new! I want to see it."


    "Hell, you can't. It's out of reach and that's that. We can lengthen the wire a little and come back for it."


    "Oh, it's just a few feet." She turned away. "I'll release the rope, take a look, and come back."


    "You won't!" he roared. "Pat! Come here!"


    He tugged mightily on the rope. A faint exclamation of disgust drifted out of the dimness, and then, suddenly, the rope came free in his hands. She had freed herself!


    "Pat!" he bellowed. "Come back! Come back, I say!"


    A smothered reply sounded, all but inaudible. Then there was utter silence. He shouted again. The all-enveloping fog muffled his voice in his own ears. He waited a moment, then repeated his call. Nothing; no sound but the rustle of the fog shapes.


    He was in a desperate quandary. After another pause he fired his revolver into the air, all ten shots at brief intervals. He waited, then fired another clip without response from the passive, leaden-hued fog. He swore bitterly at the girl's foolhardiness, at his own helplessness, and at the grimacing fog shapes.


    He had to do something. Go back to the Gaea and set Harbord and Cullen searching. That wasted precious time; every moment Patricia might be wandering blindly away. He muttered a phrase that might have been either an imprecation or a prayer, pulled a pencil and a piece of paper from his pocket, and scrawled a message: "Pat lost. Bring additional spool and attach to wire. Circle for me. Will try to stay within two-thousand-foot radius."


    He clipped the paper to the wire's end, weighted it with a stone, and then tugged three times to summon the two from the Gaea. Then he deliberately released himself and plunged unguided into the fog.


    


    He never knew how far or how long he walked. The fog shapes gibbered and mocked him, the condensation gathered err his face and dripped from his nose and chin, the fog pressed in about bins. He shouted, he fired his automatic, he whistled, hoping that the shriller sounds might carry, he zigzagged back and forth across his route. Surely, he thought, Pat had sense enough not to wander. Surely a girl trained in the Hotlands of Venus knew that the proper procedure when lost was to remain still, lest one stray still farther from safety.


    Ham himself was utterly lost now. He had no faintest conception of where the Gaea lay, nor in what direction was the guiding wire. Now and again he thought he spied the silver filament of safety, but each time it was only the glint of water or the dull sparkle of stone. He moved under on inverted bowl of fog that blocked off vision on every hand.


    In the end it was the very weakness of the lost that saved him. After hours of hopeless plunging through the mist, he tripped—actually tripped—over the wire. He had circled.


    Cullen and Harbord loomed suddenly beside him, joined by a silken rope. He gasped. "Have you—have you—"


    "No," said Harbord gloomily, his lined visage looking bleak and worn. "But we will. We will."


    "Say," said Cullen, "why don't you go aboard and rest up? You look about done in, and we can carry on for you."


    "No," said Ham grimly.


    Harbord was unexpectedly gentle. "Don't worry," he said. "She's a sensible sort. She'll stay put until we find her. She can't have wandered a full thousand feet beyond the wire's end."


    "Unless," responded Ham miserably, "she was driven—or carried."


    "We'll find her," repeated Harbord.


    But ten hours later, after they had completely circled the Gaea at a dozen different distances, it became obvious that Patricia was not within the circumference described by their two-thousand-foot wire. Fifty times during the intolerable circuit ham had fought against the impulse to free himself of the wire, to probe just a little farther into the tantalizing fog.


    She might he sitting despondently just beyond sight and earshot, or she might be lying injured within an easy stone's throw of the circle, and they'd never know it. Yet to release himself from the one guide that marked their base was little better than suicide and somewhat more than sheer insanity.


    When they reached the stake that Cullen bad driven to mark their starting point, Ham paused. "Back to the ship," he ordered grimly. "We'll move her four thousand feet in this direction and circle again. Pat can't have meandered a mile from the point I lost her."


    "We'll find her," reiterated Harbord.


    But they didn't find her. After a futile, exhausting search, Ham ordered the Gaea to a point at which their wire-bound circle was tangent to the two circles already explored, and grimly began again.


    Thirty-one hours had passed since the girl had disappeared, and the three were nearing exhaustion. It was Cullen who yielded first, and groped his way wearily back to the ship. When the other two returned to move to a new base, they found him sleep-Mg fully clothed beside a half-drained cup of coffee.


    The hours dropped slowly into eternity. Saturn was pulling steadily ahead of the misty planet, bound placidly for their next meeting forty years in the future. Harbord said not a word concerning the passing of time; it was Ham who broached the subject.


    "Look here," he said as the Gaea slanted down to a new position. "Time's short. I don't want you two marooned here, and if we don't find Pat in this area, I want you and Cullen to leave. Do you understand?"


    "I understand English," said Harbord, "but not that sort."


    "There's no reason for you two to stay. I'm staying. I'll take our portion of food and all the arms and ammunition, and I'll stay."


    "Bah!" growled Harbord. "What's forty years?" He had turned sixty.


    "I'm ordering you to leave," said Ham quietly.


    "You don't command once we're clear of the surface," grunted the other. "We're staying. We'll find her."


    But it began to seem utterly hopeless. Cullen awoke and joined them as they emerged into the infinite fog, and they took their places at six hundred and sixty foot intervals along the wire. Ham took the outermost position and they began their endless plodding through the mists.


    He was close to the breaking point. For forty hours he had neither slept nor eaten, save for a hurried gulp of coffee and a bite of chocolate when they moved the Gaea. The fog shapes were beginning to take the weirdest conformations in his tired eyes, and they seemed to loom ever closer, and to grin more malevolently.


    So it was that he had to blink and squint and peer very closely when, a quarter way around the circuit, he saw something a little denser than the fog shapes in the gloom.


    He jerked the wire once to halt Harbord and Cullen, and stared fixedly. There was a sound, too—a faint, steady thrumming quite different from the eerie rustles of the fog shapes. He started sharply as he heard still another sound, indescribable, muffled, but certainly a physical sound. He jerked the wire three times, that would summon his companions.


    They came, and he pointed out the dusky mass. "We can reach it," he suggested, "if we tie a couple of our ropes together. Two should be plenty.”


    They moved cautiously into the mist. Something—something was stirring there. They crept quietly on, fifty feet, sixty. And suddenly Ham realized that he saw a chain of the multiple creatures—a vast chain, apparently, for it was still passing before them. In utter despondency he stopped, staring hopelessly ahead; then, very slowly, he tamed back toward the wire.


    A sound—a sharp sound—froze him. It sounded like a cough!


    He whirled back. Regardless of the dangerous file close before him, he shouted. "Pat! Pat!"


    The sublimity of relief! A thin little voice quavered beyond the line. "Ham! Oh, Ham!"


    "Are—you—are you safe?"


    "Y-yes.”


    He was at the very side of the passing file. Beyond, pale as the mist itself, was Patricia, no more than ten feet away.


    "Thank God!" he muttered. "Pat, when this chain passes, run straight here. Don't move a single step aside—not a single step!"


    "Passes?" she quavered. "Oh, it won't pass! It isn't a file. It's a circle!"


    "A circle!" Comprehension dawned. "A circle! Then how—how can we get you out? We can't break it or—" He paused. Now the queer parade was leaderless, helpless, but once it were broken at any point, it would turn into a fierce and bloodthirsty thing—and it might attack the girl. "Lord!" he gasped.


    Harbord and Cullen were beside him. "Here!" he snapped. He seized the remaining rope. "I'm going across. Stand close."


    He crawled to the shoulders of the two. From that height it might be possible to leap the creatures. It had to be possible.


    He made it, though it left Cullen and Harbord groaning from the thrust of his hundred and eighty pounds, Uranus weight. He spent only a moment holding Patricia to him; the menace of those circling monsters was too imminent.


    He flung an end of the rope to the two beyond the circle. "Can you swing across if we hold it high enough, Pat?" The girl seemed on the verge of exhaustion.


    "Of course," she murmured.


    He helped her lock elbows and knees around the rope. Slowly, painfully, she inched her way in the manner of a South American tree sloth. Ham had one terrible instant of fear as she wavered directly over the file, but she made it, dropping weakly into Harbord's arms beyond.


    Then she cried out, "Ham! How can you get across?"


    "Vault 'em!" he flashed.


    He spent no time in reflection. He gathered all the strength remaining in his body, drew back for a short run, and actually cleared the six foot barrier of deadliness, his knuckles just touching a black, blubbery back.


    Patricia struggled to her feet, clinging to him. He held her a moment, then said huskily, "Lord! If we hadn't found you—"


    "But you did!" she whispered. Suddenly she began to laugh hysterically, the sound broken by choking coughs. "Only what kept you? I expected you sooner!" She stared wildly at the circling file. "I short-circuited them!" she cried. "I—short-circuited —their brains!"


    She collapsed against him. Without a word he lifted her and followed Harbord and Cullen back along the wire to the Gaea. Behind him, revolving endlessly, was the circle of doomed creatures.


    


    Uranus was a banded green globe behind the flare of the afterjets, and Saturn a brilliant blue star to the left of a tiny, very fierce sun. Patricia, her cough already improved in the conditioned air of the Gaea, lay passively in a pivot chair and smiled at Ham.


    "You see," she said, "after I cast off the rope—Wait! Don't lecture me again about that!—I stepped just the merest few paces into the fog, and then, after all, the plants I had seen turned out to be the same old zigzag ones I named Cryptogami Urani, so I started back and you were gone."


    "Gone! I hadn't moved."


    "You were gone," she repeated imperturbably. "I walked a short distance and then shouted, but the shouts just sort of muffled out. And then I heard a couple of shots in another direction, and started that way—and suddenly the chain gang came plunging out of the fog!"


    "What'd you do?"


    "What could I do? They were too close for me to draw my gun, so I ran. They're fast, but so am I, and I kept ahead until I began to lose breath. Then I discovered that by sharp dodging I could keep away—they don't turn very quickly—and I managed for a few minutes, although that blinding fog kept me in danger of tripping. And then I had an inspiration!"


    "You needed one!" he muttered.


    She ignored him. "Do you remember when I mentioned Fabre and his studies of the pine processionary caterpillars? Well, one of his experiments was to lead the procession around the edge of a big garden vase and close the circle! He did away with the leader, and do you know what happened?"


    "I can guess."


    "You're right. Lacking leadership, the circle just kept revolving for hours, days, I don't know how long, until at last some caterpillar dropped from exhaustion, and a new leader was created by the gap. And suddenly that experiment occurred to me, and I set about duplicating it. I dodged back toward the rear end of my procession, with the front end following me!"


    "I see!" muttered Ham.


    "Yes. I intended to dose the circle and dodge outside, but something went wrong. I caught up with the rear all right, but I was just about worn out and I stumbled or something, and the next thing I remember was lying on the ground with the feet of the things pounding by my face. And I was inside the circler


    "You probably fainted from exhaustion."


    "I never faint," said Patricia with dignity.


    "You did when I got you out."


    "That," she retorted, "was simply a case of going to sleep after about forty hours of staying awake without food. Fainting, or syncope, is quite different, being due to an undersupply of blood to the brain—"


    "All right," cut in Ham. "If fainting needs a brain, obviously you couldn't faint. Go on."


    "Well," she resumed placidly, "there I was. I could have shot a break in the circle, of course, but that would have brought an attack, and besides, I hadn't the least idea where the Caea was. So I sat there, and I sat a week or ten days or a month—"


    "Forty hours."


    "And the fog shapes kept rustling over the file of sausage creatures, and they kept flickering and rustling and whispering until I thought I'd go mad. It was terrible—even knowing what they were, it was terrible!"


    "Knowing what— Do you know what they are?"


    "I figured out one good guess. In fact, I had a suspicion as soon as I saw Cullen's infra-red photographs."


    "Then what the devil are they?"


    "Well, you see I had a good chance to examine the chain things at close range, and they're not perfect creatures."


    "I'll say they're not!"


    "I mean they're not fully developed. In fact, they're larvae. And I think the fog shapes are what they grow up to be. That's why the fog shapes led the things to us. Don't you see? The chain creatures are their children. It's like caterpillar and moth!"


    "Well, that's possible, of course, but what about the weird faces of the fog Shapes, and their ability to change size?"


    "They don't change size. See here—the light on that part of Uranus comes from directly overhead, doesn't it? Well, any shadows are thrown straight down, then; that's obvious. So what we saw—all that flickering, shifting crew of gargoyles—were just the shadows of floating things, flying things, projected on the fog. That's why the fog shapes grew and shrank and changed shape; they were just shadows following some winged creature that moved up and down and around. Do you see?"


    "It sounds plausible. We'll report it that way, and in eighty years, when the north pole part of Uranus gets around to the Sunlight again, somebody can run up and check the theory. Maybe Harbord'll pilot them. Eh, Harbord? Think you'd be willing to visit the place again in eighty years?"


    "Not with a woman aboard," grunted the astrogator.


    


    

  


  
    


    THE POINT OF VIEW


    


    “I AM TOO MODEST!” snapped the great Haskel van Manderpootz, pacing irritably about the limited area of his private laboratory, glaring at me the while. “That is the trouble. I undervalue my own achievements, and thereby permit petty imitators like Corveille to influence the committee and win the Morell prize.”


    “But,” I said soothingly, “you've won the Morell physics award half a dozen times, professor. They can't very well give it to you every year.”


    “Why not, since it is plain that I deserve it?” bristled the professor. “Understand, Dixon, that I do not regret my modesty, even though it permits conceited fools like Corveille, who have infinitely less reason than I for concert, to win awards that mean nothing save prizes for successful bragging. Bah! To grant an award for research along such obvious lines that I neglected to mention them, thinking that even a Morell judge would appreciate their obviousness! Research on the psychon, eh! Who discovered the psychon? Who but van Manderpootz?”


    “Wasn't that what you got last year's award for?” I asked consolingly. “And after all, isn't this modesty, this lack of jealousy on your part, a symbol of greatness of character?”


    “True—true!” said the great van Manderpootz, mollified. “Had such an affront been committed against a lesser man than myself, he would doubtless have entered a bitter complaint against the judges. But not I. Anyway, I know from experience that it wouldn't do any good. And besides, despite his greatness, van Manderpootz is as modest and shrinking as a violet.” At this point he paused, and his broad red face tried to look violet-like.


    I suppressed a smile. I knew the eccentric genius of old from the days when I had been Dixon Wells, undergraduate student of engineering, and had taken a course in Newer Physics (that is, in Relativity) under the famous professor. For some unguessable reason, he had taken a fancy to me, and as a result, I had been involved in several of his experiments since graduation. There was the affair of the subjunctivisor, for instance, and also that of the idealizator; in the first of these episodes I had suffered the indignity of falling in love with a girl two weeks after she was apparently dead, and in the second, the equal or greater indignity of falling in love with a girl who didn't exist, never had existed, and never would exist-in other words, with an ideal. Perhaps I'm a little susceptible to feminine charms, or rather, perhaps I used to be, for since the disaster of the idealizator, I have grimly relegated such follies to the past, much to the disgust of various 'vision entertainers, singers, dancers, and the like.


    So of late I had been spending my days very seriously trying wholeheartedly to get to the office on time just once, so that I could refer to it next time my father accused me of never getting anywhere on time. I hadn't succeeded yet, but fortunately the N. J. Wells Corporation was wealthy enough to survive even without the full-time services of Dixon Wells, or should I say even with them? Anyway, I'm sure my father preferred to have me late in the morning after an evening with van Manderpootz than after one with Tips Alva or Whimsy White, or one of the numerous others of the ladies of the 'vision screen. Even in the twenty-first century he retained a lot of old-fashioned ideas.


    Van Manderpootz had ceased to remember that he was as modest and shrinking as a violet. “It has just occurred to me,” he announced impressively, “that years have character much as humans have. This year, 2015, will be remembered in history as a very stupid year, in which the Morell prize was given to a nincompoop. Last year, on the other hand, was a very intelligent year, a jewel in the crown of civilization. Not only was the Morell prize given to van Manderpootz, but I announced my discrete field theory in that year, and the University unveiled Gogli's statue of me as well.” He sighed. “Yes, a very intelligent year! What do you think?”


    “It depends on how you look at it,” I responded glumly. “I didn't enjoy it so much, what with Joanna Caldwell and Denise d'Agrion, and your infernal experiments. It's all in the point of view.”


    The professor snorted. “Infernal experiments, eh! Point of view! Of course it's all in the point of view. Even Einstein's simple little synthesis was enough to prove that. If the whole world could adopt an intelligent and admirable point of view—that of van Manderpootz, for instance—all troubles would be over. If it were possible—” He paused, and an expression of amazed wonder spread over his ruddy face.


    “What's the matter?” I asked.


    “Matter? I am astonished! The astounding depths of genius awe me. I am overwhelmed with admiration at the incalculable mysteries of a great mind.”


    “I don't get the drift.”


    “Dixon,” he said impressively, “you have been privileged to look upon an example of the workings of a genius. More than that, you have planted the seed from which perhaps shall grow the towering tree of thought. Incredible as it seems, you, Dixon Wells, have given van Manderpootz an ideal It is thus that genius seizes upon the small, the unimportant, the negligible, and turns it to its own grand purposes. I stand awe-struck!”


    “But what—?”


    “Wait,” said van Manderpootz, still in rapt admiration of the majesty of his own mind. “When the tree bears fruit, you shall see it. Until then, be satisfied that you have played a part in its planting.”


    It was perhaps a month before I saw van Manderpootz again, but one bright spring evening his broad, rubicund face looked out of the phone-screen at me.


    “It's ready,” he announced impressively.


    “What is?”


    The professor looked pained at the thought that I could have forgotten. “The tree has borne fruit,” he explained. “If you wish to drop over to my quarters, we'll proceed to the laboratory and try it out. I do not set a time, so that it will be utterly impossible for you to be late.”


    I ignored that last dig, but had a time been set, I would doubtless have been even later than usual, for it was with some misgivings that I induced myself to go at all. I still remembered the unpleasantness of my last two experiences with the inventions of van Manderpootz. However, at last we were seated in the small laboratory, while out in the larger one the professor's technical assistant, Carter, puttered over some device, and in the far corner his secretary, the plain and unattractive Miss Fitch, transcribed lecture notes, for van Manderpootz abhorred the thought that his golden utterances might be lost to posterity. On the table between the professor and myself lay a curious device, something that looked like a cross between a pair of nose-glasses and a miner's lamp.


    “There it is,” said van Manderpootz proudly. “There lies my attitudinizor, which may well become an epoch-making device.”


    “How? What does it do?”


    “I will explain. The germ of the idea traces back to that remark of yours about everything depending on the point of view. A very obvious statement, of course, but genius seizes on the obvious and draws from it the obscure. Thus the thoughts of even the simplest mind can suggest to the man of genius his sublime conceptions, as is evident from the fact that I got this idea from you.”


    “What idea?”


    “Be patient. There is much you must understand first. You must realize just bow true is the statement that everything depends on the point of view. Einstein proved that motion, space, and time depend on the particular point of view of the observer, or as he expressed it, on the scale of reference used. I go farther than that, infinitely farther. I propound the theory that the observer is the point of view. I go even beyond that, I maintain that the world itself is merely the point of view!”


    “Hub?”


    “Look here,” proceeded van Manderpootz. “It is obvious that the world I see is entirely different from the one in which you live. It is equally obvious that a strictly religious man occupies a different world than that of a materialist. The fortunate man lives in a happy world; the unfortunate man sees a world of misery. One man is happy with little, another is miserable with much. Each sees the world from his own point of view, which is the same as saying that each lives in his own world. Therefore there are as many worlds as there are points of view.


    “But,” I objected, “that theory is to disregard reality. Out of all the different points of view, there must be one that is right, and all the rest are wrong.”


    “One would think so,” agreed the professor. “One would think that between the point of view of you, for instance, as contrasted with that of, say van Manderpootz, there would be small doubt as to which was correct. However, early in the twentieth century, Heisenberg enunciated his Principle of Uncertainty, which proved beyond argument that a completely accurate scientific picture of the world is quite impossible, that the law of cause and effect is merely a phase of the law of chance, that no infallible predictions can ever be made, and that what science used to call natural laws arc really only descriptions of the way in which the human mind perceives nature. In other words, the character of the world depends entirely on the mind observing it, or, to return to my earlier statement-the point of view.”


    “But no one can ever really understand another person's point of view,” I said. “It isn't fair to undermine the whole basis of science because you can't be sure that the color we both call red wouldn't look green to you if you could see it through my eyes.”


    “Ali!” said van Manderpootz triumphantly. “So we come now to my attitudinizor. Suppose that it were possible for me to see through your eyes, or you through mine. Do you see what a boon such an ability would be to humanity? Not only from the standpoint of science, but also because it would obviate all troubles due to misunderstandings. And even more.” Shaking his finger, the professor recited oracularly, “'Oh, wad some pow'r the giftie gie us to see oursel's as ithers see us.' Van Manderpootz is that power, Dixon. Through my attitudinizor, one may at last adopt the viewpoint of another. The poet's plaint of more than two centuries ago is answered at last.”


    “How the devil do you see through somebody else's eyes?”


    “Very simply. You will recall the idealizator. Now it is obvious that when I peered over your shoulder and perceived in the mirror your conception of the ideal woman, I was, to a certain extent, adopting your point of view. In that case the psyclions given off by your mind were converted into quanta of visible light, which could be seen. In the case of my attitudinizor, the process is exactly reversed. One flashes the beam of this light on the subject whose point of view is desired; the visible light is reflected back with a certain accompaniment of psychons, which are here intensified to a degree which will permit them to be, so to speak, appreciated?”


    “Psychons?”


    “Have you already forgotten my discovery of the unit particle of thought? Must I explain again how the cosmons, chronons, spations, psychons, and all other particles are interchangeable? And that,” he continued abstractedly, “leads to certain interesting speculations. Suppose I were to convert, say, a ton of material protons and electrons into spations—that is, convert matter into space. I calculate that a ton of matter will produce approximately a cubic mile of space. Now the question is, where would we put it, since all the space we have is already occupied by space? Or if I manufactured an hour or two of time? It is obvious that we have no time to fit in an extra couple of hours, since all our time is already accounted for. Doubtless it will take a certain amount of thought for even van Manderpootz to solve these problems, but at the moment I am curious to watch the workings of the attitudinizor. Suppose you put it on, Dixon.”


    “I? Haven't you tried it out yet?”


    “Of course not. In the first place, what has van Manderpootz to gain by studying the viewpoints of other people? The object of the device is to permit people to study nobler viewpoints than their own. And in the second place, I have asked myself whether it is fair to the world for van Manderpootz to be the first to try out a new and possibly untrustworthy device, and I reply, 'No!'“


    “But I should try it out, eh? Well, every time I try out any of your inventions I find myself in some kind of trouble. I'd be a fool to go around looking for more difficulty, wouldn't l?”


    “I assure you that my viewpoint will be much less apt to get you into trouble than your own,” said van Manderpootz with dignity. “There will be no question of your becoming involved in some impossible love affair as long as you stick to that.”


    Nevertheless, despite the assurance of the great scientist, I was more than a little reluctant to don the device. Yet I was curious, as well; it seemed a fascinating prospect to be able to look at the world through other eyes, as fascinating as visiting a new world-which it was, according to the professor. So after a few moments of hesitation, I picked up the instrument, slipped it over my head so that the eyeglasses were in the proper position, and looked inquiringly at van Manderpootz.


    “You must turn it on,” he said, reaching over and clicking a switch on the frame. “Now flash the light to my face. That's the way; just center the circle of light on my face. And now what do you see?”


    I didn't answer; what I saw was, for the moment, quite indescribable. I was completely dazed and bewildered, and it was only when some involuntary movement of my head at last flashed the light from the professor's face to the table top that a measure of sanity returned, which proves at least that tables do not possess any point of view.


    “O-o-o-h!” I gasped.


    Van Manderpootz beamed. “Of course you are overwhelmed. One could hardly expect to adopt the view of van Manderpootz without some difficulties of adjustment. A second time will be easier.”


    I reached up and switched off the light. “A second time will not only be easier, but also impossible,” I said crossly. “I'm not going to experience another dizzy spell like that for anybody.”


    “But of course you will, Dixon. I am certain that the dizziness will be negligible on the second trial. Naturally the unexpected heights affected yon, much as if you were to come without warning to the brink of a colossal precipice. But this time you will be prepared, and the effect will be much less.”


    Well, it was. After a few moments I was able to give my full attention to the phenomena of the attitudinizor, and queer phenomena they were, too. I scarcely know how to describe the sensation of looking at the world through the filter of another's mind. It is almost an indescribable experience, but so, in the ultimate analysis, is any other experience.


    What I saw first was a kaleidoscopic array of colors and shapes, but the amazing, astounding, inconceivable thing about the scene was that there was no single color I could recognize! The eyes of van Manderpootz, or perhaps his brain, interpreted color in a fashion utterly alien to the way in which my own functioned, and the resultant spectrum was so bizarre that there is simply no way of describing any single tint in words. To say, as I did to the professor, that his conception of red looked to me like a shade between purple and green conveys absolutely no meaning, and the only way a third person could appreciate the meaning would be to examine my point of view through an attitudinizor while I was examining that of van Manderpootz. Thus he could apprehend my conception of van Manderpootz's reaction to the color red.


    And shapes! It took me several minutes to identify the weird, angular, twisted, distorted appearance in the center of the room as the plain laboratory table. Even the mountainies know about him, eh?”


    But by far the strangest part of his point of view had nothing to do with the outlook upon the physical world, but with the more fundamental elements-with his attitudes. Most of his thoughts, on that first occasion, were beyond me, because I had not yet learned to interpret the personal symbolism in which he thought. But I did understand his attitudes. There was Carter, for instance, toiling away out in the large laboratory; I saw at once what a plodding, unintelligent drudge he seemed to van Manderpootz. And there was Miss Fitch; I confess that she had always seemed unattractive to me, but my impression of her was Venus herself beside that of the professor! She hardly seemed human to him and I am sure that he never thought of her as a woman, but merely as a piece of convenient but unimportant laboratory equipment.


    At this point I caught a glimpse of myself through the eyes of van Manderpootz. Ouch! Perhaps I'm not a genius, but I'm dead certain that I'm not the grinning ape I appeared to be in his eyes. And perhaps I'm not exactly the handsomest man in the world either, but if I thought I looked like that—! And then, to cap the climax, I apprehended van Manderpootz's conception of himself!


    “That's enough!” I yelled. “I won't stay around here just to be insulted. I'm through!”


    I tore the attitudinizor from my head and tossed it to the table, feeling suddenly a little foolish at the sight of the grin on the face of the professor.


    “That is hardly the spirit which has led science to its great achievements, Dixon,” he observed amiably. “Suppose you describe the nature of the insults, and if possible, something about the workings of the attitudinizor as well. After all, that is what you were supposed to be observing.”


    I flushed, grumbled a little, and complied. Van Manderpootz listened with great interest to my description of the difference in our physical worlds, especially the variations in our perceptions of form and color.


    “What a field for an artist!” he ejaculated at last. “Unfortunately, it is a field that must remain forever untapped, because even though an artist examined a thousand viewpoints and learned innumerable new colors, his pigments would continue to impress his audience with the same old colors each of them had always known.” He sighed thoughtfully, and then proceeded. “However, the device is apparently quite safe to use. I shall therefore try it briefly, bringing to the investigation a calm, scientific mind which refuses to be troubled by the trifles that seem to bother you.”


    He donned the attitudinizor, and I must confess that he stood the shock of the first trial somewhat better than I did. After a surprised “Oof!” he settled down to a complacent analysis of my point of view, while I sat somewhat self-consciously under his calm appraisal. Calm, that is, for about three minutes.


    Suddenly he leaped to his feet, tearing the device from a face whose normal ruddiness had deepened to a choleric angry color. “Get out!” he roared. “So that's the way van Manderpootz looks to you! Moron! Idiot! Imbecile! Get out!”


    * * *


    It was a week or ten days later that I happened to be passing the University on my way from somewhere to somewhere else, and I fell to wondering whether the professor had yet forgiven me. There was a light in the window of his laboratory over in the Physics Building, so I dropped in, making my way past the desk where Carter labored, and the corner where Miss Fitch sat in dull primness at her endless task of transcribing lecture notes.


    Van Manderpootz greeted me cordially enough, but with a curious assumption of melancholy in his manner. “Ali, Dixon,” he began, “I am glad to see you. Since our last meeting, I have learned much of the stupidity of the world, and it appears to me now that you are actually one of the more intelligent contemporary minds.”


    This from van Manderpootz! “Why—thank you,” I said.


    “It is true. For some days I have sat at the window overlooking the street there, and have observed the viewpoints of the passersby. Would you believe”—his voice lowered—“would you believe that only seven and four-tenths percent are even aware of the existence of van Manderpootz? And doubtless many of the few that are, come from among the students in the neighborhood. I knew that the average level of intelligence was low, but it had not occurred to me that it was as low as that.”


    “After all,” I said consolingly, “you must remember that the achievements of van Manderpootz are such as to attract the attention of the intelligent few rather than of the many.”


    “A very silly paradox!” be snapped. “On the basis of that theory, since the higher one goes in the scale of intelligence, the fewer individuals one finds, the greatest achievement of all is one that nobody has heard of. By that test you would be greater than van Manderpootz, an obvious reductio ad absurdum.”


    He glared his reproof that I should even have thought of the point, then something in the outer laboratory caught his ever-observant eye.


    “Carter!” he roared. “Is that a synobasical interpbasometer in the positronic flow? Fool! What sort of measurements do you expect to make when your measuring instrument itself is part of the experiment? Take it out and start over!”


    He rushed away toward the unfortunate technician. I settled idly back in my chair and stared about the small laboratory, whose walls had seen so many marvels. The latest, the attitudinizor, lay carelessly on the table, dropped there by the professor after his analysis of the mass viewpoint of the pedestrians in the street below.


    I picked up the device and fell to examining its construction. Of course this was utterly beyond me, for no ordinary engineer can hope to grasp the intricacies of a van Manderpootz concept. So, after a puzzled but admiring survey of its infinitely delicate wires and grids and lenses, I made the obvious move. I put it on.


    My first thought was the street, but since the evening was well along, the walk below the window was deserted. Back in my chair again, I sat musing idly when a faint sound that was not the rumbling of the professor's voice attracted my attention. I identified it shortly as the buzzing of a heavy fly, butting its head stupidly against the pane of glass that separated the small laboratory from the large room beyond. I wondered casually what the viewpoint of a fly was like, and ended by flashing the light on the creature.


    For some moments I saw nothing other than I had been seeing right along from my own personal point of view, because, as van Manderpootz explained later, the psychons from the miserable brain of a fly are too few to produce any but the vaguest of impressions. But gradually I became aware of a picture, a queer and indescribable scene.


    Flies are color-blind. That was my first impression, for the world was a dull panorama of greys and whites and blacks. Flies are extremely nearsighted; when I had finally identified the scene as the interior of the familiar room, I discovered that it seemed enormous to the insect, whose vision did not extend more than six feet, though it did take in almost a complete sphere, so that the creature could see practically in all directions at once. But perhaps the most astonishing thing, though I did not think of it until later, was that the compound eye of the insect, did not convey to it the impression of a vast number of separate pictures, such as the eye produces when a microphotograph is taken through it. The fly sees one picture just as we do; in the same way as our brain rights the upside-down image cast on our retina, the fly's brain reduces the compound image to one. And beyond these impressions were a wild hodgepodge of smell-sensations, and a strange desire to burst through the invisible glass barrier into the brighter light beyond. But I had no time to analyze these sensations, for suddenly there was a flash of something infinitely clearer than the dim cerebrations of a fly.


    For half a minute or longer I was unable to guess what that momentary flash had been. I knew that I had seen something incredibly lovely, that I had tapped a viewpoint that looked upon something whose very presence caused ecstacy, but whose viewpoint it was, or what that flicker of beauty had been, were questions beyond my ability to answer.


    I slipped off the attitudinizor and sat staring perplexedly at the buzzing fly on the pane of glass. Out in the other room van Manderpootz continued his harangue to the repentant Carter, and off in a corner invisible from my position I could bear the rustle of papers as Miss Fitch transcribed endless notes. I puzzled vainly over the problem of what had happened, and then the solution dawned on me.


    The fly must have buzzed between me and one of the occupants of the outer laboratory. I had been following its flight with the faintly visible beam of the attitudinizor's light, and that beam must have flickered momentarily on the head of one of the three beyond the glass. But which? Van Manderpootz himself? It must have been either the professor or Carter, since the secretary was quite beyond range of the light.


    It seemed improbable that the cold and brilliant mind of van Manderpootz could be the agency of the sort of emotional ecstacy I had sensed. It must therefore, have been the head of the mild and inoffensive little Carter that the beam had tapped. With a feeling of curiosity I slipped the device back on my own head and sent the beam sweeping dimly into the larger room.


    It did not at the time occur to me that such a procedure was quite as discreditable as eavesdropping, or even more dishonorable, if you come right down to it, because it meant the theft of far more personal information than one could ever convey by the spoken word. But all I considered at the moment was my own curiosity; I wanted to learn what sort of viewpoint could produce that strange, instantaneous flash of beauty. If the proceeding was unethical—well, Heaven knows I was punished for it.


    So I turned the attitudinizor on Carter. At the moment, be was listening respectfully to van Manderpootz, and I sensed clearly his respect for the great man, a respect that had in it a distinct element of fear. I could bear Carter's impression of the booming voice of the professor, sounding somewhat like the modulated thunder of a god, which was not far from the little man's actual opinion of his master. I perceived Carter's opinion of himself, and his self-picture was an even more mouselike portrayal than my own impression of him. When, for an instant, he glanced my way, I sensed his impression of me, and while I'm sure that Dixon Wells is not the imbecile he appears to van Manderpootz, I'm equally sure that he's not the debonair man of the world be seemed to Carter. All in all, Carter's point of view seemed that of a timid, inoffensive, retiring, servile little man, and I wondered all the more what could have caused that vanished flash of beauty in a mind like his.


    There was no trace of it now. His attention was completely taken up by the voice of van Manderpootz, who had passed from a personal appraisal of Carter's stupidity to a general lecture on the fallacies of the unified field theory as presented by his rivals Corveille and Shrimski. Carter was listening with an almost worshipful regard, and I could feel his surges of indignation against the villains who dared to disagree with the authority of van Manderpootz.


    I sat there intent on the strange double vision of the attitudinizor, which was in some respects like a Horsten psychomat-that is, one is able to see both through his own eyes and through the eyes of his subject. Thus I could see van Manderpootz and Carter quite clearly, but at the same time I could see or sense what Carter saw and sensed. Thus I perceived suddenly through my own eyes that the professor had ceased talking to Carter, and had turned at the approach of somebody as yet invisible to me, while at the same time, through Carter's eyes, I saw that vision of ecstacy which had flashed for a moment in his mind. I saw—description is utterly impossible, but I saw a woman who, except possibly for the woman of the idealizator screen, was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.


    I say description is impossible. That is the literal truth for her coloring, her expression, her figure, as seen through Carter's eyes, were completely unlike anything expressible by words, was fascinated, I could do nothing but watch, and I felt a wild surge of jealousy as I caught the adoration in the attitude of the humble Carter. She was glorious, magnificent, indescribable. It was with an effort that I untangled myself from the web o fascination enough to catch Carter's thought of her name. “Lisa,' he was thinking. “Lisa.”


    What she said to van Manderpootz was in tones too low for me to hear, and apparently too low for Carter's ears as well else I should have heard her words through the attitudinizor.


    But both of us heard van Manderpootz's bellow in answer.


    “I don't care bow the dictionary pronounces the word!” he roared. “The way van Manderpootz pronounces a word is right!”


    The glorious Lisa turned silently and vanished. For a few moments I watched her through Carter's eyes, but as she neared the laboratory door, he turned his attention again to van Manderpootz, and she was lost to my view.


    And as I saw the professor close his dissertation and approach me, I slipped the attitudinizor from my head and forced myself to a measure of calm.


    “Who is she?” I demanded. “I've got to meet her!”


    He looked blankly at me. “Who's who?”


    “Lisa! Who's Lisa?”


    There was not a flicker in the cool blue eves of van Manderpootz. “I don't know any Lisa,” be said indifferently.


    “But you were just talking to her! Right out there!”


    Van Manderpootz stared curiously at me; then little by little a shrewd suspicion seemed to dawn in his broad, intelligent features. “Hah!” he said. “Have you, by any chance, been using the attitudinizor?”


    I nodded, chill apprehension gripping me.


    “And is it also true that you chose to investigate the viewpoint of Carter out there?” At my nod, be stepped to the door that joined the two rooms, and closed it. When he faced me again, it was with features working into lines of amusement that suddenly found utterance in booming laughter. “Haw!” he roared. “Do you know who beautiful Lisa is? She's Fitch!”


    “Fitch? You're mad! She's glorious, and Fitch is plain and scrawny and ugly. Do you think I'm a fool?”'


    “You ask an embarrassing question,” chuckled the professor. “Listen to me, Dixon. The woman you saw was my secretary, Miss Fitch seen through the eyes of Carter. Don't you understand? The idiot Carter's in love with her!”


    ***


    I suppose I walked the upper levels half the night, oblivious alike of the narrow strip of stars that showed between the towering walls of twenty-first century New York, and the intermittent war of traffic from the freight levels. Certainly this was the worst predicament of all those into which the fiendish contraptions of the great van Manderpootz had thrust me.


    In love with a point of view! In love with a woman who had no existence apart from the beglamoured eyes of Carter. It wasn't Lisa Fitch I loved; indeed, I rather hated her angular ugliness. What I had fallen in love with was the way she looked to Carter, for there is nothing in the world quite as beautiful as a lover's conception of his sweetheart.


    This predicament was far worse than my former ones. When I had fallen in love with a girl already dead, I could console myself with the thought of what might have been. When I had fallen in love with my own ideal—well, at least she was mine, even if I couldn't have her. But to fall in love with another man's conception! The only way that conception could even continue to exist was for Carter to remain in love with Lisa Fitch, which rather effectually left me outside the picture altogether. She was absolutely unattainable to me, for Heaven knows I didn't want the real Lisa Fitch—“real” meaning, of course, the one who was real to me. I suppose in the end Carter's Lisa Fitch was as real as the skinny scarecrow my eyes saw.


    She was unattainable—or was she? Suddenly an echo of a long-forgotten psychology course recurred to me. Attitudes are habits. Viewpoints are attitudes. Therefore viewpoints are habits. And habits can be learned!


    There was the solution! All I had to do was to learn, or to acquire by practice, the viewpoint of Carter. What I had to do was literally to put myself in his place, to look at things in his way, to see his viewpoint. For once I learned to do that, I could see in Lisa Fitch the very things he saw, and the vision would become reality to me as well as to him.


    I planned carefully. I did not care to face the sarcasm of the great van Manderpootz; therefore I would work in secret. I would visit his laboratory at such times as he had classes or lectures, and I would use the attitudinizor to study the view point of Carter, and to, as it were, practice that viewpoint. Thus I would have the means at hand of testing my progress, for all I had to do was glance at Miss Fitch without the attitudinizor. As soon as I began to perceive in her what Carter saw, I would know that success was imminent.


    Those next two weeks were a strange interval of time. I haunted the laboratory of van Manderpootz at odd hours, having learned from the University office what periods he devoted to his courses. When one day I found the attitudinizor missing, I prevailed on Carter to show me where it was kept, and he, influenced doubtless by my friendship for the man he practically worshipped, indicated the place without question. But later I suspect that he began to doubt his wisdom in this, for I know he thought it very strange for me to sit for long periods staring at him; I caught all sorts of puzzled questions in his mind, though as I have said, these were hard for me to decipher until I began to learn Carter's personal system of symbolism by which he thought. But at least one man was pleased—my father, who took my absences from the office and neglect of business as signs of good health and spirits, and congratulated me warmly on the improvement.


    But the experiment was beginning to work, I found myself sympathizing with Carter's viewpoint, and little by little the mad world in which he lived was becoming as logical as my own. I learned to recognize colors through his eyes; I learned to understand form and shape; most fundamental of all, I learned his values, his attitudes, his tastes. And these last were a little inconvenient at times, for on the several occasions when I supplemented my daily calls with visits to van Manderpootz in the evening, I found some difficulty in separating my own respectful regard for the great man from Carter's unreasoning worship, with the result that I was on the verge of blurting out the whole thing to him several times. And perhaps it was a guilty conscience, but I kept thinking that the shrewd blue eyes of the professor rested on me with a curiously suspicious expression all evening.


    * * *


    The thing was approaching its culmination. Now and then, when I looked at the angular ugliness of Miss Fitch, I began to catch glimpses of the same miraculous beauty that Carter found in her—glimpses only, but harbingers of success. Each day I arrived at the laboratory with increasing eagerness, for each day brought me nearer to the achievement I sought. That is, my eagerness increased until one day I arrived to find neither Carter nor Miss Fitch present, but van Manderpootz, who should have been delivering a lecture on indeterminism, very much in evidence.


    “Uh-hello,” I said weakly.


    “Ump!” he responded, glaring at me. “So Carter was right, I see. Dixon, the abysmal stupidity of the human race continually astounds me with new evidence of its astronomical depths, but I believe this escapade of yours plumbs the uttermost regions of imbecility.”


    “M—my escapade?”


    “Do you think you can escape the piercing eye of van Manderpootz? As soon as Carter told me you had been here in my absence, my mind leaped nimbly to the truth. But Carter's information was not even necessary, for half an eye was enough to detect the change in your attitude on these last few evening visits. So you've been trying to adopt Carter's viewpoint, eh? No doubt with the idea of ultimately depriving him of the charming Miss Fitch!”


    “W—why.”


    “Listen to me, Dixon. We will disregard the ethics of the thing and look at it from a purely rational viewpoint, if a rational viewpoint is possible to anybody but van Manderpootz. Don't you realize that in order to attain Carter's attitude toward Fitch, you would have to adopt his entire viewpoint? Not,” he added tersely, “that I think his point of view is greatly inferior to yours, but I happen to prefer the viewpoint of a donkey to that of a mouse. Your particular brand of stupidity is more agreeable to me than Carter's timid, weak, and subservient nature, and some day you will thank me for this. Was his impression of Fitch worth the sacrifice of your own personality?”


    “I—I don't know.”


    “Well, whether it was or not, van Manderpootz has decided the matter in the wisest way. For it's too late now, Dixon. I have given them both a month's leave and sent them away—on a honeymoon. They left this morning.”


    

  


  
    THE RED PERI


    


    THE DUTCH ROCKET Aardkin—out of Middleburg, passengers and freight—dropped gingerly toward the mist and cloud-girt Earth some twelve thousand miles below, underjets cushioning the fall. This last leg of the journey from Venus was the ticklish part of the trip; for the great cigar-shaped rockets, beautifully swift in space, were anything but maneuverable in a strong gravitational field; and Captain Peter Ten Eyck had no particular desire to descend in either central Europe or mid-Atlantic, to the resultant disgust of the home office. He wanted to hit Middleburg in Zeeland.


    Off to the right appeared a very curious shape, visible no more than a quarter of a mile away through the bridge room port. "Donder!" said Captain Ten Eyck feelingly.


    At the same moment the annunciator beside him remarked, "Cut your jets!"


    "Aasvogel!" rejoined the captain. "Vaarken!" His other epithets were somewhat too expressive for permanent record.


    The apparition against the black sky was swiftly drifting closer. It was distinguishable now as a glittering, metal rocket, but in no way like the tapering, cylindrical Aardkin, nor like any other rocket—save one.


    It was a tubular triangle, from each corner of which rose a strong girder to meet an apex above. In effect, its sides and girders outlined a skeleton tetrahedron, and from the apex of the girders, the blue atomic blast flared down to spread fanlike into the space below. As it approached, the strange vessel was dwarfed by the giant freighter; it was no more than a hundred feet on a side, not an eighth the length of the Aardkin.


    Again the annunciator uttered its metallic tones. It was responding, apparently, to a beam from the stranger. "Cut your jets!" it repeated. "Cut your jets, or we'll top you!"


    Captain Ten Eyck ended his mutterings in a heavy sigh. He had no wish to have his vessel exposed to the withering blast of the pirate. He grumbled an order into the box beside him, and the roar of the jets ceased. Whatever maneuverability the lumbering freighter possessed was gone now; there was no longer any chance of ramming the agile attacker.


    With the cessation of the jets came also complete weightlessness, since they were in a free fall; but a twelve-thousand-mile fall takes considerable time to become serious. Ten Eyck sighed again, ordered the floor magnets on, and waited phlegmatically for further directions. After all, he reflected, his cargo was insured, and Boyd's Marine could afford the indemnity. Besides, Boyd's was an English concern, and he had no mind to risk a good Netherlands ship and—if he did say it himself—a good Netherlands captain to save an English insurance company from loss.


    The door to the bridge room opened. Hawkins, the first officer, clattered in. "What's here?" he shrilled. "The jets are off—" He caught sight of the glistening shape beyond the port. "The Red Peri! The blasted pirate!"


    Captain Ten Eyck said nothing, but his pale blue eyes stared moodily at the painted figure plainly visible on the attacker's bull—the figure of a crimson winged imp. He needed no sign to identify the pirate; the queer construction of the vessel was proof enough, for there wasn't another such ship in the sky.


    The voice sounded again. "Open your air lock." Ten Eyck gave the order and stalked grimly out to receive the boarding party. He heard the thud of the extending gangway as it struck, and the faint grind as the magnet bit to the freighter's hull. There came a brisk pounding on the inner door of the lock. The captain gave the order to open, his voice curiously equable. He was thinking again of the insurance company.


    Most of the Aardkin's score of passengers were crowded along the passage. The cutting of the jets, and perhaps the sound of Hawkins' voice from the beam room as he called hopefully for assistance, had apprised all of them of the events, and the glittering triangle of the Red Peri indicated their nature.


    The lock swung inward, opening upon the steel-ribbed, rubber-sheathed tunnel of the gangway. Figures in space suits, worn either for disguise or simply as precaution against the possible need of cutting their way in, filed through the circular doorway, automatics and gas guns menacingly visible.


    There were no words spoken; a dozen buccaneers clanked methodically away toward the aft bold, and one, a slighter figure, stood grimly guarding the lock. In five minutes they were filing back, dragging whatever loot they had found, with the queer movement of inertia without weight—much as if they floated the objects through water.


    Ten Eyck saw the cases of xixtchil pods, valuable as so many diamonds, disappear into the lock; and the seventeen crated ingots of Venusian silver followed. He swore under his breath as he recognized the casket of emeralds from the mines in the Dutch Alps of Venus, and wondered blasphemously how they had managed to crack the Aardkin's safe with neither torch nor explosive.


    Glancing into the purser's office, he saw a queer, jagged hole in the big steel box, that looked more as if it had rusted or simply broken away than as if it had been cut. Then the freebooters were silently passing back to their vessel, having neither addressed nor molested officers, crew, or passengers.


    Except, perhaps, for one: among the group of watchers was young Frank Keene, American radiologist and physicist returning from the solar-analysis stations of Patrick's Peak in the Mountains of Eternity. He had edged close to the air lock, and now, as the departing marauders passed through, he suddenly leaned forward with narrowed eyes, and peered boldly into the cloudy visor of the guard.


    "Huh!" he mid. "A redhead, eh?"


    The guard said nothing, but raised a steel-guantleted hand. The metal thumb and forefinger bit viciously into Keene's suntanned nose, and he was thrust violently back into the crowd, with two spots of blood welling from the abused organ.


    Keen grunted in pain. "O.K., fellow," he said stolidly. "I'll see you again some day.”


    The guard spoke at last in a voice that clinked out metallically from the helmet's diaphragm. "When you do, there'd better be two of you." Then this figure followed the rest; the outer lock clanged shut; the magnets released the gangway's grip; and the Red Peri, agile as a swallow and swift as a comet at perihelion, flared into the black void.


    Beside Keene sounded the voice of Captain Ten Eyck. "What a ship! Mynheer Keene, is that not a ship—that Red Peri?"


    He was still exclaiming over it at intervals during the laborious task of laying a new landing course; and when, an hour later, a blunt little League rocket appeared in answer to Hawkin's call, he informed its officers flatly that the pirate was hopelessly beyond reach. "Even if your fat beeste of a boat could match its acceleration, which it couldn't."


    


    A year later Frank Keene had almost completely forgotten the Red Peri and the red-headed pirate, though occasionally, during the interval, mention of the famous marauder had brought his experience to mind. After all, when a freebooter has scoured the skyways for nearly fifteen years without capture, he becomes something of a legend, a figure of heroic proportions. Papers and broadcasts give daily references to him, and he is blamed for, or perhaps credited with, many a feat performed by some less-celebrated desperado.


    The lair of the Red Peri remained a mystery, though League ships scoured asteroids, the far side of the desolate Moon, and even the diminutive satellites of Mars. The swift pirate, striking invariably as his victim inched gingerly through some planet's gravitational field, came and went untouched.


    But Frank Keene had little time at the moment for consideration of the famous freebooter. He and his companion, fifty-five year old Solomon Nestor of the Smithsonian, were out where few men had ever been, and in a predicament that was perhaps unique. They were dropping their rocket Limbo toward the rugged, black disc of Puto, two billion miles from home, and they were not happy about it.


    "I tell you," growled Keene, "we're got to land. Do you think I'm settling on this chunk of coal from choice? We've got to make repairs. We can't navigate with one stern jet gone, unless you have a notion to fly in circles."


    Old Solomon was a marvel on hard radiations, stellar chemistry, and astro-physics, but hardly an engineer. He said plaintively, "I don't see why we can't zigzag."


    "Bah! I told you why. Didn't I spend five hours figuring out the time it'd take to reach the nearest inhabited place? That's Titan near Saturn, just one billion—one billion, I said—miles from here. And at the speed we could make zigzagging, because we couldn't keep a constant acceleration, it would take us just exactly four years and three months. We've got food enough for three months, but what would we live on during the four years? Atomic energy?"


    "But what can we do on Pluto?" queried old Nestor. "And why didn't we carry a spare jet?"


    "Jets aren't supposed to melt off," muttered Keene disgustedly. "As for what we can do, maybe we can find a virgin deposit of some refractory metal—platinum or iridium or tungsten, or any other with a high melting point—and build up a jet long enough to keep the blast from melting our stern away. Because that's what it'll do if we try running it this way."


    "There's tungsten here," observed the older man hopefully, gazing down at the black expanse. "Hervey reported it, and so did Caspari. But there isn't any atmosphere, or rather, what there is, is liquid or solid, except about half a centimeter's pressure of helium. Pluto has a diameter of about ten thousand miles, a surface gravity of about 1.2, and an albedo—"


    "Not interested," grunted Keene, and then, relenting, "Listen, Solomon, I'm sorry. I guess I'm taking it out on you because we had a defective jet. But it's a hell of a mess all the same, and somebody's going to suffer for it when we get back. With all the money the institute has, you'd think they'd be able to afford respectable equipment." He glared down through the floor port. "There she comes!"


    With a rasp and a jar, the Limbo came to rest. Outside, a mixed column of dirt and smoke billowed around the glasses, rose and then settled as quickly as a burst of sand, in the near vacuum that surrounded the ship.


    Keene cut the blast. "Come on," he said, turning to a space suit swaying on its hook. "No use wasting time. We'll take a look around." He clambered into the heavy garment, noting irritably its greater weight on the surface of the black planet. The Plutonian gravitation added thirty-six pounds to his Terrestrial hundred and eighty.


    "No gun?" asked Nestor.


    "Gun? For what? This planet's dead as the brain of whoever tested that jet. How can there be organic life in no air and ten degrees absolute?" He pulled open the inner door of the air lock. “Well," he said, his voice sharply metallic through his helmet's diaphragm, "here goes the Smithsonian Expedition for the Determination of the Intensity of Cosmic Radiation in Extra-planetary Space. We determined it all right; now the only problem of the expedition is to get home with our statistics.” He flung open the outer door and stepped out on the black surface of Pluto.


    So far as Keene knew, he was the fourth man and Nestor the fifth to set foot on the black planet. Atsuki, of course, was the first, if one credits his figures and photographs, the intrepid Hervey the second, and Caspari the third. Here on this lonely outpost of the solar system, high noon was hardly brighter than full moonlight on Earth, and the queer, black surface that gives Pluto its low albedo made it seem still darker.


    But Keene could distinguish the outlines of fantastic mountains beyond the hollow where the Limbo rested, and innumerable mysterious crags and hillocks, unweathered by wind or water, loomed closer. Directly to his right lay a patch of glistening, snow-like white; but he knew it wasn't snow, but frozen air. One dared not step in such a drift; for the cold would bite through his insulated space suit, since frozen air was a far better conductor of heat than the rocky ground.


    Overhead glittered all the stars of the galaxy, as changeless as though he stood on a pleasant green planet two billion miles sunward, for what was two billion miles to the infinite remoteness of the stars? The landscape was bleak, black, desolate and cold. This was Pluto, the planet that circled at the very edge of the System.


    The two started heavily toward a ridge where something glowed faintly, something that might be virgin metal. Strangely, their own footsteps were audible, for the substance of their space suits conducted the sound; but all else was a vast and ominous silence. They did not speak, for their suits, designed only for emergency repairs in space, had no radio; and to communicate it was necessary to touch hand or arm to one's companion; over such a material bridge, sound traveled easily enough.


    At the ridge Keene paused, glowering down at a vein of bright, starlighted fragments. He placed a hand against Nestor's shoulder, "Pyritic," he grunted. "We'll have to look farther."


    He turned right, treading heavily under nearly sixty pounds mom than his Earth weight. Surely, he mused, old Solomon Nester wouldn't be capable of an extended search in such circumstances. He frowned; Caspari had reported great quantities of heavy metals here, and they shouldn't need such a lengthy search. He stopped sharply; a stone came sliding past him on the rocky surface. A signal.


    Off in the dusk Nestor was gesturing. Keene turned and hurried back, clambering along the uneven terrains with such haste that his breath shortened and his visor began to cloud. He clapped his hand on the old man's arm. "What is it?" he asked. "Metal?"


    "Metal? Oh, no." Nestor's voice was triumphant. "What did you say about no organic life on Pluto, eh? Well, what about inorganic life? Look there!"


    Keene looked. Out of a narrow chasm or cleft in the ridge something moved. For a moment Keene thought he saw a brook flowing, but a brook—liquid water—was an impossibility on Pluto. He squinted sharply. Crystals! Masses of crystals, gray-white in the dusk, crawling in a slow parade.


    "I'll be damned!" he said. "Caspari didn't say anything about this."


    "Don't forget," said Nestor, "that Pluto has thirty-six per cent more surface than the whole Earth. Not a ten-thousandth part of it has been explored—probably never will be, because it's such a task to get a rocket here. If Atsuki—"


    "I know. I know," interrupted Keene impatiently. "But these things aren't tungsten or platinum. Let's move on." But he still stared at the crawling, faintly radiant mass. In the silence he heard infinitely faint rustlings, cracklings, and susurrations, transmitted through the ground to his feet, and thence to his helmet. "What makes them move?" he asked. "Are they alive?"


    "Alive? I don't know. Crystals arc as close as inorganic matter comes to life. They feed; they grow."


    "But they don't live!"


    Old Solomon Nestor was in his element now. "Well," he proceeded in professorial tones, "what is the criterion of life? Is it movement? No; for wind, water, and fire move, while many living forms do not. Is it growth? No; for fire grows, and so do crystals. Is it reproduction? Again no; for again fire and crystals reproduce themselves, if their proper food supply is present. Then just what differentiates dead matter from living?"


    "That's what I'm asking you!" snapped Keene.


    "And I'm telling you. There's just one, or perhaps two criteria. First, living things show irritation. And second, and more important, they show adaptation."


    "Eh?"


    "Listen," continued Nestor. "Fire moves, grows, feeds, and reproduces, doesn't it? But it doesn't run away from water. It doesn't betray the irritation life shows in the presence of a poison, though water's poison to it. Any living thing that encounters poison makes an attempt to throw it off; it develops antibodies or fever, or it ejects the poisonous matter. Sometimes it dies, of course, but it tries to survive. Fire doesn't.


    "As for adaptation, does fire ever make a voluntary attempt to reach its food? Does it deliberately flee from its enemies? Even the lowest form of life known does that; even the miserable amoeba makes positive gestures of adaptation to its environment."


    Keene stared more closely at the sluggish crystalline stream, which was now impinging on the black plain at his feet. He bent over it, and suddenly perceived a fact that had hitherto escaped him.


    "Look here," he said, touching old Solomon's arm. "These things are organisms. They're not loose crystals, but masses of them."


    It was true. The rustling crystals moved in glittering chunks from thumbnail size to aggregations as large as dogs. They crackled and rustled along, apparently moving by a slow shifting of the lower crystals, much as a snake moves on its scaly belly, but far stiffer and slower. Abruptly Keene sent his metal boot crashing into one. It shattered with a blue flash of released static electricity, and the pieces passively resumed their progress. "They certainly don't show irritation," he remarked.


    "But look!" shrilled Nestor. "They do show adaptation. There's one feeding!"


    He pulled Keene a few feet down the ridge. There was a small bluish deposit of something that looked like frozen clay, a product, perhaps, of the infinitely remote past when Pluto's own heat had maintained liquid water and gaseous air to grind its rocks to powder. A crystalline mass had paused at the edge, and before their gaze it was growing, gray-white crystals springing out of it as frost spreads over a winter-chilled windowpane.


    "It's an aluminum-eater!" shrieked Nestor. "The crystals are alums; it's eating the clay!"


    Keene was far less excited than old Solomon, perhaps because he was considerably more practical.


    "Well," he said decisively, "we can't waste any more time here. We need refractory metal, and we need it bad. You try along the ridge, and I'll cross over."


    He broke off suddenly, staring appalled at the foot with which he had shattered the moving crystals. On its surface glittered a spreading mass of tiny, sparkling points!


    A break in the surface of his space suit meant death, for the oxygen generator could certainly never maintain its pressure against any appreciable leakage. He bent over, scraping desperately at the aluminum feeders, and then realized that the infection would spread—had spread to his gauntlets. While Nestor babbled futilely and inaudibly behind his visor, Keene rubbed his hands in the gritty, pyritic soil on which he stood.


    That seemed to work. The rough substance scoured away the growing crystals, and with frantic vigor he rasped a handful along his shoe. If only no hole, no tiniest pin prick had opened! He scoured furiously, and at last the metal surface showed scratched and pitted, but free of the growths.


    He stood up unsteadily, and placed his hand against the gesturing Nestor's side.


    "Keep away from them!" he gasped. "They eat—"


    Keene never finished his sentence. Something hard jarred against the back of his armor. A metallic voice clicked, "Stand still—both of you!"


    


    II


    


    "What the devil!" gulped Keene. He twisted his head within his immovable helmet, peering through the rear visor glasses. Five—no, six figures in blue metal space suits were ranged behind him; they must have approached in the inaudibility of a vacuum while he had been scouring his suit free of the crystals. For a moment be had an eerie sensation of wonder, fearful that he faced some grotesque denizens of the mysterious black planet, but a glance revealed that the forms were human. So were the faces dim in the dusk behind the visors; so had been the voice he had heard.


    Keene hesitated. "Listen," he said. "We're not interfering with you. All we want is some tungsten in order to fix our—"


    "Move!" snapped the voice, whose tones traveled through the weapon hard against Keener back. "And remember that I'm two thirds inclined to kill you anyway. Now move!"


    Keene moved. There was little else he could do, considering the appearance of the threatening automatics in the hands of their captors. He tramped heavily along, feeling the thrust of the muzzle against his back, and beside him Solomon Nestor trudged with pace already showing the drag of weariness. The old man touched his arm.


    "What's this about?" he quavered.


    "How do I know?" snorted Keene.


    "Shut up!" admonished the voice behind him.


    They walked past the looming shape of the Limbo—five hundred feet past it, a thousand. Directly ahead was the other rim of the cup-shaped depression in which they had landed, high, black cliffs in fantastic shapes. Suddenly Keene started; what had seemed but a smaller cliff showed now as a skeleton, tetrahedral frame of metal, three webbed shafts rising to a point from a tubular triangle below.


    "The Red Peri!" he gasped. "The Red Peri!"


    "Yeah. Why the surprise?" queried the sardonic voice. "You found what you were looking for, didn't you?"


    Keene said nothing. The appearance of the pirate ship had amazed him. No one had ever dreamed that the swift marauder could operate from a base as infinitely remote as the black planet. How could even the agile vessel scour the traffic lanes of the minor planets from dusky Pluto, two billion miles out in the empty cosmos?


    To his knowledge only two ships—three, if Atsuki hadn't lied—had ever reached those vast depths before their own Limbo, and he knew what endless travail and painful labor each of those journeys had cost. In his mind echoed Captain Ten Eyck's words of a year and a half before. "What a ship!" he muttered. "Lord, what a ship!"


    There was an opening in the cliff wall as they rounded the bulk of the Red Peri. Yellow light streamed out, and he glimpsed an ordinary fluorolux bulb in the roof of the cavern. He was shoved forward into the opening, and suddenly his visor was clouded with moisture. That meant air and warmth, though he had seen no air lock, nor heard one operate. He suppressed the impulse to brush a metal-sheathed hand across the glass, knowing that he couldn't wipe the condensation away in that fashion.


    The voice again, still queerly sardonic, yet somehow soft. "You can open your helmets. There's air."


    Keene did so. He stared at the figures surrounding himself and Nestor, some still helmeted, others already removing the uncomfortable space suits. Before him stood a figure shorter than the rest, and he recalled the red-haired pirate on the Aardkin. The short one was twisting the cumbersome helmet.


    It came off. Keene gulped again at the face revealed, for it was that of a woman. A woman? A girl, rather, for she seemed no more than seventeen. But Keene's gasp was not entirely surprise; mostly, it was sheer admiration.


    Her hair was red, true enough, if one could call red a lovely and subtle shade between copper and mahogany. Her eves were bright green, and her skin was the silken, soft, and pale skin of one whose flesh is but seldom exposed to the sunlight, yet gently tanned by the violet-rich rays of the fluorolux.


    She let the cumbrous metal suit clank away from her, and stepped out in the quite civilized garb of shirt, shorts, and dainty, laced buskins, such as one had to wear in a space suit. Her figure—well, Keene was only twenty-six, but even old Nestor's pallid eyes were fixed on her as she turned toward them. She was slim, curved, firm; despite her slimness, there was a litheness and sturdiness to her limbs, the result, perhaps, of a lifetime under the supernormal gravitation of Pluto.


    "Take off your suits," she ordered coldly, and as they complied, "Marco, lock these up with the rest."


    A tall, dark individual gathered up the clanking garments. "Yes, commander," he said, taking a key she held out and moving away into the cavern.


    "Commander, eh?" said Keene. "So you're the Red Peri!”


    Her green eyes flickered over him: She surveyed his own figure, which was still hard and brown and powerful from his swimming days at the university. "You," she said impassively. "I've seen you before."


    "You have a good memory," he grunted. "I was on the Aardkin."


    She gave him a momentary smile of amused remembrance. "Yes. Did your nose scar?" She glanced at the organ. "I'm afraid not."


    People—two or three of them—came hurrying up the long corridor of the cave to stand staring curiously at Keene and Nestor. Two were men; the third was a pale, pretty, flaxen-haired girl. The Red Peri glanced briefly at them and seated herself on a boulder against the rocky wall.


    "Cigarette, Elza," she said, and took one from the pale girl.


    The scent of tobacco tantalized Keene, for such indulgences were impossible in the precious air of a space ship. It had been four months since he had smoked, in the frigid little town of Nivia, the city of snow on Titan.


    "May I have one?" he asked.


    The green eyes turned an icy glance on him. "No," said the Red Peri briefly.


    "Well, I'll be— Why not?" He was angered.


    "I don't think you'll live long enough to finish it," responded the girl coolly, "and our supply is limited here."


    "Yeah, limited to what you find on looted freighters!" he snapped.


    "Yes," she agreed. She blew a tormenting plume of smoke toward him. "I'll tell you what I'll do. I'll trade you a cigarette for the information as to how you managed to trace us here."


    "Trace you?" he echoed, puzzled.


    "That's what I said. It's a generous offer, too, because I'm quite capable of torturing the knowledge out of you."


    Staring into her lovely, glittering green eyes, Keene was not disposed to doubt her capability. He said mildly, "But we didn't trace you here."


    "I suppose," she retorted, "that you came to Pluto looking for a good business corner. Or perhaps on a little camping trip. Is that your story?"


    He flushed under her cool insolence. "We came here by accident," he growled. "One of our afterjets melted off, and if you don't believe it, go look at it."


    "Jets don't melt unless they're planned to," said the Red Peri coldly. "And what were you doing in the neighborhood of Pluto anyway? And I suppose that out of all the millions of square miles of surface, you just accidentally picked this valley as a landing place. Well, it won't do you any good to lie, because you're going to die regardless, but you might die a little less painfully if you tell the truth."


    "It just happens that I'm telling the truth!" he blazed. "Whether you believe it or not, we landed in this valley by pure chance. We're the Smithsonian's expedition to study cosmic rays in outer space, and you can verify that by our clearance papers from Nivia."


    "A good disguise for the secret service," she sneered. "You could get any sort of government papers you want, couldn't you?"


    "Disguise! Listen, if we were hunting the Red Peri, do you think we'd come armed with cameras, interferometers, electroscopes, polariscopes, and fly-wing bolometers? Search our ship; you'll find one gun in it—one measly automatic. I'll tell you where it is. It's in the upper right-hand drawer of the navigation table. And we landed here because Pluto was the nearest solid place to where we burned off our jet—and that's the truth!"


    The Red Peri's glance was faintly speculative. "I don't see," she said thoughtfully, "that it makes much difference. If you're telling the truth, it simply means that you're a very unlucky expedition, because I certainly can't let you go, and I haven't any particular desire to keep you here. In other words, it still looks very much as if you were destined to die." She paused. "What are your names?"


    "This is Smithsonian's Professor Solomon Nestor," he said, "and I'm Frank Keene, radiation engineer."


    Her green eyes shifted to the old man. "I've heard of Solomon Nestor," she observed slowly. "I really shouldn't like to kill him, but I don't see exactly what other course is open." She flashed her gaze back to Keene. "Do you?" she asked coolly.


    "You could take our words not to give out any information," he grunted.


    She laughed. "The Red Peri trusts very little to promises," she retorted. "Anyway, would you give your word to that?"


    For a full half minute he stared into her mocking eyes. "I wouldn't," he said at last. "When I entered the Smithsonian's service I took their usual oath to uphold the law in the far places. Maybe many of their explorers consider that oath just so many words; I know some of them have found wealth at the expense of the institute. But I keep my oaths."


    The Red Peri laughed again. "No matter," she said indifferently. "I wouldn't trust my safety to any one's word. But the question of your disposal still remains!' She smiled with a faint hint of malice. "Would you prefer to die instantly, or do you think you can stand the torture of suspense while I check your story and think it over? Because frankly, I think it will he necessary to kill you anyway. I see no alternative."


    "We'll wait," said Keene stolidly.


    "Very well." She flipped away the stub of her cigarette, crossed her dainty legs, and said, "Another, Elza."


    Keene looked sharply at the yellow-haired girl as she held a light to the cigarette. There was something dimly inimical in her manner, as if she were struggling to suppress a hatred, a hidden enmity. She withdrew the flame with an abrupt, irritable gesture.


    "That's all," said the green-eyed leader. "I'll lock you up somewhere until I'm ready."


    "Wait a minute," said Keene. "Now will you answer a few of my questions?"


    She shrugged. "Perhaps."


    "Are you the only Red Peri?"


    "The one and only," she smiled. "Why?"


    "Because you must have been born like Lao-tse at the age of eighty, then. These raids have been going on for fifteen years, and you're not a day over seventeen. Or did you start your career of piracy at the age of two?


    "I'm nineteen," she said coolly.


    "Oh. You began at four, I suppose."


    "Never mind. Any further questions?"


    "Yes. Who designed your ship, the Red Peri?"


    "A very clever designer," she said, and then murmured softly, "a very clever one."


    "He must have been!" snapped Keene angrily.


    "He was. Have you anything else to ask?"


    "You haven't answered one question so far," he growled. "But here's another. What do you think will happen when the Limbo doesn't arrive in Nivia when due? Don't you know that the next government rocket will be out to look for us? And don't you realize that they'll look for us first on Pluto? Your base here is bound to be discovered, and if you murder us it'll go just that much harder with you."


    The Red Peri laughed. "That isn't even a good bluff," she said. "Titan isn't a quarter of the way between the Earth and Pluto, and it's getting farther from us every day. The next conjunction of Saturn and Pluto is fifty years in the future, and about the only time your clumsy rockets can make the jump is at conjunction. You ought to know that.


    "And what's more, by the time you're missed, there won't be a thing to do but give you up as lost, and you'll not be the first Smithsonian expedition to be lost. And finally, if they did send out a searching party, how would they expect to find you? By blind reckoning?"


    "By radio!" grunted Keene.


    "Oh. And have you a radio on the Limbo?" she asked gently.


    He groaned and subsided. Of course there was no radio on the little expeditionary rocket; all its precious space was occupied by fuel, food, and necessary equipment, and besides, what possible use could a radio be to explorers out in the lonely vastness of extraplanetary space? The nearest settlement, Nivia on Titan, was hundreds of millions of miles beyond range of the most powerful beam yet developed.


    The Red Peri knew as well as he how utterly hopeless was the expectation of any search for himself and Nestor. They'd simply be given up, called martyrs to science, regretted by the few experimenters who were interested in their results, and then forgotten,


    "Any more questions?" asked the flaming-haired one inoctingly.


    Keene shrugged, but suddenly and unexpectedly old Solomon Nestor spoke. "That entrance," he squeaked irrelevantly, pointing to the arch of the cave. "How do you keep the air here from rushing out?"


    Keene whirled and stared in amazement. It was true; the cave was open to the frigid, airless outdoors; he could see the dusky Plutonian twilight through an unglassed, unblocked archway.


    "At least that question is sensible," said the Red Peri. "We do it with a field."


    "A field!" echoed Keene. "What sort—"


    "You've asked enough questions," she cut in tartly. "I answer no more." She turned. "Elza, take these two into any unoccupied room with a metal door. If they're hungry, send them food. That's all."


    She rose without a glance at the prisoners. Keene's eyes followed the exquisitely graceful figure as she trod as lightly as if she walked an Earthly corridor, followed by the five men who remained. Her radiant hair glowed far down the length of the passage until she turned aside and vanished.


    He and Nestor followed the flaxen-haired Elza, and behind them, grimly silent, came the two men who had first appeared with her. She led them past a number of niches, side aisles, and several obviously artificial chambers. The cavern seemed to stretch indefinitely into the depths of the Plutonian mountain, and was undubitably a natural cave, though here and there the floor or walls showed signs of human workmanship. At last the girl indicated a chamber to the right, and they entered a small room, furnished comfortably enough with an aluminum chair, a table, and two couches. These last were covered with deep and gloriously beautiful brocades, beyond doubt plunder from some freighter's cargo.


    "This is yours," said Elm, and turned toward the door. She paused. "Are you hungry?" she asked.


    "No," said Keene. He saw the two men standing in the corridor, and lowered his voice. "But will you talk to us a while, Elza? Alone?"


    "Why?"


    "I'd like to ask you something."


    "What is it?"


    He dropped his voice to a whisper. "You hate the Red Peri, don't you, Elza? As much as we do?"


    She turned abruptly to the door. "Father," she said evenly, "will you and Basil bring something to eat? I'll stay here; you can bolt the door on us."


    There was a murmur without.


    "Hush!" she said. "You heard. These two are gentlemen." The door closed and she faced them. "Well?"


    "Can we be heard here?" asked Keene, glancing around the rock-walled chamber.


    "Of course not. The Peri has no need to spy on her followers. She's clever enough to read men's feelings in their glances and the tone of their voices."


    "Then she must know you hate her, Elza."


    "I haven't said that I hate her."


    "But you do. Does she know it?"


    "I hope not."


    "But you just said that she could read—"


    "I said men," cut in the flaxen-haired girl.


    Keene chuckled. "Why do you hate her, Elza?"


    Her blue eyes hardened. "I will not say."


    "Well, it doesn't matter, I suppose." He shrugged. "Elza, is there any chance of our escaping? Would you help us to—say, to steal the Red Peri? Our own ship's useless."


    "They've gone to repair it. As for the Red Peri, I don't think you could operate it. It doesn't control like your rocket. I don't know how to run it."


    "I could make a good try at it," said Keene grimly. "It would have to be the Red Peri anyway. They could run the Limbo down in three hours and blast it." A thought struck him. "Unless we could cripple the Red Peri first."


    "I don't see how you could," said Elza. "She has the key to it hidden somewhere. And how could you even reach it? The space suits are locked up, too. You can't even step beyond the entrance."


    That brought a new thought. "How do they seal the air at the entrance, Elm?"


    "I don't understand how."


    Solomon Nestor spoke. "I know that. She said they used a field. She meant—"


    "Never mind now," said Keene. "Elza, are there any others here that might—well, side with us against the Peri?"


    "No men. All of them worship her and"—her face darkened —"half of them love her."


    "For which you can hardly blame them," muttered Keene. "She's about as lovely a female devil as you'd find this side of hell. Still, one would think she'd have some enemies, if only because of her cruel nature."


    "She isn't cruel," said Elm reluctantly. "She's ruthless and arrogant and proud, but she isn't cruel—not exactly. I don't think she really enjoys torture."


    "Well, her green eyes look cruel enough. Say, Elza, that dark fellow she called Marco. What of him?"


    The girl flushed. "He's Marco Grandi. Why do you ask me about him?"


    "Because he looks like a sly, calculating, shrewd customer, and there's a big reward for the Peri. I thought we might work on him."


    Elm's flush darkened to anger. "He's—he's wonderful!" she blazed. "And if you think money would tempt him—or any of us—you're wrong. Each of us has a dozen times the amount of the reward."


    Keene saw his error. "I'm sorry," he said hastily. "After all. I just caught a glimpse of him." He paused. "Does he, by any chance, love the Red Peri?"


    She winced. "He's no different in that way than the rest."


    "I see. But you—perhaps—wish that he were different—in that way?"


    Elza brushed a white hand across her face. "All right," she said sullenly. "I love him. I admit it. That's why I hate her. He's dazzled; he thinks she'll learn to care for him; he can't see how utterly heartless and indifferent she is. That's why I'll do what ever I can to hurt her, but nothing to endanger him. If I help you, you must swear to protect him. If you escape, you must swear to that."


    "I'll swear to it, but—can you help us?"


    "I don't know. I'll try. I don't think she really wants to kill you, or she'd have blasted you there in the corridor. It isn't her way to hesitate and temporize and think things over. But you are a problem to her."


    "That's good news," said Keene. "Say, how many residents are there in this pirate's paradise?"


    "A hundred and five, including the children."


    "A hundred and—Lord! This must be a pretty well established colony. How old is it?"


    "Sixteen years. Her father built it, and it's almost self-supporting. There are gardens off in the side passages." She frowned. "I've lived here since I was four. I'm twenty now."


    "And have you never seen the Earth?" Keene saw a chance now to offer more tangible inducement for aid. "Elza, you've missed the most glorious planet in the system—green fields and white snow, great cities and rolling, blue oceans, life, people, gaiety—"


    "I went to school there for five years, at Gratia," she interposed coolly. "Don't you suppose we all visit there? Only of late the Peri has refused to let me go. I—I suppose she suspects."


    "If we escape," said Keene softly, "you'll be free to live there forever. There will be life and happiness for you, Elza, once this pirate queen is taken and her band destroyed."


    "Destroyed?" Her face paled again. "Not Marco. Not my father and my brother Basil. You promise me that. Promise it!"


    "I'll promise. All I want is to bring the Red Peri to justice. I don't care about the rest, but—he rubbed his nose—"I've a little score to settle with her. Just the Red Peri herself."


    A knock sounded. "Elza!" came a voice.


    "Yes, father. Unlock the door and I'll take the tray." She turned.


    "But you'll help?" whispered Keene. "With the Red Peri gone, you and Marco—do you understand, Elza? Will you help—just against her?"


    "To my last breath!" she whispered.


    


    III


    


    Keene woke with a sense of unaccustomed luxury, and for a moment was at a loss to account for it. Then he realized that it was the sweetness of the air, strange to his nostrils after so many months of an atmosphere that, despite the hard-working rectifiers of the Limbo, was anything but sweet. He wondered casually where the Red Peri secured her colony's supply of oxygen.


    The Red Peri! He sat up sharply at the memory of the fantastically lovely pirate princess, for despite the reassurance of the girl Elza, he mistrusted the intentions behind the Peri's mocking green eyes. He rose, fumbled for the light switch, and glanced at his wrist watch. Though night and day were one in the cavern, he perceived that Pluto's ten-hour night was past, and that whatever daylight the black planet enjoyed was trickling over it.


    Old Nestor still slept. Keene pulled a hanging aside and found water in a tiny pool; he bathed and pulled on the shirt, shorts, and shoes that were the only clothing he possessed. He ran his hand over his sandy, one-day beard, but his razor was inaccessably remote on the Limbo. Then he turned to see old Solomon's pale-blue eyes blinking at him.


    "Morning," he grunted. "Glad to see we weren't murdered in our sleep by our pleasant hostess."


    Solomon Nestor nodded. "I haven't slept so well since we left Nivia," he quavered. "Fresh air is a blessing."


    "Yes. Wonder where she gets it."


    "Mines it, I don't doubt," said Nestor. "There are millions of tons of it frozen out on the surface."


    "That's true."


    "And," continued the old man, "did you notice anything queer about it?"


    "No, except that it smells good and fresh."


    "I did. When that yellow-haired girl—Elza—lighted the Peri's cigarettes, did you notice the cast of the flame? Purple, distinctly purple."


    "So what?"


    "Why, it means neon. Nitrogen is scarce here; Hervey and Caspari both said that, and so they use neon as their filler. No one can breathe pure oxygen, and neon is a good substitute for nitrogen, nearly the same density, and absolutely inert and nonpoisonous. That's important to remember. It may help us."


    "Help us?"'


    The old man waggled his head. "You'll see."


    "Say," asked Keene suddenly, "what is the explanation of the cave entrance? We walked right through it—vacuum on one side, air on the other. She said they did it with a field remember?"


    "I remember. She meant an electrostatic field. You know that like charges repel, and the molecules of air, battering against the field, acquire the same charge. They're repelled; they can't cross the field. It's like the electric wind from a static discharge, but here the wind that tries to blow in just balances the wind that tries to go out. Result, no wind either way."


    "But we walked through it. Motion through a field produces a current. I didn't feel any."


    "Of course not. You didn't walk through at a mile per second like a gas molecule, did you? Whatever current your motion produced was instantly grounded through your body and space suit, which are conductors. Air at normal pressure is a very poor conductor, so it retains its charge. Gases do retain static charges, as witness ball lightning."


    "I see," muttered Keene. "Clever. Better than an air lock as far as convenience goes, though heat must radiate away through the field. But if they use atomic heat, they can afford a little waste."


    "There'd be less loss there," said Nestor, "than to the rock walls. Heat could radiate, true enough, but it couldn't escape by conduction. A vacuum is the best heat insulator there is; look at our thermos containers on the Limbo. Radiation at temperatures below red heat is a very slow process. And remember that, too."


    "I will," grunted Keene, "but right now I'm remembering that we have had no breakfast. Do you suppose her method of execution is slow starvation?" He strode over to the door and pounded vigorously on it. "Hey! Hey, out there!"


    There was no response. Irritably, he seized the knob and rattled it, and almost fell backward as the door swung smoothly open. It was unbarred!


    "I'll be hanged!" he exploded. He peered into the deserted corridor. "Do you suppose this is Elza's doing?"


    "If it is, it's not much help," said old Solomon.


    "No. All the same, I'm going to take a look around. Come on; perhaps we can find some space suits."


    "You'd need the key to the Red Peri, too, or at least the key to the Limbo, if they've locked it. I think"—old Nestor's brow wrinkled—"I'll sit right here and figure out something I've been thinking of. Even old heads sometimes get ideas."


    "Suit yourself," grunted Keene, with very little faith in the potential ideas of the impractical old scientist. He strode boldly into the passageway.


    There was no one visible. He turned left and proceeded toward the entrance of the cavern. Ahead of him a figure came suddenly out of an aisle—a feminine figure. He recognized the girl Elza, carrying a bright aluminum spade, and called her name softly.


    She turned. "Hello," she said briefly, as he fell into step beside her.


    "Been burying some pirate treasure, Elza?"


    "No. Just some seeds in the garden."


    "Did you unlock our door?" he asked.


    "I? Yes. The Peri ordered it unlocked."


    "Ordered it! Why?"


    "Why not? Can you escape from here?" She gestured at a massive metal door as they passed. "Behind that is her room, and behind another within it are the space suits and the keys to both ships. You're as much a prisoner as ever."


    "I know, but isn't she afraid—well, of violence? We could kill her."


    "She isn't afraid of anything," said Elza. "Anyway, what good would killing her do? It would be simply committing suicide."


    "That's true," said Keene. They were approaching the entrance with its invisible electrostatic seal; now they stood staring out over the dismal, black, airless, Plutonian valley, where a thousand feet away was the dark cylinder of the Limbo. Suddenly a flare of light appeared beside it, flashed a moment, then vanished.


    "What's that?" he asked sharply.


    "Father's out there welding your jet. She thinks she may have a use for your ship."


    "For what?"


    "I don't know. It has exactly the lines of a League guard rocket. Perhaps she plans to use it as a decoy."


    "And perhaps," said a cool voice behind them, "as a flying mausoleum with you two among the occupants."


    They whirled. The Red Peri was approaching with her steps muffled by the soft buskins on her feet; besides her stalked Marco Crandi. Keene did not fail to note Elza's flush as she met the gaze of the dark man, but he felt a surge of anger at himself as he realized that his own face was reddening under the green eyes and mocking smile of the red-haired girl. He spat angrily, "You're a pleasant player when you hold all the cards!"


    She said only, "Have you eaten breakfast?"


    “No.”


    "Well, perhaps that explains your ill temper. Elza, go order a tray for two sent to my room, and one to Professor Nestor. And you, Marco—suppose you leave me."


    "Here with him?"


    She laughed and tapped an automatic at her belt. "I can take care of myself. Do you doubt it? You can go, Marco."


    He muttered, "Yes, commander," and backed reluctantly away. The Red Peri turned her glorious, taunting eyes on Keene, smiled again, and said, "I've checked over your ship. Your story's straight enough."


    "Well? What about us, then?'


    "Oh, I haven't decided. You may have to die; it's more than likely that you will, but with no malice on my part. Purely as a matter of convenience, you understand."


    He grunted. "Why'd you have our door unlocked?"


    "Why not? I'm sure you can't escape. Look here." She took the bright aluminum spade Elza had placed against the wall, and thrust it half through the field into the airless outdoors beyond. He stared at it; except for a slight change in color as its crystals rearranged under the slow radiation of its heat, it seemed unaltered. When the knuckles of her dainty hand began to whiten with the cold of the metal, she tossed the implement on the floor at her feet.


    Now it changed. Instantly white frost formed on the part that had been exposed; glittering crystals grew an inch thick, fuzzy covering, and began to spread along the handle. They sprang out as swift as the second hand on a watch, an inch—two inches deep.


    The Peri laughed. "Would you like to stroll outside?" she gibed. "It's not cold—just ten above zero. Above absolute zero, I mean. Cold enough to liquefy and freeze all gases but hydrogen and helium. How long do you think it would take to freeze that hot blood and hotter head of yours?"


    "Bah!" he said. "What's to keep me now from overpowering you, dragging you into some room, and using you as hostage to bargain for our safety?"


    "If you could," she retorted coolly. "Even then it would be a poor idea; if you killed me your own death would follow very soon and very painfully; if you didn't, I'd never be bound to any promises you wrung from the others. Your wisest course is to leave things as they are until I decide what to do with you. And incidentally," she added, with a narrowing of her green eyes, "don't pin your faith on Elza."


    "On—Elza?" He was startled. "What do you mean?"


    "Oh, I know she hates me. She's in love with Marco, or fancies so. I amuse myself by tormenting her, and I suspect that she'd go to some lengths for revenge, but she's quite as helpless as you. As a matter of fact, I'm doing her a good turn, for Marco is not particularly honorable. So I save her and insure his loyalty to me, all with one stroke."


    "You—devil!" Keene gasped. "If there's one thing I'd like above all else, it's to drag you to justice. Ever since that day on the Aardkin—"


    "When I pinched your nose?" she queried sweetly. "Here, then." With a rapid snap of her hand she twisted the same member with painful violence, laughed into his exasperated face, and turned away. "Come on," she ordered. "Here's breakfast."


    "I'll be damned if I'll eat with you!" he snarled.


    She shrugged. "As you like. This is all the breakfast you'll get, I promise you."


    After all, breakfast was breakfast—he growled and followed her to the massive metal door; as it swung open he forgot a part of his anger in sheer amazement at the luxury of her chamber.


    She had, apparently, culled the prize plunder of a score of raids to furnish this room. There were deep, silken rugs on the floor, rich tapestries, paintings from the salon of some luxurious Venusian liner, delicately worked aluminum furniture, even a carved mirror whose utter perfection must have originated in the incomparable lost art of Mars.


    The man who bore the breakfast tray placed it silently on a table and withdrew. Here was another surprise. Eggs! And fresh ones, too, judging by the smell.


    "Oh, we have a few chickens," said the Red Peri, reading his glance. "Enough to supply me, at least. Feeding them is rather a problem, you see."


    Keene remembered his anger in time to reply with an irritable "humph!" For a moment he wondered why the exquisite presence of the Peri should affect him so violently, for he realized that much of his irritation was directed at himself. But of one thing he was certain, and that was that his most ardent desire was to humble the arrogant, self-sufficient, proud, and mocking pirate princess, to see her pay the assigned penalty for her crimes.


    Then he frowned. Was be anxious to see her punished? What he really wanted was simply to see her arrogance and insolence humbled, to see her—well, frightened, or pleading with him, as a sort of recompense for the contemptuous way in which she treated him.


    She spoke. "You're a silent table partner," she observed, "and yet I'm rather glad you two blundered in. I was getting frightfully tired and bored; I was considering paying a little visit to civilization."


    "I suppose you realize," he growled, "that if we ever get back to Earth, your little visits are over. I'd be very glad to furnish a full description of the Red Peri."


    "And do you think I'm the only red-head alive?"


    "You're probably the most beautiful, and you know it."


    She laughed contemptuously. "Keene, if you think you can play the sophisticated giver of compliments to my innocence, think again. I've been around. I've spend enough time in London, Paris and New York to know the social game. In fact, I have a carefully built-up identity there; my terrestrial friends think I live on Venus. So don't try what they call a fish net on me."


    Her words gave him an idea. "Fish net?" he echoed with a deliberate air of sadness. "No. It's just that I have the misfortune to be about half in love with you, while the other half is pure hatred." Suddenly he wondered how much of a lie that really was.


    She laughed again. "I half believe you."


    "Which half?"


    "Never mind. But," she added derisively, "whichever half it is, remember that it takes a better man than you to win the Red Peri's love."


    "I didn't say I wanted it!" he snapped. "All you are to me is a vicious law breaker, and all I want is the chance to see you taken."


    "Which you'll never have," she returned coolly. She leaned back in her chair and slipped a cigarette from a box. "Smoke?" she asked.


    It was in the nature of a peace offering. He accepted both the truce and the cigarette, and puffed with thorough enjoyment.


    "Keene," said the Peri, "would you like to see our establishment?"


    He nodded. If the girl were proffering friendship, or at least tolerance, he was in no position to refuse it while she held the upper hand. But he would not accept it under false colors.


    "Listen," he said, "there are lots of things I like about you. You've plenty of courage, and you've the devil's own beauty. But get this. If I see any chance of escape or any chance to capture you, I'm taking it. Is that plain?"


    She nodded. "Keene, if you ever outwit the Red Peri, you're welcome to your winnings. But you never will."


    She rose, and he followed her into the stone-walled corridor, glancing briefly at the mysterious archway with its invisible electrostatic seal.


    "If your power ever failed," he said, "what would happen to your air here?"


    "It won't fail. It's generated directly from disintegration. No moving parts at all. But if it should"—she gestured to the cavern roof—"there's an emergency air door. It will close instantly if there's any appreciable outward current. There's plenty of power to retain our atmosphere; we only keep a pressure of eleven to twelve pounds,"


    "About the same as the altitude of Denver," he muttered as he followed her. "Prepared for anything, aren't you?"


    He was really impressed by the neat little gardens in the side aisles, raised on Plutonian soil carefully selected for the proper elements. "But nitrogen is a troublesome job," she explained. "There's little of it to be had, and what there is is all mixed with frozen argon. We fractionate it, and then form ammonia, and so finally get it into usable form."


    "I know the process," he said.


    They penetrated deeper into the series of caverns that pierced the black Plutonian mountain. The fluorolux lights were fewer now, and there were long stretches of dim side passages with no lights at all.


    "They're sealed off," said the Peri. "We're approaching the seal of the main cavern now. Do you see where it narrows ahead there? That's an electrostatic seal, but the side passages are blocked with concrete to keep out the crystal crawlers."


    "The crystal crawlers!" echoed Keene. He had almost forgotten those curious creatures of the plutonian Salley. "Why don't they come through the electrostatic seal?"


    "They do, but they seldom get far. You'll see why."


    "What are the things?" he asked. "Are they alive? No one —Atsuki or Hervey or Caspari—ever reported them."


    "I think they originated in these caverns. This whole region is honey-combed, and those in the valley are just strays. Explorers wouldn't be apt to encounter them."


    "But are they alive?" he persisted.


    "No-o-o," said the Red Peri slowly. "Not exactly alive. They're—well—on the borderline. They're chemical-crystalline growths, and their movement is purely mechanical. There are half a dozen varieties—aluminum feeders and iron and silicon and sulphur feeders, and others." She smiled impishly. "I have a use for at least one sort. Do you remember, or did you notice, the safe of the Aardkin? An iron feeder comes in very handy at times."


    He grunted; somehow it pained him to hear the girl refer to her piratical activities. Before he could make any other reply they came suddenly into a large natural cavern beyond which showed the narrow opening which the Peri had indicated as the place of the electrostatic seal. A single light shed a dim radiance from far above, and in the faint luminosity he perceived a narrow, deep gash, a gorge or pit, that crossed the chamber irons wall to wall and even split the walls in dark tunnels to right and left.


    "Here is our crawler trap," said the girl. She indicated a curious span across the chasm, a single heavy girder of metal that bridged the twenty-foot gap in four sharp zigzags. A precariously narrow bridge; the girder was no more than twelve inches in width.


    "Copper!" he said.


    "Yes. Apparently there are no such things as copper feeders to destroy our bridge. Do you see how the trap works? The crystal crawlers have no eyes nor sense of touch; they just crawl. The chances are infinitely against any of them moving at the proper angles to cross the gap. They go crashing down and crawl away below; although one blundered across once.


    "Most of them aren't dangerous except to whatever they feed on." She gestured. "Beyond the seal is our air supply. There's a regular frozen subterranean sea of neon, argon, and oxygen, and we can draw on it almost forever. Don't you want to cross over and look at it?"


    Keene stepped to the brink of the chasm and peered down. It was deep; the light from above trickled away into a mysterious darkness where only a few faint sparkles responded—crystals, doubtless, for a slow flicker of movement showed. He scowled at the precarious slenderness of the copper zigzag, and then, cautiously, he abandoned dignity, dropped to his knees, and crept slowly across on all fours.


    It was only when he reached the far side and stood erect that he became conscious of the Peri's contemptuous sniff of laughter, and turned to see her walk casually and steadily across the angling span, balancing as easily as if she trod a wide roadway. He flushed a slow red; the girl had nerves of steel, true enough, but he realized she had done this as a deliberate taunt.


    She strode to the narrow opening, where he now perceived the ring of copper points whence issued the electrostatic field, and above, on the roof, a suspended emergency lock like that at the outer arch. "There," she said, pointing. "You can see it."


    He squinted into the darkness. A dozen feet away, the passage seemed to widen again, but into such a vast hollow that tile light from behind him failed utterly to show its bounds. But dimly and faintly as a sea of ectoplasm, he made out a shimmering, illimitable expanse of white, a vast subterranean drift of Pluto's fossil air.


    "There goes the pipe to it," said the Peri. "We can get all we need by the simple process of heat, but now and then we have to lengthen the pipe. That's why this end of our colony is sealed by electrostatic. Oh! O-o-oh!"


    She broke off in a startled scream. Keene whirled; the cave floor between the two of them and the bridge was covered with a rustling, irregular parade of blackish crystals!


    "What's the matter!" he gasped. "We can kick them aside." He moved as if to do so.


    "No!" cried the Pea. She seized his arm, dragging him back. "They're carbon feeders! Don't you understand? They're carbon feeders! Your body has carbon. They're—Look out!"


    


    IV


    


    Keene started back, realizing that a gray-black, flat-crystalled, dully shining lump was almost at his feet. He stared at the crawling masses; they had come, apparently, from beyond a jutting wall of rock to his right. The floor was speckled everywhere with them, and now and again one slipped with a faint tinkle over the edge of the central pit. But there were hundreds more; one couldn't wait here until the floor had cleared. He skipped aside; another had silently approached almost to his feet.


    He acted. Suddenly he seized the Peri, raised her bodily in his arms, and dashed in an angling, irregular course for the bridge. The girl squirmed and said, "Put me—" Then she lay very still as he picked his way as delicately as a dancer, sidestepping, skipping, twisting, to the copper spars—and over it. Half running, he took the four sharp angles, and at last, breathless, he set the Peri on the rock on the far side.


    She looked coolly up at him. "Well!" she said calmly. "Why did you do that?"


    "That's pretty thanks for it!" he snapped.


    "Don't you think I could have done as well?" she retorted. "I asked you why you did it"


    "Because—" He paused. Why had he done it? He suddenly realized that he had no desire to see the exquisite Peri die. To see her humbled, yes. Even to see her punished—but not to see her die. "It was pure impulse," he finished grimly. "If I had thought a second or two, I'd have left you to die."


    "Liar!" she said, but smiled. "Well, I thank you for your intentions, though I could have done quite as well alone. But you're very strong, and—Frank!" Her voice rose. "Your foot! Your shoe! Quickly!"


    He blinked down. Scarcely visible on the leather, a grayish-black coating of crystals was spreading, and almost immediately came a prickling pain in his toe. With a growling oath he kicked violently. The skin buskin went sailing in an arc over the pit, to fall squarely among the crawlers. Instantly it was a fuzzy mass of needlelike crystals.


    The Peri was on her knees. "Your toe!" she wailed. Swift as a serpent she planted her own dainty foot firmly upon the arch of his. From somewhere she snatched a tiny, jeweled penknife, its blade flashing sharp as a razor. Still resting her full weight on his foot, she cut.


    Despite his bellow of pain and surprise, she sliced away half his toenail and a goodly strip of skin beneath, kicked the bloody strip into the pit, examined her own pink toes for a moment, and faced Keene. For the first time in their acquaintance she seemed shaken; her wild, green eyes were wide with concern.


    But it passed instantly. "Fool!" she snapped. "Fool!"


    He was staring aghast at his bleeding toe. "Good Lord!" he muttered. "That was a narrow escape. Well—I'm not so sparing in my thanks as you. I say thanks for it."


    "Bah! Do you think I want carbon feeders on this side of the pit? That's why I did it!"


    "You could have pushed me into the pit, then," he retorted. "And I wish I had!" she snapped. She turned abruptly, and padded, barefooted, up the cavern toward the colony.


    Keene shifted his remaining buskin to his injured foot and limped after. He was in a turmoil of emotions. There was something splendid about this pirate princess, something more than the simple fact of her exquisite and fantastic beauty. He swore angrily to himself for even admitting it, but limped hastily until he caught her.


    "What's your name?" he asked abruptly.


    "If you need a name to address me," she said coldly, "let it be commander."


    "The only person I'll call commander is one I'm willing to serve, and that'll never be the Red Peri."


    She glanced sidewise at him. "What's a name, anyway?" she asked in altered tosses. "See here. You're Frank Keene, but you're neither keen enough to outwit me nor frank enough to admit you love me."


    "Love you!" he snorted. "Love you! Why—" He broke off suddenly. "Even if it were true," he went on, "do you think I'd have anything to do with a pirate, a murderess? However I felt, I'd still exert every effort to bring you to justice. How many deaths have you caused? How much suffering?"


    "I don't know," she said. "But murder? I never killed anybody except in sheer self defense."


    "So you say. What about the atrocities on the Hermes?"


    She looked up at him. "Frank," she said softly, "I had nothing to do with the Hermes. Don't you realize that people blame everything on the Red Peri? Every captain who suffers from some sneaking little freebooter blames me for it. Why, I'd need a hundred ships to commit all the crimes they've pinned on me."


    "But you're a pirate, nevertheless."


    "Yes, but I have my reasons. I have, Frank. And—Oh, why should I justify myself to you, anyway? I don't care what you think of me."


    "All the same," he growled, "I'll tell you what I think. I think your parents should have given you a series of good spankings. You're nothing but a spoiled, reckless, dangerous child."


    "My parents," she echoed.


    "Yes. Do you think they'd he proud of you now?"


    "I hope," she said slowly, "that one of them would be." She paused at the door of her chamber, unlocking it. "Come in here," she ordered sharply.


    He followed her into the lavish interior. She disappeared into an adjacent room, returning in a moment with a bottle and a strip of gauze. "Here," she said. "Dress your toe."


    "It's nothing. It needs no dressing."


    "Dress it!" she snapped. "I want no cases of infection here."


    "I might"—he observed as he took the bottle—"die of the infection and thus save you a murder."


    Her green eyes seemed to soften. "Remember this, Frank," she said in a low voice. "I could have let you die back there at the edge of the pit. I could have, but I didn't."


    He had no answer. For a moment he gazed thoughtfully at the exquisite delicacy of her face, and then, irrelevantly, he asked again, "What is your name?"


    She smiled. "Peri," she said.


    "Really? Peri what? That's a strange name."


    "Yes. It's the Persian word for imp or elf."


    "I know. I've worked in Iraq. But it means more than just that; it's the name given to the child of a disobedient angel, waiting to he admitted into paradise."


    Her features grew suddenly wistful. "Yes," she murmured. "Waiting to be admitted into paradise."


    "But Peri what?" he repeated.


    She hesitated. "If I told you," she said slowly, "you might understand. I think I will tell you, Frank. Did you ever hear of Perry Maclane?"


    He frowned. "Perry Maclane," he muttered. "I—think so. Wait a minute. Do you mean Red Perry Maclane, the inventor who had the famous legal battle with Interplanetary? But that was years ago, years and years. I was a child of seven or eight; you must scarcely have been born."


    "I was just born. Perry Maclane was my father."


    "Red Perry your father? And—the ship! I see—Red Peri, named after him."


    "Named by him, after me. He built it. He built it purposely to be a pirate craft, and you can't blame him!"


    "Can't blame him! Why not?"


    "Listen to me, Frank." Her glorious eyes were intense and serious. "Perry Maclane was robbed by Interplanetary and their associates. Do you know how dangerous space travel used to be, twenty-five or thirty years ago? Even fifty years after the first colonies were founded on Venus, it was a gamble with death to travel there.


    "Trade was all but impossible; because the rocket blasts kept failing, and ships kept crashing in trying to land, or even plunged into the Sun. And then the thermoid expansion chamber was developed; the blasts became steady, safe, usable. Trade was possible, and Interplanetary became an enormous, wealthy corporation. But do you know who invented the expansion chamber? Do you?"


    "Perry Maclane did! He invented it and patented it. But Interplanetary wouldn't let a little thing like honor stand in their way. They copied the patent; they claimed one of their engineers had developed the chamber first; they fought the case through every court, and at last they fought Perry Maclane out of money, and won. It took four years to do it; and as the last year I was born and my mother died; and Perry Maclane was ruined.


    "But he didn't give up. He worked at anything he could find—he, the greatest rocket engineer in the world! He dug sewers and planned drainage systems; he did any sort of work, but meanwhile, all the time, he was carrying the idea of revenge.


    "Evenings he worked on the plans of such a ship as no one had dreamed of, a rocket with inherent stability, one that could flash through gravitational fields as easily as through interplanetary space, instead of teetering down on its jets, wobbling and compensating and inching lower. And when he had it—I was three then—he found those who supplied money to build it.


    "He wasn't the only man Interplanetary had ruined; others hated the corporation, too. So he built the Red Peri, and began raiding corporation ships. He had no trouble manning his ship; he could have had a thousand men; but he picked and chose among the best for his crew.


    "At first he worked out of the Australian desert as a base, but that became dangerous. He thought of the Moon, and of an asteroid; but at last, because he had a ship to which planetary distances meant nothing, he came here to build his colony. Save for the years I spent at school, I've lived here ever since."


    "But what of Red Perry Maclane?" asked Keene.


    "He was killed three years ago. Do you remember when Interplanetary's Captain Thorsen of the Lucrece shot one of the pirates? That was my father; he died and was buried as he wanted to be—in space. It was I who killed Thorsen, with my own hand as he shot at me."


    He stared at her. Those were certainly tears in the glorious, emerald eyes. "Peri," he said softly, "but what will he the end of it? Arc you going on all your life pursuing revenge for your father? You're not really hurting Interplanetary, you know; they carry insurance. But you are slowing down the development of the planets. It's come to a point where people are actually afraid to travel."


    "Good!" she flashed. "Then it's less trade and fewer fares to swell the coffers of Interplanetary."


    "But—good heavens, Peri! With a design like that of your ship you could make millions legitimately!"


    "Oh, of course!" she retorted sarcastically. "Just as my father did from the thermoid expansion chamber."


    There was no answer to that. He shook his head sadly. "Then do you intend to live out your life as a pirate until you're finally captured, or until you die out here on this miserable black planet?"


    "I do not. I intend to carry out the plans of Red Perry Maclane. He wasn't fighting out of blind passion, you know. He built up his organization, here and on Earth, for a single purpose. Little by little, the plunder we take from Interplanetary goes back to Earth, to be turned into cash and securities, in banks in New York, London, Berlin, Paris, Tokyo. When I have enough—and a hundred million dollars will be enough—do you know what I'll do?"


    "I don't, Peri." His eyes were glued to her tense, lovely face.


    "Then listen!" she said fiercely. "I'll open a line competing with Interplanetary. I'll build ships like the Red Peri, and I'll drive their corporation to ruin! I'll have them groveling and begging, but this time I'll have money enough so they can't fight with crooked lawyers and bribed judges. I'll annihilate them!"


    For a long time he stared at her strange loveliness, her wild, green eyes and flaming hair. "Oh, Peri!" he said at last, in tones of sadness. "Don't you see how insane such a plan is? Don't you know that once you produce the design of this ship, you'll be known as the pirate? No one else knows of it."


    "I don't care!" she blazed. "The law can't touch anyone with a hundred million dollars. My father learned that from Interplanetary." And at his continued silence, she snapped, "Your advice would be to take it lying down, I suppose. I prefer to fight."


    "But you don't have to declare war on the whole Earth on account of an injury done your father."


    "War on the Earth? I haven't. But”—her green eyes glowed fiercely—"if I ever should, I could give them such a war as they never dreamed of!"


    "What do you mean, Peri?"


    "I'll tell you! Suppose I were to take one of those carbon feeders, like the ones that nipped your toe. Suppose I took just one tiny Crystal and dropped it in the jungles of Africa or in Middle Europe or in the wheat belt of America. All life has carbon in it. What would happen to the pretty, green Earth, Frank? What would happen to the crooked lawyers and the bribed judges, and all the rest, honest and dishonest, right up to the heads of Interplanetary itself?"


    "My Lord!" he said.


    "Can't you see the crystal crawlers rustling their way along?" she cried. "Wheat fields, houses, horses, humans!"


    "Listen!" he said huskily. "Do you know what I ought to do? I know what my duty is. It's to kill you, right now and here, while I've got you alone. Otherwise that mad and reckless spirit of yours may some day drive you to do just that. I ought to strangle you now, but—by heavens—I can't!"


    All the passion drained suddenly from her face, leaving it alluringly wistful. "I'm glad you said those last two words, Frank," she murmured. "Look." She raised her arms; he saw her hand resting firmly on the butt of her revolver. "Would it please you," she asked softly, "if I promised you never to think again of that particular revenge?"


    "You know it would!"


    "Then I promise. And now, tell me if you still blame me for being—the Red Peri. Do you?"


    "I don't know. I think—perhaps—you are justified for feeling as you do, but, Peri, it's madness."


    "What would you want me to do?"


    "Why—the sane course, the honorable course, would be to make restitution, to return everything you've stolen; and then to give yourself up, to expiate the wrongs you've done, and so be free to live without the need of burying yourself out here at the edge of nothingness. I don't say you could do all of that, but at least you could return what you've taken and live as you were meant to live—honorably and happily."


    "Honorably and happily!" she echoed bitterly. "Yes, except for the realization that I had failed my father."


    "Your father was wrong, Peri."


    She blazed in sudden anger. "Oh, you're too smug and self-righteous to live. I was going to offer you your freedom; I thought you'd understand and protect me, but now do you think I dare trust you to return to Earth? Now you'll stay as my prisoner!"


    "Some day," he said evenly, "I'll drag you back to justice, Peri, and after you're free you'll thank me for it."


    "Get out!" she cried. "You're stupid! I hate stupidity!"


    He looked quietly at her angry, exquisite face, rose, and stalked out of the door. For a moment he stood irresolute in the corridor; then he strode toward the room he shared with Solomon Nestor, ignoring the glances of a number of residents as he went. And as he opened the door, the first person he saw was the girl Elza, in close conversation with the old man.


    They looked up as he entered, and the flaxen-haired girl drew away, staring at him with a curious expression in her blue eyes.


    "Oh, bosh!" said the old man. "Elza, you're simply letting your imagination make you nervous. Listen, Frank—this girl came running here to tell me that you've been spending hours in the Red Peri's company, and that you were probably falling under her magic charms; and now Elza's afraid you're going to betray her to the Peri. Ridiculous, isn't it?"


    "Utterly!" snapped Keene, wondering how much of it was ridiculous. He felt himself reddening, and repeated hastily, "Utterly ridiculous!"


    "You see?" said old Nestor triumphantly. "All right, Elza, let's get on with this. You say you're sure you can't smuggle space suits to us?"


    "I'm sure I can't. They're kept locked up by the Red Peri, and I can't get to them."


    "But your father and brother wear them when they go to either ship, don't they?"


    "Yes, but I wouldn't dare ask them. They'd tell the Peri. I know that."


    "Well," said old Solomon thoughtfully, "if we can't get space suits, we'll have to do without. But you can get the key to one of the ships, can't you?"


    "Not to the Red Peri," said Elm. "To your ship, perhaps, because my father has that while he's working on it. I could steal it away from him, I think. He just keeps it in a desk."


    "What good would the Limbo do us?" grunted Keene. "They could run us down with the other. They could blast us to bits."


    "They could, but they won't," retorted the old man. "You leave this to old Solomon. Now Elza when will your father have the jet repaired?"


    "I think he's finishing it now."


    "And could you smuggle the key to us to-night?"


    "I think so. I'll try. To-night or tomorrow."


    "Good!" said Solomon Nestor. "You run along now, Elza. You'll have your revenge on the Red Peri—if you're a good girl."


    The yellow-haired girl vanished. Old Nestor turned quizzical eyes on Keene and mid mockingly, "Ridiculous, eh! Utterly ridiculous!"


    "What?"


    "'That you should be impressed by the Red Peri. How could so unattractive a being effect the redoubtable Frank Keene? Very ridiculous!"


    "Oh, shut up!" growled Keene. "I admit she's beautiful, and I admit that what she told me has changed my opinion of her. All the same, I think she's arrogant and overbearing. I'm just as anxious as ever to see her take a fall, and if I can trip her, that's fine. But I don't see how the key to the Limbo helps."


    "Yost will. Tell me what the Peri said to you:"


    Keene recounted the story of "Red" Perry Maclane. Despite himself, he told it with a tinge of sympathy, and when, after concluding it, he described the events at the copper bridge, he was uncomfortable aware of old Nestor's steady gaze. He finished his tale and stared defiantly back.


    "Well!" said the old man. "I suppose you realize that she risked her life for you—or at least the chance of having to cut off a finger or two. What if she'd touched the carbon feeders on your toe?"


    "I-I hadn't thought of it."


    "And now that you do think of it, are you still so bitterly determined to humble her?"


    Keene considered. "Yes!" he snapped. "I am. I don't want to hurt her, but I do want to get back at her for the way she's insulted, browbeaten, and mocked me. I want to see her take a fall."


    "Even though it means capture for her?"


    Keene groaned. "Listen, Solomon. Right now I'm so puzzled that I'm not sure. But I do know that I want to see the Red Peri paid back for the way she's acted toward me."


    "All right. I think you're in love with her, Frank, though it's none of my business."


    "Damn' right it isn't!"


    "But," proceeded Nestor, "just how badly do you want to do this?"


    "With all my heart!"


    "Would you risk your life and hers to do it?"


    "My life," said Keene grimly, "but not hers."


    "Good enough. Now the first thing to do is talk you out of a few superstitions."


    "I haven't any."


    "You have, but you don't know it. Listen, now." The old man bent closer and began to talk in a low, earnest voice. At his first words Keene paled and started; then he sat very still and very intent. After five minutes of listening, he drew a deep breath, expanding his mighty chest to the full.


    "I used to plunge at the university," he said exultantly. "I could hold my breath for four minutes. I can still do three and a half!"


    "That's plenty," said Nestor.


    "Yes, if it works. If it works!"


    "If I were you," said the old man, "I'd find out—now!"


    For a full minute Keene stared at him. Suddenly he nodded, turned swiftly away, and darted out into the corridor. In five minutes he was back again, but sadly changed, for his lips were swollen, his eyes red, and his breath a rasping gurgle. But he was sniffing.


    "It works!" he gasped triumphantly. "It's unadulterated hell —but it works!"


    


    V


    


    Elza did not appear that night, although Keene tossed and twisted wakefully far miserable hours. In the darkness the thing he had to do appeared grotesque, fantastic, impossible; and this despite the fact that he had already tested the truth of old Solomon Nestor's reasoning. His toe ached and his lips and eyes burned, but more painful than all else was the idea of inflicting harm on the courageous and proud Red Peri.


    When, well toward the end of the ten-hour Plutonian night, he finally fell into troubled slumber, it was but for a brief while, and he rose sullen and morose to pace the floor of the chamber.


    The fluorolux light awakened old Nestor. For a few moments he watched the pacing Keene, and then asked, "Did Elea come?"


    "No, and I hope she doesn't," snarled Keene. "I hope she couldn't get the key—and if she does get it, I'm not going through with this!"


    "It's your business," said Nestor indifferently. "It doesn't mean anything to me, because I'd never live through it, not at my age. I have to stay here anyway, and I shan't mind, because Elza said they'd move my instruments into the cave; and I can work here almost as well as farther out in space. But if you love the girl so intently, why don't you act like a human being and tell her so?"


    "Love her!" yelled Keene. "Just because r feel like a dirty dog at the thought of this, doesn't mean I love her! She's a girl, isn't she?"


    "And a very beautiful one."


    "Bah! She's a girl, and I hate to fight women!"


    "Well, don't then," suggested old Solomon.


    "Yet I want like the very devil to get back at her."


    “Then do.”


    "And yet, in a way I can't blame her."


    "Then don't."


    Keene resuming his pacing. In another minute he stopped, faced the old man, and said defiantly, "Solomon, I can't do it. I know she's a pirate and a menace to trade and civilization, but I can't do it."


    Before the other could reply, a knock sounded on the door. Keene whirled. "I hope," he muttered, "that it's breakfast—just breakfast."


    It was. Elza brought it in silently, placed it on the table, and retired; and Keene felt a vast surge of relief. She hadn't managed to get the key! He was almost ready to sing until he picked up his cup of coffee and there it was—the familiar key to the outer door of the Limbo's air lock.


    He met old Nestor's amused, blue eyes with a cold glare, and it was hardly softened by the other's murmur: "After all, Frank, you don't have to use it.”


    "I know I don't!" he snarled. "I have a fine choice, haven't I? I can stay here the rest of my life, if our hostess doesn't take a notion to kill me, or I can escape by following your scatterbrained plan of doing a thing I hate. I can't escape alone, for they'd simply run me down with their pirate ship."


    "Or you could turn pirate," suggested Solomon Nestor.


    "Gr-r-r!" said Keene amiably.


    He was unaccustomed to this sort of agonized indecision. He had never encountered a situation that pulled so many ways at once; for in all his experience right had been right and wrong had been wrong—yet now he was not at all sure but that the laws of relativity operated in the moral field as well as in the physical. Certainly the Red Peri was not entirely in the wrong, yet equally certainly she was a pirate, a menace to progress, an antisocial being, and therefore a criminal. If she would only give up this mad purpose of hers; if she would make restitution; if she—He swore bitterly and strode out of the door, scarcely realizing that the Limbo's key was in his pocket.


    He turned at random toward the outer arch of the cave. Figures in space suits were passing in and out through the electro- static seal, and he noticed that the outgoing men were laden with cases, boxes, cans, and bundles. He stood at the very edge of the seal and stared out into the dim, nightlike morning of the black planet. Beside him a row of metal-clad figures clanked outward, their footsteps dropping to sudden silence the instant they trod into the airless outdoors. He watched them carry their burdens to the Red Peri, where an air lock swung open to admit them. They were loading the ship.


    Keene stared disinterestedly, without comprehension. Then, abruptly, the meaning dawned on him. He stiffened, peered closely through narrowed eyes, and spun to accost a metal-sheathed figure that approached, Marco Grandi, for he could see the dark, aquiline features behind the visor.


    "What's this?" Keene snapped. "You're cargoing the Peri. For what?"


    Grandi made no answer, and Keene planted himself squarely in the other's way. "For what?" he blazed.


    The metallic voice of the diaphragm clicked. "Stand aside. We're busy."


    "I'll keep you busy!" he roared. "I'll—I’ll—"


    "You'll what?" queried the cool tones of the Peri.


    Keene whirled. The girl stood at his side, clad in an all-enveloping, clinging robe of bright green that echoed the infinitely more brilliant emerald of her eyes.


    "They're stocking the Red Peri!" he shouted.


    "I know it."


    "Why? For what purpose?"


    "For purposes of business."


    "Business! You mean for purposes of piracy!"


    "Piracy," she said coldly, "is my business."


    "It was your business, you mean!" With a great effort he controlled himself and faced the mocking, green eyes. "Peri," he said more calmly, "I want to talk to you.”


    "It isn't mutual."


    "I want to talk to you," he repeated stubbornly, "alone." He glanced at the hostile eyes of Marco Grandi.


    The Peri shrugged. "Go on out, Marco," she ordered, and then to Keene, "Well? What is it?"


    "Listen," he said. "I want you to quit this business. I want you to be fair to yourself. You're capable of infinitely greater things than piracy."


    "I know it. When I'm ready, I'll achieve those greater things."


    "Oh, revenge!" he snapped. "Suppose you succeed. Do you think you'll be any happier?"


    "And if I'm not," she countered, "what is it to you?"


    He drew a deep breath. "It's a lot to me," he said soberly, "because you see, Peri, I happen to love you."


    Her green eyes did not change. "What you call love," she said contemptuously, "isn't my conception. If you loved me you'd take me exactly as I am."


    "I was brought up to believe in honesty, Peri"


    "And I," she retorted, "was brought up to believe in honor. Red Perry Maclane's honor needs avenging, and there's none but his daughter to see to it."


    Keene pounded his fist impatiently against the wall. "Peri," he said at last, "do you love me?"


    She made no immediate reply. From somewhere in her heavy silken gown she produced a cigarette, lighted it, and blew a gray plume of smoke toward the seal. "No," she said.


    "Why did you risk your life for me back there at the pit? What if you had touched the carbon feeders?"


    She glanced out into the cold, black valley. "I may have thought I loved you then," she murmured, eyes still averted. "That was before I knew how little you could understand my feelings. We're just—not the same sort."


    "I think we are," said Keene. "We've simply learned different moral codes, but—Peri—my code's the right one. Even you can see that."


    "It's not for me. What my father wanted is the thing I want and the thing I'm going to do."


    He groaned and abandoned that line of attack. "What do you expect to do with Solomon Nestor and me?"


    She made a helpless little gesture. "What can I do? I have to leave you here." She turned her green eyes back to him. "Frank, if you'd promise to keep this place and my identity a secret, I think I'd be willing to release you."


    "I can't promise that."


    Her voice hardened. "Then here you stay."


    "So you've given up the idea of killing us?"


    "Oh," she said indifferently, "I'm always indulgent to those who claim to be in love with me."


    Her attitude angered him. "You're pretty confident, aren't you? If you leave us here while you're off pirating, you know damn well we'll be doing our best to overcome you."


    "And I know damn well that you'll never outwit me," she retorted.


    Keene's hand suddenly encountered the Limbo's key in his pocket. "I won't, eh?" he muttered. "See here, Peri. Are you determined once and for all to stick to this scheme of yours?"


    "Once and for all, I am."


    "And it makes no difference that I tell you I love you?"


    She turned abruptly and faced the grim outdoors, staring over the dead, cold, black Plutonian landscape. "It makes no difference, Frank."


    "And nothing I can say will make a difference?"


    She gestured impatiently, still staring far away. "Oh, what's the use of arguing? No, Frank."


    He looked silently at her, seeing her, seeing her glorious hair flaming against the cold background of black mountains. He peered thoughtfully down the deserted corridor, and then at the Red Peri. The valley was lifeless; the men were within the vessel and the air lock was closed. Dim across the plain was the dull bulk of the Limbo, whose key was clutched in his hand.


    "Well," he muttered sadly, "you've asked for it, Peri."


    She did not turn. "For what, Frank?"


    "For this!" he cried, and with a sudden lunge he sent her and himself staggering, unarmored, into the airless Plutonian plain, and into a temperature of ten degrees above absolute zero!


    


    VI


    


    Instantly he was in hell. The breath rushed out of his lungs in a faint expansion mist that dissipated at once, the blood pounded in his aching ear drums, his eyes seemed to bulge, and a thin stream of blood squirted darkly from his nose. His whole body felt terribly, painfully bloated as he passed from a pressure of twelve pounds per square inch to one of nearly zero. He fought his agony grimly; he had to hold consciousness as long as he could. But old Nestor had been right; he was living.


    He had a momentary impression of the Peri's green gown billowing up from her glorious body like a balloon, to settle hack instantly as the bound air escaped. Then she whirled, eyes wide, mouth open and straining for air that simply was not there, hands clutching frantically at her gasping throat. She was in full command of her own agile mind, and she sprang convulsively for the archway and the seal. Grimly he thrust her back.


    She was trying to scream. Her breast rose and fell in futile, soundless, panting gasps; moisture formed on her forehead and vanished instantly. Swift as a deer she darted again for the archway; and again he controlled his agony to smash her back.


    For once in her life the Peri knew sheer panic. No longer had she the coordination of mind and muscle that might yet have encompassed escape. Fierce pain and utter fright had robbed her of it; and for a few seconds she could only thrust aimlessly against Keene's braced body, her hands fluttering frantically, her legs pushing convulsively, her lovely, pain-racked, wild, green eyes but inches from his own.


    He had a double task now; he had to hold her back from the entrance and at the same time keep any part of her twisting body save her shod feet from contact with the searing cold of the rocky ground. He clutched her violently against him. Suddenly her struggles grew weaker, her hands went vainly to her tortured throat, her hands closed, and she collapsed.


    They were almost at the air lock of the Red Peri. He saw it fly open, he glimpsed Marco Grandi's appalled face behind his visor, but he had no fraction of a second to lose. He swung the Peri across his shoulder and set off on a staggering run for the Limbo, more than nine hundred feet away across a vacuum and a cold only less than those of space itself. Grandi could never catch him; no one could run in a space suit.


    The Peri was not light; on Earth she might have weighed a hundred and fifteen pounds, but here it was more like a hundred and forty. His own weight was greater too, but he felt none of that; the excruciating torment that racked his body erased all lesser tortures.


    He crashed unseeing through a parade of aluminum feeders, and blood spurted wildly from a tiny scratch on his ankle, and then—then he was fumbling at the Limbo's lock.


    The door flew open from its inner pressure; he bundled himself and the Peri within, pulled it to, and collapsed as the hissing of the automatic valve sent a heavenly stream of air against his face. He had crossed a thousand feet of vacuum and still lived!


    The air pressure reached normal. He fought to his knees, opened the inner door, and dragged the girl through it. She lay with her magnificent hair streaming on the steel floor; blood trickled from her nose—but she breathed.


    Keene had work to do. He thrust wide the feed to the under-jets, and the ship roared, rising shakily as he peered through the floor port at Marco Grandi plodding desperately across the plain. He let the Limbo rise aimlessly; later he could set a course.


    He dragged the limp Peri to a chair. About her slim waist he twisted the iron chain from the aft ventilator, and locked it with the padlock of Nestor's empty bolometer case. The other end he locked carefully to a hand hold on the wall, and only then, laboring and gasping, did he turn his attention to the medicine kit.


    He poured a half tumbler of whiskey and forced a good portion of it between the Peri's lips. Still pain-tortured, it was yet agony to him to see the lines of anguish on her unconscious face, and to hear the choking of her breath. She coughed weakly from the liquor, and moved convulsively as he sprang back to the controls and set the Limbo nosing sunward. That was close enough for the present; later he could lay a course for Titan.


    The Peri stirred. Her uncomprehending green eyes looked vaguely toward him, and then about the chamber. She spoke, "Frank! Frank! Where am I?"


    "On the Limbo."


    "On the—" She glanced down; her hand had encountered the chain about her waist. "Oh!" she murmured, and stared at it a full half minute. When she looked up again her eyes were quite clear and conscious. "You—you've got me, Frank, haven't you?"


    "Right where I want you," he said grimly. Strangely, there was no satisfaction in it. He had wanted to see her humbled, but now it was pure pain.


    "Why—aren't we dead, Frank?" she asked slowly. "We were—in the airless valley, weren't we? How is it that we still live?"


    "I'll tell you, Peri. It was old Solomon's idea. Everybody's been believing a lot of superstitions about space, but he figured out the truth. It isn't the vacuum that's dangerous, and it isn't the cold; it's the lack of air. We couldn't freeze, because a vacuum is the best insulator there is; we aren't like that aluminum spade of yours, because our bodies actually produced heat faster than we radiate it away. In fact, it really felt warm to me—as far as I could be conscious of any feeling in that hell.


    "And as for all the gruesome stories of lungs collapsing and all that, every high school physics student sees the experiment of the mouse under the bell jar. An air pump exhausts the jar to the highest vacuum it can attain, the mouse loses consciousness—just as you did, Peri—but when the air returns, it recovers.


    "Its lungs don't collapse because there's no outer pressure to crush them, and its body doesn't burst because the tissues are strong enough to maintain that much internal pressure. And if a mouse can stand it, why not a human being? And I knew I could stand lack of air longer than you."


    "It seems you could," she admitted ruefully. "But still, Frank, that terrible drop in pressure! I see that we didn't explode from it, though it felt as though we should; but I still don't see why."


    "I tell you because our tissues are too tough. Look here, Peri. The pressure at sea level on Earth is 14.7 pounds per square inch. The pressure on top of Mount Everest is four pounds per square inch. That’s about six miles above sea level.


    "A hundred and fifty years ago, way back in 1930, open airplanes flew over Mount Everest. The pilots didn't suffer much from lack of pressure; just as long as they had oxygen to breathe, they could live. Yet from sea level to 29,000 feet altitude is a drop of eleven pounds per square inch—almost exactly the drop from the pressure in your cave to the pressure outside.


    "The human body can stand that much of a drop; all it really does is cause altitude sickness. As a matter of fact, a pearl diver going down in four of five fathoms of water meets a greater variation than that. Plenty of South Sea skin divers work in that depth, utterly unprotected. What might have happened to us is the bends, but your own air system thoughtfully prevented that danger."


    "M-my own air system?"


    "Yes, Peri. The bends are the result of decreasing pressure, which ordinarily causes the blood to give up its dissolved nitrogen as bubbles. It's the bubbles that cause the disease. But your air doesn't contain nitrogen; it's made of oxygen and neon, and neon doesn't dissolve! So—no dissolved gases, no bubbles, and no bends."


    "But—it's fantastic! It's impossible!"


    "We did it. What do you think of that?"


    "Why"—her voice was meek—"I think you're very courageous, Frank. You're the only man ever to see the Red Peri frightened, and you've seen that—twice."


    "Twice? When was the other time?"


    "When—when I saw the carbon feeders on your foot."


    "Peri!" he groaned. "This whole thing has hurt me enough, but now if you mean—"


    "Of course I mean it," she said, looking steadily at him. "I love you, Frank."


    "If I dared believe you, Peri—you know I love you, don't you?"


    A faint trace of her old mockery glistened green in her eyes. "Oh, of course," she said. "I could tell it because you've been so kind to me."


    Her sarcasm tortured him. "I had to do it. I have to bring you over to my side of the fence, Peri—the honest side."


    "And you think you can?"


    "I can try."


    "Really?" she taunted. "Frank, don't you know my ship will be alongside in a matter of minutes? You can't outrun the Red Peri in this tub. You have me helpless now, but I won't be so for long."


    "Indeed? Well, tub or not, the Limbo's solid. They don't dare blast the ship with you aboard, and if they try to tie up and cut their way in”—he turned narrowed eyes on her—"I'll ram the Peri! As I said, this ship is solid, far more solid than your triangular speedster. I'll smash it!"


    The faint color that had returned to the Peri's face drained out of it. After a moment she said in very low tones, "What are you going to do with me, Frank?"


    "Peri, I’m going to take you back to trial. After you've expiated your crimes—and with your beauty in an American court the sentence will be light—I'm going to marry you."


    "Marry? Yes, I'd marry you, Frank, but don't you realize piracy is tried under maritime law? The penalty is—death!"


    "Not for such a woman as you. Three years—no more."


    "But I'm wanted in every country on Earth, Frank. They'll extradite me. What if I'm tried for murder in an English court?"


    "Murder?" he echoed blankly. "I—I hadn't thought of that. My Lord, Peri! What can we do?"


    "What we do is in your hands," she said dully. He saw tears in her green eyes.


    "I—don't know. I swore a solemn oath to uphold the law, I—can't break an oath. Peri," he cried fiercely, "I have money. I'll fight through every court in the country to prevent your extradition. You'll return all you've taken. They'll be lenient; they have to be!"


    "Perhaps," she said tonelessly, "Well, I don't care. You've won, Frank. I love you for it."


    Impulsively he dropped the controls, strode over to the chained girl, and kissed her. He had to make it brief, for his own eyes were suddenly misty. At the controls again, he swore bitterly to himself, for he realized now that he could never risk bringing the Red Peri to trial. He thought somberly of his broken oath; that meant nothing if keeping it endangered the girl he loved.


    He formed a plan. At Nivia on Titan there'd be an inspection of the ship. He'd hide the Peri—in a cool jet, perhaps—and tell his story without mention of her capture. He'd disclose the location of the pirate base and let the government rockets rescue old Solomon and destroy the colony. And then he—


    Then? Well, he'd land the Limbo in Iraq. He had friends there who'd keep the Peri safe. He'd fly home and resign his damned official position, and so be free to marry pirate or murderess or any one he chose—and no one would ever know that the lovely Mrs. Keene had once been the dreaded Red Peri.


    For the present he'd let the girl believe he was taking her back to punishment; at least that might frighten her into a respectable life. He smiled, and looked up to find the luminous green eyes fixed steadily and unhappily on his face.


    Before he could speak the buzzer of the static field sounded the signal that warned of meteors. But meteors were rare indeed out here beyond the orbit of Jupiter. He stared back at the vast black disc of Pluto, and true enough, there was a little flare of light against the blackness that could mean only a rocket blast. Second by second the flame approached, and the Red Peri rushed toward him as if his own blast were silent.


    The pirate ship paralleled his course. Suddenly the annunciator above him spoke; they had trained an inductive beam on it. "Cut your jets!" came the words in a cold metallic voice that was still recognizable as Marco Grandi's.


    He had no means of reply, so he bored grimly on. The Red Peri flipped close beside him. "Cut your jets," came the order, "or we'll blast you!"


    Keene thought suddenly of the communication system from the pilot room to the stern. If he spoke into that, and if their tubes were sensitive enough, it was possible that their receiver might pick up the induced current. He switched it on full.


    "Red Peri!" he called. "Can you hear me? Can you hear me?"


    Reply was immediate. "We hear you. Cut your jets!"


    "I won't," said Keene. "If you come a single yard closer I'll ram you. The Peri's aboard, and if you blast this ship you'll kill her as well as me."


    There was a silence. "How do we know she's alive?" asked Grandi's voice.


    "Watch the forward port," said Keene. He unlocked the chain at the hand hold. The girl made no resistance as he led her to the port, following as meekly as a puppy on a leash.


    "I'll have to make this look serious," he said. "I'm sorry, Peri." He twisted his hand roughly in her glorious hair and thrust her close against the port. After a moment he released her, led her back to her chair, and relocked the chain.


    "Red Peri," he called, "move away or I'll ram you. Keep a quarter mile distance."


    There was no reply, but the pirate ship slanted silently away. Like a child's model it hung in the void, tenaciously paralleling his course. But he knew it was helpless; Grandi dared not risk the Peri's safety.


    Nearly an hour passed before the Peri spoke. "I don't understand you, Frank," she said miserably. "When your life was in danger I risked mine to save you, but you risk your life to destroy me. Is that what you mean by love?"


    "I risked mine, not to destroy you, but to save you," he muttered. "Peri, I couldn't bear the thought of your living such a life as you have been living. I want you to be happy."


    "Happy," she echoed mournfully. "If this is your idea of happiness—" She left the sentence unfinished.


    Hour after hour the pirate clung grimly beside them. After a long time Keene slept, trusting to the buzzer to rouse him if Grandi should attempt to cut through. The last thing he saw was the luminescent eyes of the Peri, and they were the first thing he saw on awakening. She sat as if she had not moved.


    Another day passed. Pluto was a pallid, tiny disk far behind them, Neptune and Uranus were beyond the Sun; but Saturn gleamed brightly. All day the Peri was mournfully silent, and when he kissed her before sleeping, she clung to him almost as if in panic. He remembered that later, for when he awoke she was —gone.


    Gone! The chain was missing, and only a square of paper—a star chart—lay on her chair. She wasn't on the Limbo, and the Red Peri no longer hung silent on the left. He seized the note in a frantic clutch. He read.


    


    Frank—dearest Frank—this is farewell. I love you; and the proof of it is that I could have escaped before this while you slept; but I wanted to stay. I was all but willing to suffer before the law if it meant having you—but I can't. Not even three years, because I'd die without freedom.


    I had an iron feeder in my pocket, for I always carry them on raids, as you remember from the Aardkin. It's eating the chain now, but it won't attack chrome steel; your floors and walls are safe.


    Frank, if you had weakened, if you had promised me safety, I think I should have stayed, but—perhaps—then I should have loved you less than I do now.


    Good-by


    


    The note was unsigned. She had taken a red chart pencil and drawn a creditable picture of a tiny, winged elf—a red peri. Keene knew what she had done. There were no space suits on the Limbo, for he and Solomon had worn them to the pirate cave. She had signaled her ship, opened the air lock, and braved once more the vacuum of space to fling herself across. When he had finally exhausted his vocabulary of expletives and blasphemies, when he had at last called himself all the varieties of fool he knew, Keene realized what he had to do. He couldn't find her on Pluto, since the Peri would certainly move her base elsewhere for fear he'd direct a government rocket there. But what he could do, what he had to do, was to get a job on an Interplanetary freighter, and then wait. Sooner or later—sooner or later, he repeated grimly—he'd meet the Red Peri again.


    


    

  


  
    THE WORLDS OF IF


    


    I STOPPED on the way to the Staten Island Airport to call up, and that was a mistake, doubtless, since I had a chance of making it otherwise. But the office was affable. "We'll hold the ship five minutes for you," the clerk said. "That's the best we can do."


    So I rushed back to my taxi and we spun off to the third level and sped across the Staten Bridge like a comet treading a steel rainbow. I had to be in Moscow by evening, by eight o'clock in fact, for the opening of bids on the Ural Tunnel. The Government required the personal presence of an agent of each bidder, but the firm should have known better than to send me, Dixon Wells, even though the N. J. Wells Corporation is, so to speak, my father. I have a - well, an undeserved reputation for being late to everything; something always comes up to prevent me from getting anywhere on time. It's never my fault; this time it was a chance encounter with my old physics professor, old Haskel van Manderpootz. I couldn't very well just say hello and good-bye to him; I'd been a favorite of his back in the college days of 2014.


    I missed the airliner, of course. I was still on the Staten Bridge when I heard the roar of the catapult and the Soviet rocket Baikal hummed over us like a tracer bullet with a long tail of flame.


    We got the contract anyway; the firm wired our man in Beirut and he flew up to Moscow, but it didn't help my reputation. However, I felt a great deal better when I saw the evening papers; the Baikal, flying at the north edge of the eastbound lane to avoid a storm, had locked winds with a British fruitship and all but a hundred of her five hundred passengers were lost. I had almost become "the late Mr. Wells" in a grimmer sense.


    I'd made an engagement for the following week with old van Manderpootz. It seems he'd transferred to N.Y.U. as head of the department of Newer Physics - that is, of Relativity. He deserved it; the old chap was a genius if ever there was one, and even now, eight years out of college, I remember more from his course than from half a dozen in calculus, steam and gas, mechanics, and other hazards on the path to an engineer's education, So on Tuesday night I dropped in an hour or so late, to tell the truth, since I'd forgotten about the engagement until mid-evening.


    He was reading in a room as disorderly as ever. "Humph!" he granted. "Time changes everything but habit, I see. You were a good student, Dick, but I seem to recall that you always arrived in class toward the middle of the lectures."


    "I had a course in East Hall just before," I explained. "I couldn't seem to make it in time."


    "Well, it's time you learned to be on time," he growled. Then his eyes twinkled. "Time!" he ejaculated. "The most fascinating word in the language. Here we've used it five times (there goes the sixth time - and the seventh!) in the first minute of conversation; each of us understands the other, yet science is just beginning to learn its meaning, Science? I mean that I am beginning to learn."


    I sat down. "You and science are synonymous," I grinned. "Aren't you one of the world's outstanding physicists?"


    "One of them!" he snorted. "One of them! And who are the others?"


    "Oh, Corveille and Hastings and Shrimski-"


    "Bah! Would you mention them in the same breath with the name of van Manderpootz? A pack of jackals, eating the crumbs of ideas that drop from my feast of thoughts! Had you gone back into the last century, now - had you mentioned Einstein and de Sitter - there, perhaps, are names worthy to rank with (or just below) van Manderpootz!"


    I grinned again in amusement. "Einstein was considered pretty good, wasn't he?" I remarked. "After all, he was the first to tic time and space to the laboratory. Before him they were just philosophical concepts."


    "He didn't!" rasped the professor. "Perhaps, in a dim, primitive fashion, he showed the way, but I - I, van Manderpootz - am the first to seize time, drag it into my laboratory, and perform an experiment on it."


    "Indeed? And what sort of experiment?"


    "What experiment, other than simple measurement, is it possible to perform?" he snapped.


    "Why - I don't know. To travel in it?"


    "Exactly."


    "Like these time-machines that are so popular in the current magazines? To go into the future or the past?"


    "Bah! Many bahs! The future or the past - pfui! It needs no van Manderpootz to see the fallacy in that. Einstein showed us that much."


    "How? It's conceivable, isn't it?"


    "Conceivable? And you, Dixon Wells, studied under van Manderpootz!" He grew red with emotion, then grimly calm. "Listen to me. You know how time varies with the speed of a system - Einstein's relativity."


    "Yes."


    "Very well. Now suppose then that the great engineer Dixon Wells invents a machine capable of traveling very fast, enormously fast, nine-tenths as fast as light. Do you follow? Good. You then fuel this miracle ship for a little jaunt of a half-million miles, which, since mass (and with it inertia) increases according to the Einstein formula with increasing speed, takes all the fuel in the world. But you solve that. You use atomic energy. Then, since at nine-tenths light-speed, your ship weighs about as much as the sun, you disintegrate North America to give you sufficient motive power. You start off at that speed, a hundred and sixty-eight thousand miles per second, and you travel for two hundred and four thousand miles. The acceleration has now crushed you to death, but you have penetrated the future." He paused, grinning sardonically. "Haven't you?"


    "Yes."


    "And how far?"


    I hesitated.


    "Use your Einstein formula!" he screeched. "How far? I'll tell you. One second!" He grinned triumphantly. "That's how possible it is to travel into the future. And as for the past - in the first place, you'd have to exceed light-speed, which immediately entails the use of more than an infinite number of horsepowers. We'll assume that the great engineer Dixon Wells solves that little problem too, even though the energy out-put of the whole universe is not an infinite number of horsepowers. Then he applies this more than infinite power to travel at two hundred and four thousand miles per second for ten seconds. He has then penetrated the past. How far?"


    Again I hesitated.


    "I'll tell you. One second!" He glared at me. "Now all you have to do is to design such a machine, and then van Manderpootz; will admit the possibility of traveling into the future - for a limited number of seconds. As for the past, I have just explained that all the energy in the universe is insufficient for that."


    "But," I stammered, "you just said that you-"


    "I did not say anything about traveling into either future or past, which I have just demonstrated to you to be impossible - a practical impossibility in the one case and an absolute one in the other."


    "Then how do you travel in time?"


    "Not even van Manderpootz can perform the impossible," said the professor, now faintly jovial. He tapped a thick pad of typewriter paper on the table beside him. "See, Dick, this is the world, the universe." He swept a finger down it. "It is long in time, and" - sweeping his hand across it - "it is broad in space, but" - now jabbing his finger against its center - "it is very thin in the fourth dimension. Van Manderpootz takes always the shortest, the most logical course. I do not travel along time, into past or future. No. Me, I travel across time, sideways!"


    I gulped. "Sideways into time! What's there?"


    "What would naturally be there?" he snorted. "Ahead is the future; behind is the past. Those are real, the worlds of past and future. What worlds are neither past nor future, but contemporary and yet - extemporal - existing, as it were, in time parallel to our time?"


    I shook my head.


    "Idiot!" he snapped. "The conditional worlds, of course! The worlds of 'if.' Ahead are the worlds to be; behind are the worlds that were; to either side are the worlds that might have been - the worlds of if!"


    "Eh?" I was puzzled. "Do you mean that you can see what will happen if I do such and such?"


    "No!" he snorted. "My machine does not reveal the past nor predict the future. It will show, as I told you, the conditional worlds. You might express it, by 'if I had done such and such, so and so would have happened.' The worlds of the subjunctive mode."


    "Now how the devil does it do that?"


    "Simple, for van Manderpootz! I use polarized light, polarized not in the horizontal or vertical planes, but in the direction of the fourth dimension - an easy matter. One uses Iceland spar under colossal pressure, that is all. And since the worlds are very thin in the direction of the fourth dimension, the thickness of a single light wave, though it be but millionths of an inch, is sufficient. A considerable improvement over time-traveling in past or future, with its impossible velocities and ridiculous distances!"


    "But - are those - worlds of if - real?"


    "Real? What is real? They are real, perhaps, in the sense that two is a real number as opposed to V-2, which is imaginary. They are the worlds that would have been if- Do you see?"


    I nodded. "Dimly. You could see, for instance, what New York would have been like if England had won the Revolution instead of the Colonies."


    "That's the principle, true enough, but you couldn't see that on the machine. Part of it, you see, is a Horsten psychomat (stolen from one of my ideas, by the way) and you, the user, become part of the device. Your own mind is necessary to furnish the background. For instance, if George Washington could have used the mechanism after the signing of peace, he could have seen what you suggest. We can't. You can't even see what would have happened if I hadn't invented the thing, but I can. Do you understand?"


    "Of course. You mean the background has to rest in the past experiences of the user."


    "You're growing brilliant," he scoffed. "Yes. The device will show ten hours of what would have happened if - condensed, of course, as in a movie, to half an hour's actual time's "Say, that sounds interesting!"


    "You'd like to see it? Is there anything you'd like to find out? Any choice you'd alter?"


    "I'll say - a thousand of 'em. I'd like to know what would have happened if I'd sold out my stocks in 2009 instead of '10. I was a millionaire in my own right then, but I was a little - well, a little late in liquidating."


    "As usual," remarked van Manderpootz. "Let's go over to the laboratory then."


    The professor's quarters were but a block from the campus. He ushered me into the Physics Building, and thence into his own research laboratory, much like the one I had visited during my courses under him. The device - he called it his "subjunctivisor," since it operated in hypothetical worlds - occupied the entire center table. Most of it was merely a Horsten psychomat, but glittering crystalline and glassy was the prism of Iceland spar, the polarizing agent that was the heart of the instrument.


    Van Manderpootz pointed to the headpiece. "Put it on," he said, and I sat staring at the screen of the psychomat. I suppose everyone is familiar with the Horsten psychomat; it was as much a fad a few years ago as the ouija board a century back. Yet it isn't just a toy; sometimes, much as the ouija board, it's a real aid to memory. A maze of vague and colored shadows is caused to drift slowly across the screen, and one watches them, meanwhile visualizing whatever scene or circumstances he is trying to remember. He turns a knob that alters the arrangement of lights and shadows, and when, by chance, the design corresponds to his mental picture - presto! There is his scene re-created under his eyes. Of course his own mind adds the details. All the screen actually shows are these tinted blobs of light and shadow, but the thing can be amazingly real. I've seen occasions when I could have sworn the psychomat showed pictures almost as sharp and detailed as reality itself; the illusion is sometimes as startling as that.


    Van Manderpootz switched on the light, and the play of shadows began. "Now recall the circumstances of, say, a half-year after the market crash. Turn the knob until the picture clears, then stop. At that point I direct the light of the subjunctivisor upon the screen, and you have nothing to do but watch."


    I did as directed. Momentary pictures formed and vanished. The inchoate sounds of the device hummed like distant voices, but without the added suggestion of the picture, they meant nothing. My own face flashed and dissolved and then, finally, I had it. There was a picture of myself sitting in an ill-defined room; that was all. I released the knob and gestured.


    A click followed. The light dimmed, then brightened. The picture cleared, and amazingly, another figure emerged, a woman, I recognized her; it, was Whimsy White, erstwhile star of television and premiere actress of the "Vision Varieties of '09." She was changed on that picture, but I recognized her.


    I'll say I did! I'd been trailing her all through the boom years of '07 to '10, trying to marry her, while old N. J. raved and ranted and threatened to leave everything to the Society for Rehabilitation of the Gobi Desert. I think those threats were what kept her from accepting me, but after I took my own money and ran it up to a couple of million in that crazy market of '08 and '09, she softened.


    Temporarily, that is. When the crash of the spring of '10 came and bounced me back on my father and into the firm of N. J. Wells, her favor dropped a dozen points to the market's one. In February we were engaged, in April - we were hardly speaking. In May they sold me out. I'd been late again.


    And now, there she was on the psychomat screen, obviously plumping out, and not nearly so pretty as memory had pictured her. She was staring at me with an expression of enmity, and I was glaring back. The buzzes became voices.


    "You nit-wit!" she snapped. "You can't bury me out here. I want to go back to New York, where there's a little life. I'm bored with you and your golf."


    "And I'm bored with you and your whole dizzy crowd."


    "At least they're alive. You're a walking corpse! Just because you were lucky enough to gamble yourself into the money, you think you're a tin god."


    "Well, I don't think you're Cleopatra! Those friends of yours - they trail after you because you give parties and spend money - my money."


    "Better than spending it to knock a white walnut along a mountainside!"


    "Indeed? You ought to try it, Marie." (That was her real name.) "It might help your figure - though I doubt if anything could!"


    She glared in rage and - well, that was a painful half-hour. I won't give all the details, but I was glad when the screen dissolved into meaningless colored clouds.


    "Whew!" I said, staring at van Manderpootz, who had been reading.


    "You liked it?"


    "Liked it! Say, I guess I was lucky to be cleaned out. I won't regret it from now on."


    "That," said the professor grandly, "is van Manderpootz's great contribution to human happiness. 'Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: It might have been!' True no longer, my friend Dick. Van Manderpootz has shown that the proper reading is, 'It might have been - worse!'"


    It was very late when I returned home, and as a result, very late when I rose, and equally late when I got to the office. My father was unnecessarily worked up about it, but he exaggerated when he said I'd never been on time. He forgets the occasions when he's awakened me and dragged me down with him. Nor was it necessary to refer so sarcastically to my missing the Baikal; I reminded him of the wrecking of the liner, and he responded very heartlessly that if I'd been aboard, the rocket would have been late, and so would have missed colliding with the British fruitship. It was likewise superfluous for him to mention that when he and I had tried to snatch a few weeks of golfing in the mountains, even the spring had been late. I had nothing to do with that.


    "Dixon," he concluded, "you have no conception whatever of time. None whatever."


    The conversation with van Manderpootz recurred to me. I was impelled to ask, "And have you, sir?"


    "I have," he said grimly. "I most assuredly have. Time," he said oracularly "is money."


    You can't argue with a viewpoint like that.


    But those aspersions of his rankled, especially that about the Baikal. Tardy I might be, but it was hardly conceivable that my presence aboard the rocket could have averted the catastrophe. It irritated me; in a way, it made me responsible for the deaths of those unrescued hundreds among the passengers and crew, and I didn't like the thought.


    Of course, if they'd waited an extra five minutes for me, or if I'd been on time and they'd left on schedule instead of five minutes late, or if - if!


    If! The word called up van Manderpootz and his subjunctivisor - the worlds of "if," the weird, unreal worlds that existed beside reality, neither past nor future, but contemporary, yet extemporal. Somewhere among their ghostly infinities existed one that represented the world that would have been had I made the liner. I had only to call up Hasket van Manderpootz, make an appointment, and then - find out.


    Yet it wasn't an easy decision. Suppose - just suppose that I found myself responsible - not legally responsible, certainly; there'd be no question of criminal negligence, or anything of that sort - not even morally responsible, because I couldn't possibly have anticipated that my presence or absence could weigh so heavily in the scales of life and death, nor could I have known in which direction the scales would tip. Just - responsible; that was all. Yet I hated to find out.


    I hated equally not finding out. Uncertainty has its pangs too, quite as painful as those of remorse. It might be less nerveracking to know myself responsible than to wonder, to waste thoughts in vain doubts and futile reproaches. So I seized the visiphone, dialed the number of the University and at length gazed on the broad, humorous, intelligent features of van Manderpootz, dragged from a morning lecture by my call.


    I was all but prompt for the appointment the following evening, and might actually have been on time but for an unreasonable traffic officer who insisted on booking me for speeding. At any rate, van Manderpootz was impressed.


    "Well!" he rumbled. "I almost missed you, Dixon. I was just going over to the club, since I didn't expect you for an hour. You're only ten minutes late."


    I ignored this. "Professor, I want to use your - uh - your subjunctivisor."


    "Eh? Oh, yes. You're lucky, then. I was just about to dismantle it."


    "Dismantle it! Why?"


    "It has served its purpose. It has given birth to an idea far more important than itself. I shall need the space it occupies."


    "But what is the idea, if it's not too presumptuous of me to ask?"


    "It is not too presumptuous. You and the world which awaits it so eagerly may both know, but you bear it from the lips of the author. It is nothing less than the autobiography of van Manderpootz!" He paused impressively.


    I gaped. "Your autobiography?"


    "Yes. The world, though perhaps unaware, is crying for it. I shall detail my life, my work. I shall reveal myself as the man responsible for the three years' duration of the Pacific War of 2004."


    "None other. Had I not been a loyal Netherlands subject at that time, and therefore neutral, the forces of Asia would have been crushed in three months instead of three years. The subjunctivisor tells me so; I would have invented a calculator to forecast the chances of every engagement; van Manderpootz would have removed the bit or miss element in the conduct of war." He frowned solemnly. "There is my idea. The autobiography of van Manderpootz. What do you think of it?"


    I recovered my thoughts. "It's - uh - it's colossal!" I said vehemently. "I'll buy a copy myself. Several copies. I'll send 'em to my friends."


    "I," said van Manderpootz expansively, "shall autograph your copy for you. It will be priceless. I shall write in some fitting phrase, perhaps something like Magnificus sed non superbus. 'Great but not proud!' That well described van Manderpootz, who despite his greatness is simple, modest, and unassuming. Don't you agree?"


    "Perfectly! A very apt description of you. But - couldn't I see your subjunctivisor before it's dismantled to make way for the greater work?"


    "Ali! You wish to find out something?"


    "Yes, professor. Do you remember the Baikal disaster of a week or two ago? I was to have taken that liner to Moscow. I just missed it." I related the circumstances.


    "Humph!" he grunted. "You wish to discover what would have happened had you caught it, eh? Well, I see several possibilities. Among the world of 'if' is the one that would have been real if you had been on time, the one that depended on the vessel waiting for your actual arrival, and the one that hung on your arriving within the five minutes they actually waited. In which are you interested?"


    "Oh - the last one." That seemed the likeliest. After all, it was too much to expect that Dixon Wells could ever be on time, and as to the second possibility - well, they hadn't waited for me, and that in a way removed the weight of responsibility.


    "Come on," rumbled van Manderpootz. I followed him across to the Physics Building and into his littered laboratory. The device still stood on the table and I took my place before it, staring at the screen of the Horsten psychomat. The clouds wavered and shifted as I sought to impress my memories on their suggestive shapes, to read into them some, picture of that vanished morning.


    Then I had it. I made out the vista from the Staten Bridge, and was speeding across the giant span toward the airport. I waved a signal to van Manderpootz, the thing clicked, and the subjunctivisor was on.


    The grassless clay of the field appeared. It is a curious thing about the psychomat that you see only through the eyes of your image on the screen. It lends a strange reality to the working of the toy; I suppose a sort of self-hypnosis is partly responsible.


    I was rushing over the ground toward the glittering, silverwinged projectile that was the Baikal. A glowering officer waved me on, and I dashed up the slant of the gangplank and into the ship; the port dropped and I heard a long "Whew!" of relief.


    "Sit down!" barked the officer, gesturing toward an unoccupied seat. I fell into it; the ship quivered under the thrust of the catapult, grated harshly into motion, and then was flung bodily into the air. The blasts roared instantly, then settled to a more muffled throbbing, and I watched Staten Island drop down and slide back beneath me. The giant rocket was under way.


    "Whew!" I breathed again. "Made it!" I caught an amused glance from my right. I was in an aisle seat; there was no one to my left, so I turned to the eyes that had flashed, glanced, and froze staring.


    It was a girl. Perhaps she wasn't actually as lovely as she looked to me; after all, I was seeing her through the half-visionary screen of a psychomat. I've told myself since that she couldn't have been as pretty as she seemed, that it was due to my own imagination filling in the details. I don't know; I remember only that I stared at curiously lovely silver-blue eyes and velvety brown hair, and a small amused mouth, and an impudent nose. I kept staring until she flushed.


    "I'm sorry," I said quickly. "I - was startled."


    There's a friendly atmosphere aboard a trans-oceanic rocket. The passengers are forced into a crowded infirmary for anywhere from seven to twelve hours, and there isn't much room for moving about. Generally, one strikes up an acquaintance with his neighbors; introductions aren't at all necessary, and the custom is simply to speak to anybody you choose - something like an all-day trip on the railroad trains of the last century, I suppose. You make friends for the duration of the journey, and then, nine times out of ten, you never hear of your traveling companions again.


    The girl smiled. "Are you the individual responsible for the delay in starting?"


    I admitted it. "I seem to be chronically late. Even watches lose time as soon as I wear them."


    She laughed. "Your responsibilities can't be very heavy."


    Well, they weren't of course, though it's surprising how many clubs, caddies, and chorus girls have depended on me at various times for appreciable portions of their incomes. But somehow I didn't feel like mentioning those things to the silvery-eyed girl.


    We talked. Her name, it developed, was Joanna Caldwell, and she was going as far as Paris. She was an artist, or hoped to be one day, and of course there is no place in the world that can supply both training and inspiration, like Paris. So it was there she was bound for a year of study, and despite her demurely humorous lips and laughing eyes, I could see that the business was of vast importance to her. I gathered that she had worked hard for the year in Paris, had scraped and saved for three years as fashion illustrator for some woman's magazine, though she couldn't have been many months over twenty-one. Her painting meant a great deal to her, and I could understand it. I'd felt that way about polo once.


    So you see, we were sympathetic spirits from the beginning. I knew that she liked me, and it was obvious that she didn't connect Dixon Wells with the N. J. Wells Corporation. And as for me - well, after that first glance into her coot silver eyes, I simply didn't care to look anywhere else. The hours seemed to drip away like minutes while I watched her.


    You know how those things go. Suddenly I was calling her Joanna and she was calling me Dick, and it seemed as if we'd been doing just that all our lives. I'd decided to stop over in Paris on my way back from Moscow, and I'd secured her promise to let me see her. She was different, I tell you; she was nothing like the calculating Whimsy White, and still less like the dancing, simpering, giddy youngsters one meets around at social affairs. She was just Joanna, cool and humorous, yet sympathetic and serious, and as pretty as a Majolica figurine.


    We could scarcely realize it when the steward passed along to take orders for luncheon. Four hours out? It seemed like forty minutes. And we had a pleasant feeling of intimacy in the discovery that both of us liked lobster salad and detested oysters. It was another bond; I told her whimsically that it was an omen, nor did she object to considering it so.


    Afterwards we walked along the narrow aisle to the glassed-in observation room up forward. It was almost too crowded for entry, but we didn't mind that at all, as it forced us to sit very close together. We stayed long after both of us had begun to notice the stuffiness of the air.


    It was just after we had returned to our seats that the catastrophe occurred. There was no warning save a sudden lurch, the result, I suppose, of the pilot's futile last-minute attempt to swerve - just that and then a grinding crash and a terrible sensation of spinning, and after that a chorus of shrieks that were like the sounds of a battle.


    It was battle. Five hundred people were picking themselves up from the floor, were trampling each other, milling around, being cast helplessly down as the great rocket-plane, its left wing but a broken stub, circled downward toward the Atlantic.


    The shouts of officers sounded and a loudspeaker blared. "Be calm," it kept repeating, and then, "There has been a collision. We have contacted a surface ship. There is no danger- There is no danger-"


    I struggled up from the debris of shattered seats. Joanna was gone; just as I found her crumpled between the rows, the ship struck the water with a jar that set everything-, crashing again. The speaker blared, "Put on the cork belts under the seats. The life-belts are under the seats."


    I dragged a belt loose and snapped it around Joanna, then donned one myself. The crowd was surging forward now, and the tail end of the ship began to drop. There was water behind us, sloshing in the darkness as the lights went out. An officer came sliding by, stooped, and fastened a belt about an unconscious woman ahead of us. "You all right?" he yelled, and passed on without waiting for an answer.


    The speaker must have been cut on to a battery circuit. "And get as far away as possible," it ordered suddenly. "Jump from the forward port and get as far away as possible. A ship is standing by. You will be picked up. Jump from the-" It went dead again.


    I got Joanna untangled from the wreckage. She was pale; her silvery eyes were closed. I started dragging her slowly and painfully toward the forward port, and the slant of the floor increased until it was like the slide of a ski-jump. The officer passed again. "Can you handle her?" he asked, and again dashed away.


    I was getting there. The crowd around the port looked smaller, or was it simply huddling closer? Then suddenly, a wail of fear and despair went up, and there was a roar of water. The observation room walls had given. I saw the green surge of waves, and a billowing deluge rushed down upon us. I had been late again.


    That was all. I raised shocked and frightened eyes from the subjunctivisor to face van Manderpootz, who was scribbling on the edge of the table.


    "Well?" he asked.


    I shuddered. "Horrible!" I murmured. "We - I guess we wouldn't have been among the survivors."


    "We, eh? We?" His eyes twinkled.


    I did not enlighten him.


    I thanked him, bade him good-night and went dolorously home.


    * * *


    Even my father noticed something queer about me. The day I got to the office only five minutes late, he called me in for some anxious questioning as to my health. I couldn't tell him anything, of course. How could I explain that I'd been late once too often, and had fallen in love with a girl two weeks after she was dead?


    The thought drove me nearly crazy. Joanna! Joanna with her silvery eyes now lay somewhere at the bottom of the Atlantic. I went around half dazed, scarcely speaking. One night I actually lacked the energy to go home and sat smoking in my father's big overstuffed chair in his private office until I finally dozed off. The next morning, when old N. J. entered and found me there before him, he turned pale as paper, staggered, and gasped, "My heart!" It took a lot of explaining to convince him that I wasn't early at the office but just very late going home.


    At last I felt that I couldn't stand it. I had to do something - anything at all. I thought finally of the subjunctivisor. I could see - yes, I could see what would have transpired if the ship hadn't been wrecked! I could trace out that weird, unreal romance hidden somewhere in the worlds of "if." I could, perhaps, wring a somber, vicarious joy from the things that might have been. I could see Joanna once more!


    It was late afternoon when I rushed over to van Manderpootz's quarters. He wasn't there; I encountered him finally in the hall of the Physics Building.


    "Dick!" he exclaimed. "Are you sick?"


    "Sick? No, not physically. Professor, I've got to use your subjunctivisor again. I've got to!"


    "Eh? Oh - that toy. You're too late, Dick. I've dismantled it. I have a better use for the space."


    I gave a miserable groan and was tempted to damn the autobiography of the great van Manderpootz. A gleam of sympathy showed in his eyes, and he took my arm, dragging me into the little office adjoining his laboratory.


    "Tell me," he commanded.


    I did. I guess I made the tragedy plain enough, for his heavy brows knit in a frown of pity. "Not even van Manderpootz can bring back the dead," he murmured. "I'm sorry, Dick. Take your mind from the affair. Even were my subjunctivisor available, I wouldn't permit you to use it. That would be but to turn the knife in the wound." He paused. "Find something else to occupy your mind. Do as van Manderpootz does. Find forgetfulness in work."


    "Yes," I responded dully. "But who'd want to read my autobiography? That's all right for you."


    "Autobiography? Oh! I remember. No, I have abandoned that. History itself will record the life and works of van Manderpootz. Now I am engaged in a far grander project."


    "Indeed?" I was utterly, gloomily disinterested.


    "Yes. Gogli has been here, Gogli the sculptor. He is to make a bust of me. What better legacy can I leave to the world than a bust of van Manderpootz, sculptured from life? Perhaps I shall present it to the city, perhaps to the university. I would have given it to the Royal Society if they had been a little more receptive, if they - if - if!" The last in a shout.


    "Huh?"


    "If!" cried van Manderpootz. "What you saw in the subjunctivisor was what would have happened if you had caught the ship!"


    "I know that."


    "But something quite different might really have happened! Don't you see? She - she- Where are those old newspapers?"


    He was pawing through a pile of them. He flourished one finally. "Here! Here are the survivors!"


    Like letters of flame, Joanna Caldwell's name leaped out at me. There was even a little paragraph about it, as I saw once my reeling brain permitted me to read:


    At least a score of survivors owe their lives to the bravery of twenty-eight-year-old Navigator Orris Hope, who patrolled both aisles during the panic, lacing lifebelts on the injured and helpless, and carrying many to the port. He remained on the sinking liner until the last, finally fighting his way to the surface through the broken walls of the observation room. Among those who owe their lives to the young officer are: Patrick Owensby. New York City; Mrs. Campbell Warren, Boston; Miss Joanna Caldwell, New York City-


    I suppose my shout of joy was heard over in the Administration Building, blocks away. I didn't care; if van Manderpootz hadn't been armored in stubby whiskers, I'd have kissed him. Perhaps I did anyway; I can't be sure of my actions during those chaotic minutes in the professor's tiny office.


    At last I calmed. "I can look her up!" I gloated. "She must have landed with the other survivors, and they were all on that British tramp freighter the Osgood, that docked here last week. She must be in New York - and if she's gone over to Paris, I'll find out and follow her!"


    Well, it's a queer ending. She was in New York, but - you see, Dixon Wells had, so to speak, known Joanna Caldwell by means of the professor's subjunctivisor, but Joanna had never known Dixon Wells. What the ending might have been if - if- But it wasn't; she had married Orris Hope, the young officer who had rescued her. I was late again.


    

  


  
    TIDAL MOON


    


    BOB AMHERST shivered a little despite the heated interior of the autobus, but grinned none the less as he made out the frosty towers of Hydropole. He was always glad to return to the polar city, if only for the pleasure of staring up at buildings piled story upon story like those of his native Syracuse on a gray planet some half a billion miles sunward.


    Hydropole, south polar city of Jupiter's third major moon, Ganymede, was a chilly town at all seasons with its thirty degree Fahrenheit mean, and its variation of only ten degrees. But it was certainly the only settlement on the satellite that was worthy of the title of city.


    Amherst had served four terrestrial years on the watery planet as collector for Cree, Inc., moving from town to town gathering the precious medicinal moss, to take it finally to Hydropole, the rocket port, for transshipment to Earth.


    He was one of the hundreds of such collectors for the giant company, each with his own route, each picking his own way from town to town, riding his hipp (the sea-horse of Ganymede, Hippocampus Catamiti) through the wild torrents of the afterfloods, past mountains whose locked valleys were apt to spill countless millions of tons of water upon him with no warning save the crash of the bursting mountain walls.


    Only in Hydropole was there safety. Situated on the south pole, it escaped the great wash of water which, due to the strong gravitational pull of Jupiter, every three months encircled the tiny moon.


    As a result, only in, and for a few miles around Hydropole, was there vegetation. Save for the strange moss, cree, which clung so close to the rocky crevices of the mountain that even the raging tides could not pry it loose, not a living plant broke the great, gray expanse of rock.


    So, on Ganymede, all life revolved about the blue moss, cree. Ages back, the Nympus, natives of Ganymede, had carried it deep underground where, piled layer after layer on the solid rock around the doomed villages, it served as earth. There, with seeds garnered from the small area about Hydropole, they grew the small variety of food on which they lived.


    Above ground the moss had a deep, blue color. As litmus paper, colored by the Earth lichen, rocella tinctoria shows the presence of acid or alkali by its color change, so Ganymedian cree reacted to the ammoniated atmosphere of the planet. The air underground, however, artificially produced, had little ammonia content, and there the moss was red. Indeed, even the mountain cree, after being washed by the hydrogen containing waters of the flood, for a short time showed red.


    Up to a short time ago, the gatherers had had only a limited time in which to pick the moss. Red cree lacked the medicinal quality of the blue in which, partly because of its chemical reaction to the ammoniated air and partly due to the latent eggs it harbored, lay the curative power so much in demand on Earth. Now, however, Carl Kent had evolved a formula by which cree picked red might be endowed with the healing power of the blue. So, in the area around his small trading station in Aquia, red as well as blue cree was gathered.


    The autobus turned silently down the wide street of Hydropole. Robot-guided, insulated from noise and cold, it was certainly preferable to traveling by hipp. But hipp travel was unavoidable from here on. The trip to Aquia verged on the wet side of the planet-the side from which burst the mighty floods. So, added to steep, rocky drops, impassable by autobus, were the dank, muddy flats which only the hipp could traverse.


    Amherst zipped the parka-like garment closed about his long, muscular body, pulling the sillicellu visor before his rugged features before he stepped from the autobus. The cold was penetrating. Even vacuum suits-misnamed, for they did not work on the principle of the thermos bottle but had the inner layer held from the outer by thin, radium-warmed wires-were scant enough protection.


    Turning, he watched the Nympus unload the autobus. There was something revolting about them as they waddled about on their short legs, jointed only at hip and ankle; their heads, flaring into strange mushroom tops almost hiding their noseless faces; their arms, long and webbed to their bodies.


    'Umhurr.' He turned to the queer, throaty croak. It was the Nympus' version of his name.


    'Yes?'


    'Go see.' One long, webbed arm pointed in the direction of the rocket port office.


    'Oh, thanks.' He walked toward the circular glass dome, under which MacGowan sat looking, for all the world, like some giant god's experiment under a bell jar.


    'Hello, Bob. How goes it?' MacGowan's round, smooth-cheeked face was sharp contrast to Amherst's rather angular, wind-beaten features.


    'As always. What's new here?'


    'Nothing. Except there's a rumor that they've discovered red cree on Io.'


    'Io? That's Jupiter's first major moon.'


    'Right. And a skin exporting company called Ionian Products has it tied up as tightly as Cree, Inc., has Ganymede.'


    'Well, red cree is no good, Mac. There's no curative power in it.'


    MacGowan leaned back in his chair.


    'You forget,' he answered, 'that since Carl Kent's discovery we pick red cree on Ganymede.'


    'Yes. I did forget.' Amherst stretched his long legs before him. 'I haven't been to Aquia since the formula's been in use there.' For a moment his thoughts dwelt on the small domed settlement, on the young girl, Carol Kent, with her pixie face and laughing eyes. 'Say,' he sat up suddenly as the full implication of MacGowan's words penetrated his mind, 'that's bad. Those birds will glut the market!'


    'Well, so far it's only a rumor. And Carl Kent is the only one who knows his formula anyway. Still, you'd better tell him when you get to Aquia. I got the dope two months ago.'


    'Amherst shook his head.


    'That's ironic. In 2083, two months' old news has to be carried by hipp. It's like going back to post medievalism.'


    'It is. But you know radio is useless on the flood belt of Ganymede. The atmosphere's too disturbed. It's only at Hydropole that we can get reception.' MacGowan's eyes caught a notation on his desk. 'Oh, I almost forgot. I've got company for you to Aquia.'


    'Who?'


    'Kirt Scaler.' He spoke into his desk transmitter. 'Ask Mr. Scaler to come in.'


    'I don't know what he's here for,' he continued, turning back to Amherst, 'but his papers are in order and I don't think he'll cause you much trouble.'


    Yes, Amherst agreed, as Kirt Scaler entered, this man certainly looked as if he could take the hazardous journey to Aquia in his stride. His red-brown eyes, on a level with Amherst's own, had the serene out-flowing look of the hardened adventurer. One saw him gazing long distances, accepting danger, meeting and conquering it. His teeth flashed white against tawny skin, and the steely grip of his hand did not belie the reckless strength of his appearance.


    'Business trip?' Amherst asked.


    'No, just touring.'


    Amherst smiled at the idea of anyone's taking a pleasure trip on Ganymede.


    'You've traveled by hipp, I suppose.'


    'No. This is the first time I've left earth.'


    Strange how mistaken one can be, Amherst reflected. He could have sworn this man had been hardened by such adventure as existed, nowadays, only on the planets.


    'In that case,' he smiled, 'you've got something interesting in store for you tomorrow.'


    Flood time was coming near. Seasickness and Amity, the two hipps, were restless. Always, at flood time, the instinct to be free rose in them, filling them with a wild yearning to buck the mountainous tide of water, to swim fiercely to the top, there to sport with the large Gamma Rorqual, that ferocious whale-like mammal with the long spiked tooth from which only the hipps, because of their hard, outer shell, were safe.


    Even when the flood was not imminent, hipps were not the easiest riding. They walked with a queer, undulating motion: the two feet forward first while the body rested on the tail, then the tail brought to meet the feet. On their twenty-foot long body, the rider had to pick his seat carefully. If he sat too near the head, the animal would not move: too near the tail meant that he would be jarred at every step. A little behind the legs was best. There he could ride with a minimum of jolting.


    Night was coming on. Though the men had been out only a few hours, the sky was already darkening. Days were short in Ganymede. Thus far, they had spoken intermittently; the discomforts of travel occupied much of their attention. Scaler, it turned out, was a rather taciturn man, revealing little of his past and nothing of his reasons for touring Ganymede. He rode silently, looking neither right nor left, keeping his eyes fastened on the green-scaled back of Amity, his hipp.


    There was, however, not much to look at. If one excepted the scattered stilt houses in the flats, nothing broke the monotony of mountains, rocks and mudholes. Still, Amherst reflected, stilt houses ought to be interesting to a man from Earth. He remembered the first time he had seen the square boxlike hives made of compressed cree, standing on twenty-foot poles-how he had wondered if, indeed, they could survive the flood. No one had stayed above ground long enough to find out.


    Carl Kent, however, with his inquiring mind, had found out how they worked. At the first ten feet of water, the Nympus drew the stilts up through the sides of the house, allowing it to float. But no one, save the Nympus who lived inside one, could say for sure whether it survived the flood, for the water carried it so far from the original starting point that there was no way of checking.


    Suddenly a scream broke the air-a raucous, harsh scream, but, unmistakably, a scream of pain. They were rounding down a mountain and, as they covered the next turn, they came upon a hideous struggling mass of flesh. While from a slimy, flat body long tentacles gripped the rock, others clung to the writhing form of a Nympus. Creeping, in the manner of a snake, they encircled his flailing arms, drawing the heavy body with its long center spear greedily toward the native.


    Scaler stared horrified, his face paling behind the visor. The animal looked like some grotesque nightmare. Amherst drew his gun and fired. There was a soft hiss, before the thing collapsed, spilling its yellowish blood on the rock.


    The Nympus sprang to his feet, chattering wildly, then, rushing to a crevice in the mountain where the cree showed blue, placed a handful of the wet moss on his wounds.


    For a moment the tentacles waved feebly; then, falling into the sticky mess which had once been a body, lay still. Only the long spear retained definite shape.


    'There,' Amherst said, 'is evolution in a nutshell.'


    'It hadn't evolved very far,' Scaler breathed deeply. 'It looked like a jelly fish with a horn.'


    'Perhaps it was once jelly fish,' Amherst returned. 'It's hard to tell now. It has metamorphosed too often from its original form. Like the butterfly which goes through successive stages from egg to larva, larva to chrysalis, chrysalis to butterfly, this, starting out as an amoeba-like protoplasm and, like the amoeba, absorbing food at every part of its body, changes form each time it surrounds its prey.'


    'You mean it doesn't absorb, it becomes what it eats?'


    'Exactly. This amoeba attaches itself to a higher form of life and becomes that form, always, however, retaining its original power of becoming its next prey. But, here's the strange thing: certain characteristics of its previous meal may remain even after it has adopted another form. This one, for example, was part Gamma Rorqual, as you can see from the spike, part land leet-it had land leet tentacles -and if we hadn't come along, it would have been part Nympus as well.'


    'Funny planet,' Scaler remarked.


    Slowly, they continued down the mountain, reaching now and then a bleak plateau which wind and water had swept to glassy smoothness. The flying mammals which always heralded the flood swooped overhead.


    As they crossed one of the plateaus, above the roar of the wind they heard a loud beating. A mammoth bird, jet black against the mountain, its two sets of wings flapping alternately at a spread of thirty feet, came toward them. Flying the gale, it neared them quickly. For a second, the men sat transfixed; then, wrenching themselves from the coma of fear, drew guns. Seasickness beat her tail frantically, jolting Amherst's gun from his hand.


    'Don't shoot, Scaler,' he yelled, diving after the spinning weapon. 'You'll never kill it.'


    Before Amherst could reach his gun, Scaler fired. His shot, far to the right, missed the body. Yet the bird dropped, thrashing, to the ground. Again he fired and, with a scream so shrill it hurt their eardrums, it lay still.


    'Whew! That was close,' Amherst said. 'Say, how did you know?'


    'Know what?'


    'Know enough to break the wing muscle.'


    'It's a Blanket Bat,' Scaler answered. 'It doesn't kill, but it draws electrical energy from its prey and leaves it weak to the point of helplessness. That's the only way you can ground them too. There's a similar species on Io.'


    'Right.' Amherst looked speculatively at his companion. 'But I was sure a man with no planetary experience would have aimed left, at the heart. That would have been unfortunate. For, as you undoubtedly know inasmuch as you hit it squarely on your second shot, the heart of the Blanket Bat is in the center.'


    Scaler shrugged.


    'Even on Earth,' he answered, 'those things get around.'


    When they reached the bottom of the mountain, it was too dark to go further. Jupiter shone pale and ghostlike in the night sky and far off, a tiny pinprick in the black, was Earth. The wind had risen, so they tethered Seasickness and Amity to a rock and took shelter in the lee of the mountain. A few land leets, disturbed by their presence, dragged themselves slowly from the rock. Amherst, who always preferred fresh food to the concentrates of his kit, caught and cooked them in the ray stove for dinner. The octopus-like animals were good eating, so afterward the two men settled down contentedly for the night.


    The next morning, as soon as the sun had risen, they started on their way. Today their travel was over the flats where, every now and then, a stilt house stood high on the bleak landscape. Once in awhile they found a Nympus lying lazily before one, but they did not stop. In the outlying sections, Nympus spoke a Ganymedian patois which few Earthmen understood.


    As they splashed along, Scaler broke a long silence to ask, 'By the way, Amherst, just what is cree?'


    'Cree is the source of the drug crephine used in the treatment of all the malignant diseases. It not only deadens pain, but heals.'


    'But there's so much of it on Ganymede,' Scaler objected, 'it doesn't seem as if there'd be use for all of it.'


    'It takes over a bale of cree to produce one ounce of crephine,' Amherst answered, 'And in the past ten years the demand for it has increased enormously. Besides, on most of Ganymede the time for picking is short.'


    'You mean on account of the floods? But why most of Ganymede then? Why isn't gathering time short on the whole planet?'


    'Because,' Amherst started-then, 'I was thinking of Hydropole,' he amended. 'The floods don't cover that but, of course, there's little cree there. Yes, the time for gathering is short on account of the floods.'


    'And on account of the color change after the floods?' Scaler asked slyly.


    'Yes, that's true. How did you know?'


    'I guess I read it somewhere. By the way,' he asked casually, 'what's the trader at Aquia like?'


    'Carl Kent? He's a nice fellow. Lives there with his daughter, Carol.'


    'Is that where we stay out the flood?'


    'Yes. They're glad enough to see a new face.'


    'There's no way of leaving the village during flood time, I suppose.'


    'None whatever. You couldn't open a door against the pressure of the water even if you wanted to, which no one does. Once underground, you've got to stay there!'


    Scaler hummed to himself a few minutes before he spoke again.


    'When does this next flood pass?' he asked finally.


    'Let's see.' Amherst shifted his position on Seasickness' back. 'It's due in two days now. You can probably leave Aquia about May twelfth, terrestrial date. By the way,' he faced Scaler squarely, 'how do you expect to get back to Hydropole? You'd never find your way alone.'


    'Oh, I figured that out with MacGowan. I'll wait there until you make the trip to Dripwater and Weepy Hills. You always stop at Aquia on your way back, don't you?'


    'Yes. But I can't see what you expect to do for two months in the settlement at Aquia.'


    'More sightseeing, perhaps,' Scaler smiled.


    When night came on, they did not stop. Flood time was too close to waste time in rest. Now, near the wet side of the planet, mudholes occurred frequently; though the hipps braved them valiantly, progress was slow. The wind had increased and, riding against it, they were forced to hold their seats tightly.


    After a few hours, they came to a mountain. Knowing the dark, rocky climb would slow them still more, Amherst decided to cut around on the flats. Riding the uncharted ground, half asleep, suddenly he felt a bright light shining on him. In the mountain's shadow, the night was black and the unexpected glare shocked him awake. From the side a huge, black bulk, that blinding light in its center, moved toward him. A grinding sound, as of rocks rubbed one on the other, deadened his ears, above everything, he was conscious of the light.


    Scaler, riding nearest the mountain, continued forward, but Seasickness suddenly switched her course, heading straight for the glare. Amherst jerked the guiding rein, but she did not turn. Then, as the beam fell full on him, he felt himself being drawn. Ahead was the light, bright, warm, hypnotizing-at either side was nothing.


    He felt his mind sinking, felt his body go lax, lean forward. Then something flew before his eyes. For a second, the light was blocked off, and in that second his strength flowed back. At once, he realized the thing ahead had been drawing his will from him-that if he were ever to get away, he must shield Seasickness' eyes and pull the rein hard. Now the bulk was so close that he could make out a great, yawning hole, inside which a piston-like rod moved up and down.


    As he stared, a rock rolled into the hole and, on the descent of the piston, was ground to bits. With a mighty effort, he shut his eyes. Then, raising his visor to the freezing air, he gripped Seasickness' reins in his teeth and, blindfolding her with his hands, pulled with all the strength he had in him. She swerved.


    Now-if the thing didn't change direction, they were safe. Otherwise they were sunk. Without looking full into the light, Amherst watched breathing deeply to still the pounding of his heart. Safe! The thing moved steadily forward, unaware that its prey had escaped.


    Scaler, outside the hypnotic power of the light, asked what the trouble was.


    'We couldn't change direction while the light shone on us,' Amherst told him, 'But that wasn't the strangest thing. That beacon or animal or whatever it was, ate rocks! Outside of the Pyramid Builder of Mars, I've never heard of that before.'


    'Evidently it wanted to add you to its mineral diet,' Scaler observed.


    'And it almost did.' Amherst laughed in relief. 'So it must be the extreme of omnivorous, needing life as well as minerals to keep it going.'


    'Just another verse in the saga of evolution.' Scaler shifted his position on Amity's back and closed his eyes for a few minute's rest.


    ***


    Two terrestrial days later they sighted the domes of Aquia which, huddled on the Ganymedian waste, resembled the half-buried eggs of some giant bird, left ages back to turn the same slate gray as the rest of the landscape. Faint on each dome were the outlines of a door, sole evidence of human habitation in the clustered mounds. Still, to the two men, stiff and tired after days and nights of riding, the sight of the small, domed village was cheering.


    'So this is Aquia,' Scaler sighed. 'Aquia of Ganymede. It sounds almost Biblical.'


    From far away came a dull roar. 'Just to make it more so,' Amherst answered, 'here's the flood.'


    Bob Amherst looked admiringly at the slim girl in the trading station.


    'Is it you, Carol, or is it what you're going to be ten years hence?' he said lightly, his eyes twinkling. Last time he had seen the girl, she had been a gangling child of sixteen or so; now she was a blonde goddess, rounded, appealing, vital. Her golden hair and blue eyes were in sharp contrast to the drabness of the trading station. She seemed to have grown up all at once.


    'I hope it's both.' She shut the door against the freezing outside air.


    'Why, you're beautiful.' To hide his astonishment, he spoke to her as a child. 'Your hair is combed, and your face is clean, and-'


    'And you're too fresh.' Her eyes turned to Scaler.


    'Oh, I forgot. This is Mr. Scaler, Carol.'


    Scaler's brown eyes swept over her appreciatively.


    'Where's your father?' Amherst asked.


    Carol's face sobered.


    'Father didn't come back last flood time. I'm carrying on.'


    Didn't come back! There was no need to say more. Everyone knew what it meant to be caught away from the domed village when the torrents of water came thundering down. It was tough! Carl Kent could be spared least of the traders on Ganymede. And it was a pity that he had to go so soon after his precious formula had been completed. It was too bad for Carol, too. She was all alone now.


    They followed her through the underground passage which led from the trading station to her living quarters. Under the domes, so exact in their engineering that they could withstand the terrific pressure of water during the flood, the air was warm. They removed their vacuum suits.


    Outside Carol's door which, like all the rest opened onto a central square, Nympus and Earthmen scurried about to make ready for the deluge. Like a huge ant hill, the village teemed with activity. Tanks had to be made ready to store the water from which their oxygen came. The nitrogen mixers had to be checked so that they would be prepared to blend perfectly the two gases and insure the air supply for the duration of the flood.


    While Amherst went about his business, looking over the cree, tethering the hipps in their floating cages anchored to the village, seeing that all was ready for the tidal rush, Scaler and Carol sat together in the warm, Earthlike room that Carl Kent had furnished.


    'When you said you were carrying on here, the most important trading station on Ganymede, I could hardly believe it.' Scaler's warm, brown eyes rested admiringly on the girl's face.


    'I have to. I'm the only one who could. Father was caught in the flood before he had a chance to set up laboratories in the other stations.'


    'Was he planning to? I should think it would be dangerous to let too many people learn his secret.'


    'Not at all,' Carol answered. 'There's no cree anywhere but Ganymede, and Cree, Inc., covers the entire planet.'


    'Oh, I didn't know.' He moved over to sit next to her. 'It's too bad for you to bury yourself here,' he said abruptly. 'You don't belong. You should be living on Earth-seeing, doing and, most important, being seen.'


    Carol smiled. She had never visited the small pinprick in the black called Earth, but she had read of it, read of its cities built into the air, its underground highways, its beautiful women. 'Tell me about the World,' she said softly. 'Is it so different from Ganymede?'


    'So very different, I don't know where to begin.'


    'I've always wanted to see New York.' She looked enviously at Scaler.


    Amherst entered the room in time to hear her last words.


    'It's nothing but froth, Carol,' he broke in. 'There are many things on Earth we wouldn't want on Ganymede.'


    Scaler smiled.


    'Gangsters and greed,' he said, 'went out long ago.'


    'Gangsters did,' Amherst answered shortly. Suddenly the thought of Scaler's presence during the long flood period annoyed him. Perhaps, without knowing, he had been looking forward to being alone with Carol. Now, he realized that Scaler, shut in the underground village with nothing to occupy his time, would make that impossible.


    At that moment, deep underground as they were, they heard the crash of mountain walls as the flood came pouring down. As always, in the village of the cree-gatherers, it was quiet, almost menacingly quiet, as if everyone stood impassive, waiting to see whether or not this time the domes would hold. For a few hours, until the air tanks were working efficiently, they would have this strange, dead sensation in their heads.


    As Amherst had foreseen, Carol and Kirt Scaler spent much time together. Often they walked the narrow tunnels leading to the farms and there stood on the flat-covered expanse, like some tremendous basement, the water valves overhead dripping flood water brought from the surface to the crop below. And sometimes they stood by the nitrogen mixers, deafened by the mighty roar as the artificial air came pouring out.


    Indeed, Scaler seemed to have perpetual interest where life at Aquia was concerned. Often Amherst entered a room to hear him questioning Carol about various technicalities. But at other times, he fought clear of anything to do with Ganymede and, instead, talked at length about the world Carol had never seen. At such times, she listened fascinated, a faraway look in her blue eyes as if they saw, through Scaler's, the things he was describing.


    As the days passed, Amherst became more and more aware of Scaler's attraction for the girl though, as yet, he was not sure whether it was the man himself who charmed her or the world he came from. Thinking to find out, he waited for one of the few times that he and Carol were alone together. Then, walking over and taking her chin in his hand, he asked, 'Just how much do you know about Kirt Scaler, Carol?'


    'Not very much. What difference does it make?'


    'It might make a lot. It might be a revival of the old, old stories of the city slicker and the farmer's daughter.'


    She jerked away angrily.


    'Mind your own business, Bob Amherst.'


    He put his arm around her.


    'You're my business.'


    'Since when.'


    Lacking an answer, he pulled her to him and kissed her roughly. She jerked away, flouncing angrily from the room.


    He watched her go absentmindedly, not so much concerned with her anger as with trying to decide what it would mean to him if she were indeed serious where Kirt Scaler were concerned.


    Since Carl's death, he had felt an increasing sense of responsibility for Carol-and something more too. For Carol, even as a young girl, had aroused in him a more than friendly interest. So the thought of her falling in love and, perhaps, marrying someone else was painful. Besides, the more he saw of Scaler, the more he realized how uncommunicative the man really was. He had not yet given reason for his trip to Aquia other than the obviously ridiculous one of 'touring.'


    And surely, attractive as Carol was, tales of her charm had not drawn him almost four hundred million miles through space. Still, aside from Scaler's interest in the life at Aquia, so far Carol seemed his only excuse for coming.


    ***


    For the next few days, Carol treated Amherst coolly, never giving him a chance to speak to her alone and continuing to spend much time in Scaler's company. Amherst seldom entered a room but that he saw the golden head in close proximity to the brown, and heard, with a twinge at his heart, the soft note in Scaler's voice.


    As the days passed, however, Scaler seemed to become restless. Often he wandered the village alone, not waiting for Carol. Once Amherst found him scanning a terrestrial calendar and figuring on a small pad he carried. Consequently, Amherst's heart lightened a bit, though, as yet, he could not break through Carol's reserve.


    Just a day and a half before complete ebb, he was sitting alone in the trading station when the girl entered.


    'It's funny,' she said abruptly, 'I can't find the formula. I know it by heart, of course, but the paper is gone.'


    'Gone!' Amherst jumped to his feet, recalling, for the first time in weeks, the rumor that red cree had been found on Io.


    'Don't get excited, Bob,' she said coldly, seating herself leisurely. 'What would anyone want it for?'


    'They've discovered red cree on Io.' Amherst was halfway out the door. What a fool he had been not to tell Carol, especially after he had been told to bring the news to Carl. She hurried to follow him.


    Inside the laboratory, he turned to face her.


    'It's my fault,' he groaned. 'I should have told you. News of your father's death must have knocked it from my mind. Are you sure it's gone? Nothing seems to have been disturbed.'


    'Yes. I kept it here.' She opened a drawer.


    'Who has been in this room, Carol? Who, besides yourself, has ever been here?'


    'Some Nympus gatherers, when Father was alive.'


    'Who else?' Amherst paced the floor impatiently. 'They haven't the intelligence to steal it.' He paused for a moment. 'Did you ever bring Scaler in?' he asked.


    'Yes, once. He wanted to see red cree under treatment.'


    'Of course he did.' Amherst turned abruptly. 'Stupid of me not to have suspected it. He was undoubtedly sent here by Ionian Products just to get the formula. Touring, indeed! No wonder he recognized the Blanket Bat!'


    'What shall we do?' Carol rummaged helplessly through the papers in the drawer.


    'Search the village. He can't possibly leave until the water ebbs and that's at least a day and a half away. He must be here somewhere. There's no place else to go.'


    They hunted the village for Scaler, but the search was fruitless. It seemed impossible for a man to disappear in the small underground village, and yet five precious hours had gone and they had found no trace of him. It was incredible.


    'Bob, what will it mean to Cree, Inc., if Ionian Products exports blue cree to Earth?' Carol asked anxiously after a while.


    'Severe competition, a glutted market, shrinkage in sales, eventual bankruptcy, perhaps. You know there's an enormous expenditure required to keep the company going on Ganymede.'


    'Then we've got to find Kirt Scaler. Father would-would have hated that!'


    'I know.' Amherst stood undecided for a moment. 'There's only one thing left for us to do though: we must start over. Somewhere, we have missed him.'


    Three hours later, footsore and weary, they returned again to the farms, their second quest as unproductive as the first.


    Far in the distance a lone Nympus worked the field, at the entrance to the tunnel.


    'You know strange Earthman?' Amherst spoke wearily to the toiling Nympus.


    'Yeh.' The crusty, mushroom head nodded rapidly.


    'Have you seen him today?'


    'Yeh.' The head nodded again.


    'Where!' Amherst grasped the green, scaled shoulder. The Nympus waved an arm vaguely toward the outskirts of the farm, to the bare rock wall where the farm ended.


    'Where?' Amherst shook the native's shoulder excitedly.


    'In Iticht phulph.'


    'In locked valve,' Amherst shouted. 'Of course. It's the only place he could be.'


    At that moment, far down the farm, almost where the rock wall began, a stream of water shot heavily to the earth. 'That's the one,' Amherst cried. 'That valve was just opened to the outside. Carol,' he cried as he started running toward the water, 'get me a vacuum suit and bring it here-quickly!'


    When he reached the spot, the water had thinned to a narrow stream. Evidently ebb was over. A mound of creeearth beneath the pipe opening showed how Scaler had managed to reach his hiding place. Through the slanting man-sized aqueduct, Amherst could see light from above. Undoubtedly Scaler had just escaped. Probably knowledge that the Nympus farmer had seen him, had made him aware of the danger of hiding there longer.


    However, it was impossible to follow until Carol returned with the vacuum suit. He waited impatiently, comforting himself with the thought that Scaler could not get very far in the torrents of the afterflood on foot, and that, as no one had been above ground since the flood started, there was no hipp tethered outside to carry him. As relief for his impatience, Amherst piled more cree on the mound Scaler had left. It would save time when Carol arrived with the suit if he could raise himself easily to the opening in the rock ceiling.


    At last Carol, clad in a vacuum suit herself, came running across the field.


    'You can't come,' Amherst told her. Hurriedly he stepped into the garment she handed him. Without replying she stood watching him draw his long body through the pipe opening.


    Creeping up the slanting hundred yard aqueduct as quickly as possible, Amherst emerged dripping to the wet Ganymedian surface. A few seconds later, Carol appeared.


    'Go back.' He was trying to free his sillicellu visor of the mud it had gathered on the ascent through the wet pipe. Scaler was not in sight.


    A rocket ship, however, was visible in the sky. He started walking, Carol beside him. Scaler might easily be in the valley on the other side of the hill.


    'What's that ship doing?' Carol asked. 'It can't land here.'


    'It looks as if it's going to.'


    True, the ship was coming lower. A mile or so in front of them, it lost altitude rapidly. Wonderingly, they watched it, knowing no rocket ship had ever landed in the muddy areas of Ganymede until, straining their eyes, they saw a ladder unfurling from its fuselage. So that was going to be the manner of Scaler's escape!


    Amherst started to run, splashing through the water and mudholes which slowed his progress. Carol followed, gaping with the exertion of pulling her self in the heavy suit through the sticky mud.


    Hopelessly, they saw the ship dip behind the brow of the hill, to rise a second later with a black dot clinging to its downflung ladder. As they watched disconsolately, the red speck soared high in the sky. Red! The color of the space ships of Io! For, since the signing of the Interplanetary Peace Treaty, each planet colored its space ships differently. There was no doubt now where their formula was going.


    Carol sat down despondently. For a few moments neither spoke. At last they rose and, silently, started to walk toward the village of the cree gatherers.


    'What was the formula, Carol?' Amherst asked finally. 'As long as Scaler is taking it to Ionian Products, I might as well know.'


    'It was simple,' the girl said. 'It merely duplicated the chemical changes taking place in the moss after the passing of the flood. The color change in cree is due to ammonia in the air, as you know. Well, part of the medicinal value lies there and part in latent eggs deposited in the moss. Father's formula was exactly that: an equal mix of blue gallnuts and ammonia.'


    Bob Amherst stopped abruptly. 'Gallnuts, did you say? Blue gallnuts?'


    Yes. It's the name given the vegetable excrescence which forms around the egg of the gall-ant. We breed gall-ants, pulverize their eggs and-'


    'Carol!' Amherst pounded his knee in delight. 'We're saved! Much good our formula will do them,' He waved toward Io, ghostlike in the pale sky.


    'Why? They've got the cree on Io.'


    'They've got the cree all right, and they've got the formula-but they haven't got the ants! And they'll never get them either. Gall-ants can't live in methane-I remember that from Biology-and the air on Io is mostly methane!'


    'Why can't they?'


    'Because their systems are geared to breathing ammoniated air- exactly the opposite of methanated air. Don't you see? Ammonia is a base: methane is a hydrocarbon, an acid.'


    'Well, can't they make ammonia?'


    'Of course. But where will they get the ants? Gall-ants breed only on Ganymede, in Ganymedian cree. To get the ants they'd have to buy our cree and, inasmuch as they'd have to use the ant eggs to get the gallnuts to make the formula to turn their cree blue,' Amherst drew a long breath, 'the ants couldn't reproduce. So they'd have to continue buying our cree to get the ants to get the nuts to get-'


    'I see,' Carol interrupted. 'Never mind the rest.'


    'Besides which,' Amherst continued, 'even after they succeeded in turning the cree blue-if they succeeded, which they wouldn't, inasmuch as we wouldn't sell them the cree to get the ants to get the nuts and so forth-they'd have to keep the methanated air of Io away from it. Otherwise it would turn red again. Think what that means: hundreds of bales of cree vacuum-packed to shield them from contact with the outside air. It would raise the cost of production so enormously, they couldn't compete with us anyway.'


    'I guess you're trying to say they can't use the formula. Anyway, I'm relieved.' Carol sighed.


    'So am I-for another reason, though.'


    'What other reason is there?'


    'That it was only the formula Scaler wanted after all.'


    'What do you mean, only?' She turned to face him before the smooth, round dome of the trading station.


    'For awhile I thought it was you.'


    'Oh that.' Carol scuffed one foot on the ground. 'Yes, he wanted me too. I refused him.'


    'But why? You seemed to like him well enough at first.'


    'I did,' she said slowly, 'at first. It was that kiss changed my mind-that rough one.'


    .end.

  


  
    VALLEY OF DREAMS


    


    CAPTAIN HARRISON of the Ares expedition turned away from the little telescope in the bow of the rocket. 'Two weeks more, at the most,' he remarked. 'Mars only retogrades for seventy days in all, relative to the earth, and we've got to be homeward bound during that period, or wait a year and a half for old Mother Earth to go around the sun and catch up with us again. How'd you like to spend a winter here?'


    Dick Jarvis, chemist of the party, shivered as he looked up from his notebook. 'I'd just as soon spend it in a liquid air tank!' he averred. 'These eighty-below-zero summer nights are plenty for me.'


    'Well,' mused the captain, 'the first successful Martian expedition ought to be home long before then.'


    'Successful if we get home,' corrected Jarvis. 'I don't trust these cranky rockets - not since the auxiliary dumped me in the middle of Thyle last week. Walking back from a rocket ride is a new sensation to me.'


    'Which reminds me,' returned Harrison, 'that we've got to recover your films. They're important if we're to pull this trip out of the red. Remember how the public mobbed the first moon pictures? Our shots ought to pack 'em to the doors. And the broadcast rights, too; we might show a profit for the Academy.'


    'What interests me,' countered Jarvis, 'is a personal profit. A book, for instance; exploration books are always popular. Martian Deserts - how's that for a title?'


    'Lousy!' grunted the captain. 'Sounds like a cookbook for desserts. You'd have to call it 'Love Life of a Martian,' or something like that.'


    Jarvis chuckled. 'Anyway,' he said, 'if we once get back home, I'm going to grab what profit there is, and never, never, get any farther from the earth than a good stratosphere plane'll take me. I've learned to appreciate the planet after plowing over this dried-up pill we're on now.'


    'I'll lay you odds you'll be back here year after next,' grinned the Captain. 'You'll want to visit your pal - that trick ostrich.'


    'Tweel?' The other's tone sobered. 'I wish I hadn't lost him, at that. He was a good scout. I'd never have survived the dream-beast but for him. And that battle with the pushcart things - I never even had a chance to thank him.'


    'A pair of lunatics, you two,' observed Harrison. He squinted through the port at the gray gloom of the Mare Cimmerium. 'There comes the sun.' He paused. 'Listen, Dick - you and Leroy take the other auxiliary rocket and go out and salvage those films.'


    Jarvis stared. 'Me and Leroy?' he echoed ungrammatically. 'Why not me and Putz? An engineer would have some chance of getting us there and back if the rocket goes bad on us.'


    The captain nodded toward the stem, whence issued at that moment a medley of blows and guttural expletives. 'Putz is going over the insides of the Ares,' he announced. 'He'll have his hands full until we leave, because I want every bolt inspected. It's too late for repairs once we cast off.'


    'And if Leroy and I crack up? That's our last auxiliary.'


    'Pick up another ostrich and walk back,' suggested Harrison gruffly. Then he smiled. 'If you have trouble, we'll hunt you out in the Ares,' he finished. 'Those films are important.' He turned. 'Leroy!'


    The dapper little biologist appeared, his face questioning.


    'You and Jarvis are off to salvage the auxiliary,' the Captain said. 'Everything's ready and you'd better start now. Call back at half-hour intervals; I'll be listening.'


    Leroy's eyes glistened. 'Perhaps we land for specimens - no?' he queried.


    'Land if you want to. This golf ball seems safe enough.'


    'Except for the dream-beast,' muttered Jarvis with a faint shudder. He frowned suddenly. 'Say, as long as we're going that way, suppose I have a look for Tweel's home! He must live off there somewhere, and he's the most important thing we've seen on Mars.'


    Harrison hesitated. 'If I thought you could keep out of trouble,' he muttered. 'All right,' he decided. 'Have a look. There's food and water aboard the auxiliary; you can take a couple of days. But keep in touch with me, you saps!'


    Jarvis and Leroy went through the airlock out to the gray plain. The thin air, still scarcely warmed by the rising sun, bit flesh and lung like needles, and they gasped with a sense of suffocation. They dropped to a sitting posture, waiting for their bodies, trained by months in acclimatization chambers back on earth, to accommodate themselves to the tenuous air. Leroy's face, as always, turned a smothered blue, and Jarvis heard his own breath rasping and rattling in his throat. But in five minutes, the discomfort passed; they rose and entered the little auxiliary rocket that rested beside the black hull of the Ares.


    The under-jets roared out their fiery atomic blast; dirt and bits of shattered biopods spun away in a cloud as the rocket rose. Harrison watched the projectile trail its flaming way into the south, then turned back to his work.


    It was four days before he saw the rocket again. Just at evening, as the sun dropped behind the horizon with the suddenness of a candle falling into the sea, the auxiliary flashed out of the southern heavens, easing gently down on the flaming wings of the under-jets. Jarvis and Leroy emerged, passed through the swiftly gathering dusk, and faced him in the light of the Ares. He surveyed the two; Jarvis was tattered and scratched, but apparently in better condition than Leroy, whose dapperness was completely lost. The little biologist was pale as the nearer moon that glowed outside; one arm was bandaged in thermo-skin and his clothes hung in veritable rags. But it was his eyes that struck Harrison most strangely; to one who lived these many weary days with the diminutive Frenchman, there was something queer about them. They were frightened, plainly enough, and that was odd, since Leroy was no coward or he'd never have been one of the four chosen by the Academy for the first Martian expedition. But the fear in his eyes was more understandable than that other expression, that queer fixity of gaze like one in a trance, or like a person in an ecstasy. 'Like a chap who's seen Heaven and Hell together,' Harrison expressed it to himself. He was yet to discover how right he was.


    He assumed a gruffness as the weary pair sat down. 'You're a fine looking couple!' he growled. 'I should've known better than to let you wander off alone.' He paused. 'Is your arm all right, Leroy? Need any treatment?'


    Jarvis answered. 'It's all right - just gashed. No danger of infection here, I guess; Leroy says there aren't any microbes on Mars.'


    'Well,' exploded the Captain, 'Let's hear it, then! Your radio reports sounded screwy. 'Escaped from Paradise!'


    'Huh!'


    'I didn't want to give details on the radio,' said Jarvis soberly. 'You'd have thought we'd gone loony.'


    'I think so, anyway.'


    'Moi aussi!' muttered Leroy. 'I too!'


    'Shall I begin at the beginning?' queried the chemist. 'Our early reports were pretty nearly complete.' He stared at Putz, who had come in silently, his face and hands blackened with carbon, and seated himself beside Harrison.


    'At the beginning,' the Captain decided.


    'Well,' began Jarvis, 'we got started all right, and flew due south along the meridian of the Ares, same course I'd followed last week. I was getting used to this narrow horizon, so I didn't feel so much like being cooped under a big bowl, but one does keep overestimating distances. Something four miles away looks eight when you're used to terrestrial curvature, and that makes you guess its size just four times too large. A little hill looks like a mountain until you're almost over it.'


    'I know that,' grunted Harrison.


    'Yes, but Leroy didn't, and I spent our first couple of hours trying to explain it to him. By the time he understood (if he does yet) we were past Cimmerium and over that Xanthus, desert, and then we crossed the canal with the mud city and the barrel-shaped citizens and the place where Tweel had shot the dream-beast. And nothing would do for Pierre here but that we put down so he could practice his biology on the remains. So we did.


    'The thing was still there. No sign of decay; couldn't be, of course, without bacterial forms of life, and Leroy says that Mars is as sterile as an operating table.'


    'Comme le coeur d'une fileuse,' corrected the little biologist, who was beginning to regain a trace of his usual energy. 'Like an old maid's heart!'


    'However,' resumed Jarvis, 'about a hundred of the little gray-green biopods had fastened onto the thing and were growing and branching. Leroy found a stick and knocked 'em off, and each branch broke away and became a biopod crawling around with the others. So he poked around at the creature, while I looked away from it; even dead, that rope-armed devil gave me the creeps. And then came the surprise; the thing was part plant!'


    'C'est vrai!' confirmed the biologist. 'It's true!'


    'It was a big cousin of the biopods,' continued Jarvis. 'Leroy was quite excited; he figures that all Martian life is of that sort - neither plant nor animal. Life here never differentiated, he says; everything has both natures in it, even the barrel-creatures - even Tweel! I think he's right, especially when I recall how Tweel rested, sticking his beak in the ground and staying that way all night. I never saw him eat or drink, either; perhaps his beak was more in the nature of a root, and he got his nourishment that way.'


    'Sounds nutty to me,' observed Harrison.


    'Well,' continued Jarvis, 'we broke up a few of the other growths and they acted the same way - the pieces crawled around, only much slower than the biopods, and then stuck themselves in the ground. Then Leroy had to catch a sample of the walking grass, and we were ready to leave when a parade of the barrel creatures rushed by with their pushcarts. They hadn't forgotten me, either; they all drummed out, 'We are v-r-r-iends - ouch!' just as they had before. Leroy wanted to shoot one and cut it up, but I remembered the battle Tweel and I had had with them, and vetoed the idea. But he did hit on a possible explanation as to what they did with all the rubbish they gathered.'


    'Made mud-pies, I guess,' grunted the captain.


    'More or less,' agreed Jarvis. 'They use it for food, Leroy thinks. If they're part vegetable, you see, that's what they'd want - soil with organic remains in it to make it fertile. That's why they ground up sand and biopods and other growths all together. See?'


    'Dimly,' countered Harrison. 'How about the suicides?'


    'Leroy had a hunch there, too. The suicides jump into the grinder when the mixture has too much sand and gravel; they throw themselves in to adjust the proportions.'


    'Rats!' said Harrison disgustedly. 'Why couldn't they bring in some extra branches from outside?'


    'Because suicide is easier. You've got to remember that these creatures can't be judged by earthly standards; they probably don't feel pain, and they haven't got what we'd call individuality. Any intelligence they have is the property of the whole community - like an ant-heap. That's it! Ants are willing to die for their ant-hill; so are these creatures.'


    'So are men,' observed the captain, 'if it comes to that.'


    'Yes, but men aren't exactly eager. It takes some emotion like patriotism to work 'em to the point of dying for their country; these things do it all in the day's work.' He paused.


    'Well, we took some pictures of the dream-beast and the barrel-creatures, and then we started along. We sailed over Xanthus, keeping as close to the meridian of the Ares as we could, and pretty soon we crossed the trail of the pyramidbuilder. So we circled back to let Leroy take a look at it, and when we found it, we landed. The thing had completed just two rows of bricks since Tweel and I left it, and there it was, breathing in silicon and breathing out bricks as if it had eternity to do it in - which it has. Leroy wanted to dissect it with a Boland explosive bullet, but I thought that anything that had lived for ten million years was entitled to the respect due to old age, so I talked him out of it. He peeped into the hole on top of it and nearly got beaned by the arm coming up with a brick, and then he chipped off a few pieces of it, which didn't disturb the creature a bit. He found the place I'd chipped, tried to see if there was any sign of healing, and decided he could tell better in two or three thousand years. So we took a few shots of it and sailed on.


    'Mid-afternoon we located the wreck of my rocket. Not a thing disturbed; we picked up my films and tried to decide what next. I wanted to find Tweel if possible; I figured from the fact of his pointing south that he lived somewhere near Thyle. We plotted our route and judged that the desert we were in now was Thyle II; Thyle I should be east of us. So, on a hunch, we decided to have a look at Thyle I, and away we buzzed.'


    'Der motors?' queried Putz, breaking his long silence.


    'For a wonder, we had no trouble, Karl. Your blast worked perfectly. So we bummed along, pretty high to get a wider view, I'd say about fifty thousand feet. Thyle II spread out like an orange carpet, and after a while we came to the gray branch of the Mare Chronium that bounded it. That was narrow; we crossed it in half an hour, and there was Thyle I - same orange-hued desert as its mate. We veered south, toward the Mare Australe, and followed the edge of the desert. And toward sunset we spotted it.'


    'Shpotted?' echoed Putz. 'Vot vas shpotted?'


    'The desert was spotted - with buildings! Not one of the mud cities of the canals, although a canal went through it. From the map we figured the canal was a continuation of the one Schiaparelli called Ascanius.


    'We were probably too high to be visible to any inhabitants of the city, but also too high for a good look at it, even with the glasses. However, it was nearly sunset, anyway, so we didn't plan on dropping in. We circled the place; the canal went out into the Mare Australe, and there, glittering in the south, was the melting polar ice-cap! The canal drained it; we could distinguish the sparkle of water in it. Off to the southeast, just at the edge of the Mare Australe, was a valley - the first irregularity I'd seen on Mars except the cliffs that bounded Xanthus and Thyle II. We flew over the valley-' Jarvis paused suddenly and shuddered; Leroy, whose color had begun to return, seemed to pale. The chemist resumed, 'Well, the valley looked all right - then! Just a gray waste, probably full of crawlers like the others.


    'We circled back over the city; say, I want to tell you that place was-well, gigantic! It was colossal; at first I thought the size was due to that illusion I spoke of - you know, the nearness of the horizon - but it wasn't that. We sailed right over it, and you've never seen anything like it!


    'But the sun dropped out of sight right then. I knew we were pretty far south - latitude 60 - but I didn't know just how much night we'd have.'


    Harrison glanced at a Schiaparelli chart. 'About 60 - eh?' he said. 'Close to what corresponds to the Antarctic Circle. You'd have about four hours of night at this season. Three months from now you'd have none at all.'


    'Three months!' echoed Jarvis, surprised. Then he grinned. 'Right! I forget the seasons here are twice as long as ours. Well, we sailed out into the desert about twenty miles, which put the city below the horizon in case we overslept, and there we spent the night.


    'You're right about the length of it. We had about four hours of darkness which left us fairly rested. We ate breakfast, called our location to you, and started over to have a look at the city.


    'We sailed toward it from the east and it loomed up ahead of us like a range of mountains. Lord, what a city! Not that New York mightn't have higher buildings, or Chicago cover more ground, but for sheer mass, those structures were in a class by themselves. Gargantuan!


    'There was a queer look about the place, though. You know how a terrestrial city sprawls out, a nimbus of suburbs, a ring of residential sections, factory districts, parks, highways, There was none of that here; the city rose out of the desert as abruptly as a cliff. Only a few little sand mounds marked the division, and then the walls of those gigantic structures.


    'The architecture was strange, too. There were lots of devices that are impossible back home, such as set-backs in reverse, so that a building with a small base could spread out as it rose. That would be a valuable trick in New York, where land is almost priceless, but to do it, you'd have to transfer Martian gravitation there!


    'Well, since you can't very well land a rocket in a city street, we put down right next to the canal side of the city, took our small cameras and revolvers, and started for a gap in the wall of masonry. We weren't ten feet from the rocket when we both saw the explanation for a lot of the queerness.


    'The city was in ruin! Abandoned, deserted, dead as Babylon! Or at least, so it looked to us then, with its empty streets which, if they had been paved, were now deep under sand.'


    'A ruin, eh?' commented Harrison. 'How old?'


    'How could we tell?' countered Jarvis. 'The next expedition to this golf ball ought to carry an archeologist - and a philologist, too, as we found out later. But it's a devil of a job to estimate the age of anything here; things weather so slowly that most of the buildings might have been put up yesterday. No rainfall, no earthquakes, no vegetation is here to spread cracks with its roots - nothing. The only aging factors here are the erosion of the wind - and that's negligible in this atmosphere - and the cracks caused by changing temperature. And one other agent - meteorites. They must crash down occasionally on the city, judging from the thinness of the air, and the fact that we've seen four strike ground right here near the Ares.'


    'Seven,' corrected the captain. 'Three dropped while you were gone.'


    'Well, damage by meteorites must be slow, anyway. Big ones would be as rare here as on earth, because big ones get through in spite of the atmosphere, and those buildings could sustain a lot of little ones. My guess at the city's age - and it may be wrong by a big percentage - would be fifteen thousand years. Even that's thousands of years older than any human civilization; fifteen thousand years ago was the Late Stone Age in the history of mankind.


    'So Leroy and I crept up to those tremendous buildings feeling like pygmies, sort of awe-struck, and talking in whispers. I tell you, it was ghostly walking down that dead and deserted street, and every time we passed through a shadow, we shivered, and not just because shadows are cold on Mars. We felt like intruders, as if the great race that had built the place might resent our presence even across a hundred and fifty centuries. The place was as quiet as a grave, but we kept imagining things and peeping down the dark lanes between buildings and looking over our shoulders. Most of the structures were windowless, but when we did see an opening in those vast walls, we couldn't look away, expecting to see some horror peering out of it.


    'Then we passed an edifice with an open arch; the doors were there, but blocked open by sand. I got up nerve enough to take a look inside, and then, of course, we discovered we'd forgotten to take our flashes. But we eased a few feet into the darkness and the passage debauched into a colossal hall. Far above us a little crack let in a pallid ray of daylight, not nearly enough to light the place; I couldn't even see if the hall rose clear to the distant roof. But I know the place was enormous; I said something to Leroy and a million thin echoes came clipping back to us out of the darkness. And after that, we began to hear other sounds - slithering rustling noises, and whispers, and sounds like suppressed breathing - and something black and silent passed between us and that far-away crevice of light.


    'Then we saw three little greenish spots of luminosity in the dusk to our left. We stood staring at them, and suddenly they all shifted at once. Leroy yelled 'Ce sont des yeux!' and they were! They were eyes! Well, we stood frozen for a moment, while Leroy's yell reverberated back and forth between the distant walls, and the echoes repeated the words in queer, thin voices. There were mumblings and mutterings and whisperings and sounds like strange soft laughter, and then the three-eyed thing moved again. Then we broke for the door!


    'We felt better out in the sunlight; we looked at each other sheepishly, but neither of us suggested another look at the buildings inside - though we did see the place later, and that was queer, too - but you'll hear about it when I come to it. We just loosened our revolvers and crept on along that ghostly street.


    'The street curved and twisted and subdivided. I kept careful note of our directions, since we couldn't risk getting lost in that gigantic maze. Without our thermo-skin bags, night would finish us, even if what lurked in the ruins didn't. By and by, I noticed that we were veering back toward the canal, the buildings ended and there were only a few dozen ragged stone huts which looked as though they might have been built of debris from the city. I was just beginning to feel a bit disappointed at finding no trace of Tweel's people here when we rounded a corner and there he was!


    'I yelled 'Tweel!' but he just stared, and then I realized that he wasn't Tweel, but another Martian of his sort. Tweel's feathery appendages were more orange hued and he stood several inches taller than this one. Leroy was sputtering in excitement, and the Martian kept his vicious beak directed at us, so I stepped forward as peace-maker. 'I said 'Tweel?' very questioningly, but there was no result. I tried it a dozen times, and we finally had to give it up; we couldn't connect.


    'Leroy and I walked toward the huts, and the Martian followed us. Twice he was joined by others, and each time I tried yelling 'Tweel' at them but they just stared at us. So we ambled on with the three trailing us, and then it suddenly occurred to me that my Martian accent might be at fault. I faced the group and tried trilling it out the way Tweel himself did: 'T-r-r-rweee-r-rl! Like that.


    'And that worked! One of them spun his head around a full ninety degrees, and screeched 'T-r-r-rweee-r-rl!' and a moment later, like an arrow from a bow, Tweel came sailing over the nearer huts to land on his beak in front of me!


    'Man, we were glad to see each other! Tweel set up a twittering and chirping like a farm in summer and went sailing up and coming down on his beak, and I would have grabbed his hands, only he wouldn't keep still long enough.


    'The other Martians and Leroy just stared, and after a while, Tweel stopped bouncing, and there we were. We couldn't talk to each other any more than we could before, so after I'd said 'Tweel' a couple of times and he'd said 'Tick,' we were more or less helpless. However, it was only midmorning, and it seemed important to learn all we could about Tweel and the city, so I suggested that he guide us around the place if he weren't busy. I put over the idea by pointing back at the buildings and then at him and us.


    'Well, apparently he wasn't too busy, for he set off with us, leading the way with one of his hundred and fifty-foot nosedives that set Leroy gasping. When we caught up, he said something like 'one, one, two - two, two, four - no, no - yes, yes - rock - no breet!' That didn't seem to mean anything; perhaps he was just letting Leroy know that he could speak English, or perhaps he was merely running over his vocabulary to refresh his memory.


    'Anyway, he showed us around. He had a light of sorts in his black pouch, good enough for small rooms, but simply lost in some of the colossal caverns we went through. Nine out of ten buildings meant absolutely nothing to us - just vast empty chambers, full of shadows and rustlings and echoes. I couldn't imagine their use; they didn't seem suitable for living quarters, or even for commercial purposes - trade and so forth; they might have been all right as power-houses, but what could have been the purpose of a whole city full? And where were the remains of the machinery?


    'The place was a mystery. Sometimes Tweel would show us through a hall that would have housed an ocean-liner, and he'd seem to swell with pride - and we couldn't make a damn thing of it! As a display of architectural power, the city was colossal; as anything else it was just nutty!


    'But we did see one thing that registered. We came to that same building Leroy and I had entered earlier - the one with the three eyes in it. Well, we were a little shaky about going in there, but Tweel twittered and trilled and kept saying, 'Yes, yes, yes!' so we followed him, staring nervously about for the thing that had watched us. However, that hall was just like the others, full of murmurs and slithering noises and shadowy things slipping away into corners. If the three-eyed creature were still there, it must have slunk away with the others.


    'Tweel led us along the wall; his light showed a series of little alcoves, and in the first of these we ran into a puzzling thing - a very weird thing. As the light flashed into the alcove, I saw first just an empty space, and then, squatting on the floor, I saw - it! A little creature about as big as a large rat, it was, gray and huddled and evidently startled by our appearance. It had the queerest, most devilish little face! - pointed ears or horns and satanic eyes that seemed to sparkle with a sort of fiendish intelligence.


    'Tweel saw it, too, and let out a screech of anger, and the creature rose on two pencil-thin legs and scuttled off with a half-terrified, half-defiant squeak. It darted past us into the darkness too quickly even for Tweel, and as it ran, something waved on its body like the fluttering of a cape. Tweel screeched angrily at it and set up a shrill hullabaloo that sounded like genuine rage.


    'But the thing was gone, and then I noticed the weirdest of imaginable details. Where it had squatted on the floor was - a book! It had been hunched over a book!


    'I took a step forward; sure enough, there was some sort of inscription on the pages - wavy white lines like a seismograph record on black sheets like the material of Tweel's pouch. Tweel fumed and whistled in wrath, picked up the volume and slammed it into place on a shelf full of others. Leroy and I stared dumbfounded at each other.


    'Had the little thing with the fiendish face been reading? Or was it simply eating the pages, getting physical nourishment rather than mental? Or had the whole thing been accidental?


    'If the creature were some rat-like pest that destroyed books, Tweel's rage was understandable, but why should he try to prevent an intelligent being, even though of an alien race, from reading - if it was reading. I don't know; I did notice that the book was entirely undamaged, nor did I see a damaged book among any that we handled. But I have an odd hunch that if we knew the secret of the little cape-clothed imp, we'd know the mystery of the vast abandoned city and of the decay of Martian culture.


    'Well, Tweel quieted down after a while and led us completely around that tremendous hall. It had been a library, I think; at least, there were thousands upon thousands of those queer black-paged volumes printed in wavy lines of white. There were pictures, too, in some; and some of these showed Tweel's people. That's a point, of course; it indicated that his race built the city and printed the books. I don't think the greatest philologist on earth will ever translate one line of those records; they were made by minds too different from ours.


    'Tweel could read them, naturally. He twittered off a few lines, and then I took a few of the books, with his permission; he said 'no, no!' to some and 'yes, yes!' to others. Perhaps he kept back the ones his people needed, or perhaps he let me take the ones he thought we'd understand most easily. I don't know; the books are outside there in the rocket.


    'Then he held that dim torch of his toward the walls, and they were pictured. Lord, what pictures! They stretched up and up into the blackness of the roof, mysterious and gigantic. I couldn't make much of the first wall; it seemed to be a portrayal of a great assembly of Tweel's people. Perhaps it was meant to symbolize Society or Government. But the next wall was more obvious; it showed creatures at work on a colossal machine of some sort, and that would be Industry or Science. The back wall had corroded away in part, from what we could see, I suspected the scene was meant to portray Art, but it was on the fourth wall that we got a shock that nearly dazed us.


    'I think the symbol was Exploration or Discovery. This wall was a little plainer, because the moving beam of daylight from that crack lit up the higher surface and Tweel's torch illuminated the lower. We made out a giant seated figure, one of the beaked Martians like Tweel, but with every limb suggesting heaviness, weariness. The arms dropped inertly on the chair, the thin neck bent and the beak rested on the body, as if the creature could scarcely bear its own weight. And before it was a queer kneeling figure, and at sight of it, Leroy and I almost reeled against each other. It was, apparently, a man!'


    'A man!' bellowed Harrison. 'A man you say?'


    'I said apparently,' retorted Jarvis. 'The artist had exaggerated the nose almost to the length of Tweel's beak, but the figure had black shoulder-length hair, and instead of the Martian four, there were five fingers on its outstretched hand! It was kneeling as if in worship of the Martian, and on the ground was what looked like a pottery bowl full of some food as an offering. Well! Leroy and I thought we'd gone screwy!'


    'And Putz and I think so, too!' roared the captain.


    'Maybe we all have,' replied Jarvis, with a faint grin at the pale face of the little Frenchman, who returned it in silence. 'Anyway,' he continued, 'Tweel was squeaking and pointing at the figure, and saying 'Tick! Tick!' so he recognized the resemblance - and never mind any cracks about my nose!' he warned the captain. 'It was Leroy who made the important comment; he looked at the Martian and said 'Thoth! The god Thoth!'


    'Oui!' confirmed the biologist. 'Comme l'Egypte!'


    'Yeah,' said Jarvis. 'Like the Egyptian ibis-headed god - the one with the beak. Well, no sooner did Tweel hear the name Thoth than he set up a clamor of twittering and squeaking. He pointed at himself and said 'Thoth! Thoth!' and then waved his arm all around and repeated it. Of course he often did queer things, but we both thought we understood what he meant. He was trying to tell us that his race called themselves Thoth. Do you see what I'm getting at?'


    'I see, all right,' said Harrison. 'You think the Martians paid a visit to the earth, and the Egyptians remembered it in their mythology. Well, you're off, then; there wasn't any Egyptian civilization fifteen thousand years ago.'


    'Wrong!' grinned Jarvis. 'It's too bad we haven't an archeologist with us, but Leroy tells me that there was a stone-age culture in Egypt then, the pre-dynastic civilization.'


    'Well, even so, what of it?'


    'Plenty! Everything in that picture proves my point. The attitude of the Martian, heavy and weary - that's the unnatural strain of terrestrial gravitation. The name Thoth; Leroy tells me Thoth was the Egyptian god of philosophy and the inventor of writing! Get that? They must have picked up the idea from watching the Martian take notes. It's too much for coincidence that Thoth should be beaked and ibis-headed, and that the beaked Martians call themselves Thoth.'


    'Well, I'll be hanged! But what about the nose on the Egyptian? Do you mean to tell me that stone-age Egyptians had longer noses than ordinary men?'


    'Of course not! It's just that the Martians very naturally cast their paintings in Martianized form. Don't human beings tend to relate everything to themselves? That's why dugongs and manatees started the mermaid myths - sailors thought they saw human features on the beasts. So the Martian artist, drawing either from descriptions or imperfect photographs, naturally exaggerated the size of the human nose to a degree that looked normal to him. Or anyway, that's my theory.'


    'Well, it'll do as a theory,' grunted Harrison. 'What I want to hear is why you two got back here looking like a couple of year-before-last bird's nests.'


    Jarvis shuddered again, and cast another glance at Leroy. The little biologist was recovering some of his accustomed poise, but he returned the glance with an echo of the chemist's shudder.


    'We'll get to that,' resumed the latter. 'Meanwhile I'll stick to Tweel and his people. We spent the better part of three days with them, as you know. I can't give every detail, but I'll summarize the important facts and give our conclusions, which may not be worth an inflated franc. It's hard to judge this dried-up world by earthly standards.


    'We took pictures of everything possible; I even tried to photograph that gigantic mural in the library, but unless Tweel's lamp was unusually rich in actinic rays, I don't suppose it'll show. And that's a pity, since it's undoubtedly the most interesting object we've found on Mars, at least from a human viewpoint.


    'Tweel was a very courteous host. He took us to all the points of interest - even the new water-works.'


    Putz's eyes brightened at the word. 'Vater-vorks?' he echoed. 'For vot?'


    'For the canal, naturally. They have to build up a head of water to drive it through; that's obvious.' He looked at the captain. 'You told me yourself that to drive water from the polar caps of Mars to the equator was equivalent to forcing it up a twenty-mile hill, because Mars is flattened at the poles and bulges at the equator just like the earth.'


    'That's true,' agreed Harrison.


    'Well,' resumed Jarvis, 'this city was one of the relay stations to boost the flow. Their power plant was the only one of the giant buildings that seemed to serve any useful purpose, and that was worth seeing. I wish you'd seen it, Karl; you'll have to make what you can from our pictures. It's a sunpower plant!'


    Harrison and Putz stared. 'Sunpower!' grunted the captain. 'That's primitive!' And the engineer added an emphatic 'Ya!' of agreement.


    'Not as primitive as all that,' corrected Jarvis. 'The sunlight focused on a queer cylinder in the center of a big concave mirror, and they drew an electric current from it. The juice worked the pumps.'


    'A thermocouple' ejaculated Putz.


    'That sounds reasonable; you can judge by the pictures. But the power plant had some queer things about it. The queerest was that the machinery was tended, not by Tweel's people, but by some of the barrel-shaped creatures like the ones in Xanthus!' He gazed around at the faces of his auditors; there was no comment.


    'Get it?' he resumed. At their silence, he proceeded, 'I see you don't. Leroy figured it out, but whether rightly or wrongly, I don't know. He thinks that the barrels and Tweel's race have a reciprocal arrangement like - well, like bees and flowers on earth. The flowers give honey for the bees; the bees carry the pollen for the flowers. See? The barrels tend the works and Tweel's people build the canal system. The Xanthus city must have been a boosting station; that explains the mysterious machines I saw. And Leroy believes further that it isn't an intelligent arrangement - not on the part of the barrels, at least - but that it's been done for so many thousands of generations that it's become instinctive a tropism - just like the actions of ants and bees. The creatures have been bred to it!'


    'Nuts!' observed Harrison. 'Let's hear you explain the reason for that big empty city, then.'


    'Sure. Tweel's civilization is decadent, that's the reason. It's a dying race, and out of all the millions that must once have lived there, Tweel's couple of hundred companions are the remnant. They're an outpost, left to tend the source of the water at the polar cap; probably there are still a few respectable cities left somewhere on the canal system, most likely near the tropics. It's the last gasp of a race - and a race that reached a higher peak of culture than Man!'


    'Huh?' said Harrison. 'Then why are they dying? Lack of water?'


    'I don't think so,' responded the chemist. 'If my guess at the city's age is right, fifteen thousand years wouldn't make enough difference in the water supply - nor a hundred thousand for that matter. It's something else, though the water's doubtless a factor.'


    'Das wasser,' cut in Putz. 'Vere goes dot?'


    'Even a chemist knows that!' scoffed Jarvis. 'At least on earth. Here I'm not so sure, but on earth, every time there's a lightning flash, it electrolyzes some water vapor into hydrogen and oxygen, and then the hydrogen escapes into space, because terrestrial gravitation won't hold it permanently. And every time there's an earthquake, some water is lost to the interior. Slow - but damned certain.' He turned to Harrison. 'Right, Cap?'


    'Right,' conceded the captain. 'But here, of course - no earthquakes, no thunderstorms - the loss must be very slow. Then why is the race dying?'


    'The sunpower plant answers that,' countered Jarvis. 'Lack of fuel! Lack of power! No oil left, no coal left - if Mars ever had a Carboniferous Age - and no water-power - just the driblets of energy they can get from the sun. That's why they're dying.'


    'With the limitless energy of the atom?' exploded Harrison.


    'They don't know about atomic energy. Probably never did. Must have used some other principle in their space-ship.'


    'Then,' snapped the captain, 'what makes you rate their intelligence above the human? We've finally cracked open the atom!'


    'Sure we have. We had a clue, didn't we? Radium and uranium. Do you think we'd ever have learned how without those elements? We'd never even have suspected that atomic energy existed!'


    'Well? Haven't they-'


    'No, they haven't. You've told me yourself that Mars has only 73 percent of the earth's density. Even a chemist can see that that means a lack of heavy metals - no osmium, no uranium, no radium. They didn't have the clue.'


    'Even so, that doesn't prove they're more advanced than we are. If they were more advanced, they'd have discovered it anyway.'


    'Maybe,' conceded Jarvis. 'I'm not claiming that we don't surpass them in some ways. But in others, they're far ahead of us.'


    'In what, for instance?'


    'Well - Socially, for one thing.'


    'Huh? How do you mean?'


    Jarvis glanced in turn at each of the three that faced him. He hesitated. 'I wonder how you chaps will take this,' he muttered. 'Naturally, everybody likes his own system best.' He frowned. 'Look here - on the earth we have three types of society, haven't we? And there's a member of each type right here. Putz lives under a dictatorship - an autocracy. Leroy's a citizen of the Sixth Commune in France. Harrison and I are Americans, members of a democracy. There you are - autocracy, democracy, communism - the three types of terrestrial societies. Tweel's people have a different system from any of us.'


    'Different? What is it?'


    'The one no earthly nation has tried. Anarchy!'


    'Anarchy!' the captain and Putz burst out together.


    'That's right.'


    'But-' Harrison was sputtering. 'What do you mean, they're ahead of us? Anarchy! Bah!'


    'All right - bah!' retorted Jarvis. 'I'm not saying it would work for us, or for any race of men. But it works for them.'


    'But - anarchy!' The captain was indignant.


    'Well, when you come right down to it,' argued Jarvis defensively, 'anarchy is the ideal form of government, if it works. Emerson said that the best government was that which governs least, and so did Wendell Phillips, and I think George Washington. And you can't have any form of government which governs less than anarchy, which is no government at all!'


    The captain was sputtering. 'But - it's unnatural! Even savage tribes have their chiefs! Even a pack of wolves has its leader!'


    'Well,' retorted Jarvis defiantly, 'that only proves that government is a primitive device, doesn't it? With a perfect race you wouldn't need it at all; government is a confession of weakness, isn't it? It's a confession that part of the people won't cooperate with the rest and that you need laws to restrain those individuals which a psychologist calls anti-social. If there were no anti-social persons - criminals and such - you wouldn't need laws or police, would you?'


    'But government! You'd need government How about public works - wars - taxes?'


    'No wars on Mars, in spite of being named after the War God. No point in wars here; the population is too thin and too scattered, and besides, it takes the help of every single community to keep the canal system functioning. No taxes because apparently all individuals cooperate in building public works. No competition to cause trouble, because anybody can help himself to anything. As I said, with a perfect race government is entirely unnecessary.'


    'And do you consider the Martians a perfect race?' asked the captain grimly.


    'Not at all! But they've existed so much longer than man that they're evolved, socially at least, to the point where they don't need government. They work together, that's all.' Jarvis paused. 'Queer, isn't it - as if Mother Nature were carrying on two experiments, one at home and one on Mars. On earth it's the trial of an emotional, highly competitive race in a world of plenty; here it's the trial of a quiet, friendly race on a desert, unproductive, and inhospitable world. Everything here makes for cooperation. Why, there isn't even the factor that causes so much trouble at home - sex!'


    'Huh?'


    'Yeah: Tweel's people reproduce just like the barrels in the mud cities; two individuals grow a third one between them. Another proof of Leroy's theory that Martian life is neither animal nor vegetable. Besides, Tweel was a good enough host to let him poke down his beak and twiddle his feathers, and the examination convinced Leroy.'


    'Oui,' confirmed the biologist. 'It is true.'


    'But anarchy!' grumbled Harrison disgustedly. 'It would show up on a dizzy, half-dead pill like Mars!'


    'It'll be a good many centuries before you'll have to worry about it on earth,' grinned Jarvis. He resumed his narrative.


    'Well, we wandered through that sepulchral city, taking pictures of everything. And then-' Jarvis paused and shuddered-'then I took a notion to have a look at that valley we'd spotted from the rocket. I don't know why. But when we tried to steer Tweel in that direction, he set up such a squawking and screeching that I thought he'd gone batty.'


    'If possible!' jeered Harrison.


    'So we started over there without him; he kept wailing and screaming, 'No - no - no! Tick!' but that made us the more curious. He sailed over our heads and stuck on his beak, and went through a dozen other antics, but we ploughed on, and finally he gave up and trudged disconsolately along with us.


    'The valley wasn't more than a mile southeast of the city. Tweel could have covered the distance in twenty jumps, but he lagged and loitered and kept pointing back at the city and wailing 'No - no - no!' Then he'd sail up into the air and zip down on his beak directly in front of us, and we'd have to walk around him. I'd seen him do lots of crazy things before, of course; I was used to them, but it was as plain as print that he didn't want us to see that valley.'


    'Why?' queried Harrison.


    'You asked why we came back like tramps,' said Jarvis with a faint shudder. 'You'll learn. We plugged along up a low rocky hill that bounded it, and as we neared the top, Tweel said, 'No breet, Tick! No breet!' Well, those were the words he used to describe the silicon monster; they were also the words he had used to tell me that the image of Fancy Long, the one that had almost lured me to the dream-beast, wasn't real. I remembered that, but it meant nothing to me then!


    'Right after that, Tweel said, 'You one - one - two, he one - one - two,' and then I began to see. That was the phrase he had used to explain the dream-beast to tell me that what I thought, the creature thought - to tell me how the thing lured its victims by their own desires. So I warned Leroy; it seemed to me that even the dream-beast couldn't be dangerous if we were warned and expecting it. Well, I was wrong!


    'As we reached the crest, Tweel spun his head completely around, so his feet were forward but his eyes looked backward, as if he feared to gaze into the valley. Leroy and I stared out over it, just a gray waste like this around us, with the gleam of the south polar cap far beyond its southern rim. That's what it was one second; the next it was - Paradise!'


    'What?' exclaimed the captain.


    Jarvis turned to Leroy. 'Can you describe it?' he asked.


    The biologist waved helpless hands, 'C'est impossible!' he whispered. 'Il me rend muet!'


    'It strikes me dumb, too,' muttered Jarvis. 'I don't know how to tell it; I'm a chemist, not a poet. Paradise is as good a word as I can think of, and that's not at all right. It was Paradise and Hell in one!'


    'Will you talk sense?' growled Harrison.


    'As much of it as makes sense. I tell you, one moment we were looking at a gray valley covered with blobby plants, and the next - Lord! You can't imagine that next moment! How I would you like to see all your dreams made real? Every desire you'd ever had gratified? Everything you'd ever wanted there for the taking?'


    'I'd like it fine!' said the captain.


    'You're welcome, then! - not only your noble desires, remember! Every good impulse, yes - but also every nasty little wish, every vicious thought, everything you'd ever desired, good or bad! The dream-beasts are marvelous salesmen, but they lack the moral sense!'


    'The dream-beasts?'


    'Yes. It was a valley of them. Hundreds, I suppose, maybe thousands. Enough, at any rate, to spread out a complete picture of your desires, even all the forgotten ones that must have been out of the subconscious. A Paradise - of sorts. I saw a dozen Fancy Longs, in every costume I'd ever admired on her, and some I must have imagined. I saw every beautiful woman I've ever known, and all of them pleading for my attention. I saw every lovely place I'd ever wanted to be, all packed queerly into that little valley. And I saw other things.' He shook his head soberly. 'It wasn't all exactly pretty. Lord! How much of the beast is left in us! I suppose if every man alive could have one look at that weird valley, and could see just once what nastiness is hidden in him - well, the world might gain by it. I thanked heaven afterwards that Leroy - and even Tweel - saw their own pictures and not mine!'


    Jarvis paused again, then resumed, 'I turned dizzy with a sort of ecstasy. I closed my eyes - and with eyes closed, I still saw the whole thing! That beautiful, evil, devilish panorama was in my mind, not my eyes. That's how those fiends work - through the mind. I knew it was the dream-beasts; I didn't need Tweel's wail of 'No breet!' No breet!' But - I couldn't keep away! I knew it was death beckoning, but it was worth it for one moment with the vision.'


    'Which particular vision?' asked Harrison dryly.


    Jarvis flushed. 'No matter,' he said. 'But beside me I heard Leroy's cry of 'Yvonne! Yvonne!' and I knew he was trapped like myself. I fought for sanity; I kept telling myself to stop, and all the time I was rushing headlong into the snare!


    'Then something tripped me. Tweel! He had come leaping from behind; as I crashed down I saw him flash over me straight toward - toward what I'd been running to, with his vicious beak pointed right at her heart!'


    'Oh!' nodded the captain. 'Her heart!'


    'Never mind that. When I scrambled up, that particular image was gone, and Tweel was in a twist of black ropey arms, just as when I first saw him. He'd missed a vital point in the beast's anatomy, but was jabbing away desperately with his beak.


    'Somehow, the spell had lifted, or partially lifted. I wasn't five feet from Tweel, and it took a terrific struggle, but I managed to raise my revolver and put a Boland shell into the beast. Out came a spurt of horrible black corruption, drenching Tweel and me - and I guess the sickening smell of it helped to destroy the illusion of that valley of beauty. Anyway, we managed to get Leroy away from the devil that had him, and the three of us staggered to the ridge and over. I had presence of mind enough to raise my camera over the crest and take a shot of the valley, but I'll bet it shows nothing but gray waste and writhing horrors. What we saw was with our minds, not our eyes.'


    Jarvis paused and shuddered. 'The brute half poisoned Leroy,' he continued. 'We dragged ourselves back to the auxiliary, called you, and did what we could to treat ourselves. Leroy took a long dose of the cognac that we had with us; we didn't dare try anything of Tweel's because his metabolism is so different from ours that what cured him might kill us. But the cognac seemed to work, and so, after I'd done one other thing I wanted to do, we came back here - and that's all.'


    'All, is it?' queried Harrison. 'So you've solved all the mysteries of Mars, eh?'


    'Not by a damned sight!' retorted Jarvis. 'Plenty of unanswered questions are left.'


    'Ja!' snapped Putz. 'Der evaporation - dot iss shtopped how?'


    'In the canals? I wondered about that, too; in those thousands of miles, and against this low air pressure, you'd think they'd lose a lot. But the answer's simple; they float a skin of oil on the water.'


    Putz nodded, but Harrison cut in. 'Here's a puzzler. With only coal and oil - just combustion or electric power - where'd they get the energy to build a planet-wide canal system, thousands and thousands of miles of 'em? Think of the job we had cutting the Panama Canal to sea level, and then answer that!'


    'Easy!' grinned Jarvis. 'Martian gravity and Martian air - that's the answer. Figure it out: First, the dirt they dug only weighed a third its earth-weight. Second, a steam engine here expands against ten pounds per square inch less air pressure than on earth. Third, they could build the engine three times as large here with no greater internal weight. And fourth, the whole planet's nearly level. Right, Putz?'


    The engineer nodded. 'Ja! Der shteam-engine - it iss siebenund-zwanzig - twenty-seven times so effective here.'


    'Well, there, does go the last mystery then,' mused Harrison.


    'Yeah?' queried Jarvis sardonically. 'You answer these, then. What was the nature of that vast empty city? Why do the Martians need canals, since we never saw them eat or drink? Did they really visit the earth before the dawn of history, and, if not atomic energy, what powered their ship? Since Tweel's race seems to need little or no water, are they merely operating the canals for some higher creature that does? Are there other intelligences on Mars? If not, what was the demon-faced imp we saw with the book? There are a few mysteries for you!'


    'I know one or two more!' growled Harrison, glaring suddenly at little Leroy. 'You and your visions! 'Yvonne!' eh? Your wife's name is Marie, isn't it?'


    The little biologist turned crimson. 'Oui,' he admitted unhappily. He turned pleading eyes on the captain. 'Please,' he said. 'In Paris tout le monde - everybody he think differently of those things - no?' He twisted uncomfortably. 'Please you will not tell Marie, n'est-ce pas?'


    Harrison chuckled. 'None of my business,' he said. 'One more question, Jarvis. What was the one other thing you did before returning here?'


    Jarvis looked diffident. 'Oh - that.' He hesitated. 'Well I sort of felt we owed Tweel a lot, so after some trouble, we coaxed him into the rocket and sailed him out to the wreck of the first one, over on Thyle II. Then,' he finished apologetically, 'I showed him the atomic blast, got it working - and gave it to him!'


    'You what?' roared the Captain. 'You turned something as powerful as that over to an alien race - maybe some day an enemy race?'


    'Yes, I did,' said Jarvis. 'Look here,' he argued defensively. 'This lousy, dried-up pill of a desert called Mars'll never support much human population. The Sahara desert is just as good a field for imperialism, and a lot closer to home. So we'll never find Tweel's race enemies. The only value we'll find here is commercial trade with the Martians. Then why shouldn't I give Tweel a chance for survival? With atomic energy, they can run their canal system a hundred per cent instead of only one out of five, as Putz's observations showed. They can repopulate those ghostly cities; they can resume their arts and industries; they can trade with the nations of the earth - and I'll bet they can teach us a few things,' he paused, 'if they can figure out the atomic blast, and I'll lay odds they can. They're no fools, Tweel and his ostrich-faced Martians!'
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