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MED SHIP MAN
Originally published in Galaxy Magazine, October 1963.
I
Calhoun regarded the communicator with something like exasperation as his taped voice repeated a standard approach-call for the twentieth time. But no answer came, which had become irritating a long time ago. This was a new Med Service sector for Calhoun. He’d been assigned to another man’s tour of duty because the other man had been taken down with romance. He’d gotten married, which ruled him out for Med Ship duty. So now Calhoun listened to his own voice endlessly repeating a call that should have been answered immediately.
Murgatroyd the tormal watched with beady, interested eyes. The planet Maya lay off to port of the Med Ship Esclipus Twenty. Its almost circular disk showed full size on a vision screen beside the ship’s control board. The image was absolutely clear and vividly colored. There was an ice cap in view. There were continents. There were seas. The cloud system of a considerable cyclonic disturbance could be noted off at one side, and the continents looked reasonably as they should, and the seas were of that muddy, indescribable tint which indicates deep water.
Calhoun’s own voice, taped an hour earlier, sounded in a speaker as it went again to the communicator and then to the extremely visible world a hundred thousand miles away.
“Calling ground,” said Calhoun’s recorded voice. “Med Ship Esclipus Twenty calling ground to report arrival and ask coordinates for landing. Our mass is fifty standard tons. Repeat, five-oh tons. Purpose of landing, planetary health inspection.”
The recorded voice stopped. There was silence except for the taped random noises which kept the inside of the ship from feeling like the inside of a tomb.
Murgatroyd said: “Chee?”
Calhoun said ironically, “Undoubtedly, Murgatroyd. Undoubtedly! Whoever’s on duty at the spaceport stepped out for a moment, or dropped dead, or did something equally inconvenient. We have to wait until he gets back or somebody else takes over.”
Murgatroyd said “Chee!” again and began to lick his whiskers. He knew that when Calhoun called on the communicator, another human voice should reply. Then there should be conversation, and shortly the force-fields of a landing-grid should take hold of the Med Ship and draw it planet-ward. In time it ought to touch ground in a spaceport with a gigantic, silvery landing-grid rising skyward all about it. Then there should be people greeting Calhoun cordially and welcoming Murgatroyd with smiles and petting.
“Calling ground,” said the recorded voice yet again. “Med Ship Esclipus Twenty—”
It went on through the formal notice of arrival. Murgatroyd waited in pleasurable anticipation. When the Med Ship arrived at a port of call humans gave him sweets and cakes, and they thought it charming that he drank coffee just like a human, only with more gusto. Aground, Murgatroyd moved zestfully in society while Calhoun worked. Calhoun’s work was conferences with planetary health officials, politely receiving such information as they thought important, and tactfully telling them about the most recent developments in medical science as known to the Interstellar Medical Service.
“Somebody,” said Calhoun darkly, “is going to catch the devil for this!”
The communicator loudspeaker spoke abruptly.
“Calling Med Ship,” said a voice. “Calling Med Ship Esclipus Twenty! Liner Candida calling. Have you had an answer from ground?”
Calhoun blinked. Then he said curtly:
“Not yet. I’ve been calling all of half an hour, and never a word out of them!”
“We’ve been in orbit twelve hours,” said the voice from emptiness. “Calling all the while. No answer. We don’t like it.”
Calhoun flipped a switch that threw a vision screen into circuit with the ship’s electron telescope. A starfield appeared and shifted wildly. Then a bright dot centered itself. He raised the magnification. The bright dot swelled and became a chubby commercial ship, with the false ports that passengers like to believe they looked through when in space. Two relatively large cargo ports on each side showed that it carried heavy freight in addition to passengers. It was one of those workhorse intra-cluster ships that distributed the freight and passengers the long-haul liners dumped off only at established transshipping ports.
Murgatroyd padded across the Med Ship’s cabin and examined the image with a fine air of wisdom. It did not mean anything to him, but tormals imitate human actions as parrots and parrakeets imitate human speech. He said, “Chee!” as if making an observation of profound significance, then went back to the cushion and again curled up.
“We don’t see anything wrong aground,” the liner’s voice complained, “but they don’t answer calls! We don’t get any scatter-signals either. We went down to two diameters and couldn’t pick up a thing. And we have a passenger to land. He insists on it!”
* * * *
By ordinary, communications between different places on a planet’s surface use frequencies the ion-layers of the atmosphere either reflect or refract down past the horizon. But there is usually some small leakage to space, and line-of-sight frequencies are generally abundant. It is one of the annoyances of a ship coming in to port that space near most planets is usually full of local signals.
“I’ll check,” said Calhoun curtly. “Stand by.”
The Candida would have arrived off Maya as the Med Ship had done, and called down as Calhoun had been doing. It was very probably a ship on schedule and the grid operator at the spaceport should have expected it. Space commerce was important to any planet, comparing more or less with the export-import business of an industrial nation in ancient times on Earth. Planets had elaborate traffic-aid systems for the cargo-carriers which moved between solar systems as they’d once moved between continents on Earth. Such traffic aids were very carefully maintained. Certainly for a spaceport landing-grid not to respond to calls for twelve hours running seemed ominous.
“We’ve been wondering,” said the Candida querulously, “if there could be something radically wrong below. Sickness, for example.”
The word “sickness” was a substitute for a more alarming word. But a plague had nearly wiped out the population of Dorset, once upon a time, and the first ships to arrive after it had broken out most incautiously went down to ground, and so carried the plague to their next two ports of call. Nowadays quarantine regulations were enforced very strictly indeed.
“I’ll try to find out what’s the matter,” said Calhoun.
“We’ve got a passenger,” repeated the Candida aggrievedly, “who insists that we land him by space-boat if we don’t make a ship landing. He says he has important business aground.”
Calhoun did not answer. The rights of passengers were extravagantly protected, these days. To fail to deliver a passenger to his destination entitled him to punitive damages which no spaceline could afford. So the Med Ship would seem heaven-sent to the Candida’s skipper. Calhoun could relieve him of responsibility.
The telescope screen winked and showed the surface of the planet a hundred thousand miles away. Calhoun glared at the image on the port screen and guided the telescope to the spaceport city—Maya City. He saw highways and blocks of buildings. He saw the spaceport and its landing-grid. He could see no motion, of course.
He raised the magnification. He raised it again. Still no motion. He upped the magnification until the lattice-pattern of the telescope’s amplifying crystal began to show. But at the ship’s distance from the planet, a ground-car would represent only the fortieth of a second of arc. There was atmosphere, too, with thermals; anything the size of a ground-car simply couldn’t be seen.
But the city showed quite clearly. Nothing massive had happened to it. No large-scale physical disaster had occurred. It simply did not answer calls from space.
Calhoun flipped off the screen.
“I think,” he said irritably into the communicator microphone, “I suspect I’ll have to make an emergency landing. It could be something as trivial as a power failure—” but he knew that was wildly improbable—“or it could be—anything. I’ll land on rockets and tell you what I find.”
The voice from the Candida said hopefully:
“Can you authorize us to refuse to land our passenger for his own protection? He’s raising the devil! He insists that his business demands that he be landed.”
A word from Calhoun as a Med Service man would protect the spaceliner from a claim for damages. But Calhoun didn’t like the look of things. He realized, distastefully, that he might find practically anything down below. He might find that he had to quarantine the planet and himself with it. In such a case he’d need the Candida to carry word of the quarantine to other planets and thus to Med Service sector headquarters.
“We’ve lost a lot of time,” insisted the Candida. “Can you authorize us—”
“Not yet,” said Calhoun. “I’ll tell you when I land.”
“But—”
“I’m signing off for the moment,” said Calhoun. “Stand by.”
He headed the little ship downward, and as it gathered velocity he went over the briefing sheets covering this particular world. He’d never touched ground here before. His occupation, of course, was seeing to the dissemination of medical science as it developed under the Med Service. The Service itself was neither political nor administrative. But it was important. Every human-occupied world was supposed to have a Med Ship visit at least once in four years to verify the state of public health.
Med Ship men like Calhoun offered advice on public-health problems. When something out of the ordinary turned up, the Med Service had a staff of researchers who hadn’t been wholly baffled yet. There were great ships which could carry the ultimate in laboratory equipment and specialized personnel to any place where they were needed. Not less than a dozen inhabited worlds in this sector alone owed the survival of their populations to the Med Service, and the number of those which couldn’t have been colonized without Med Service help was legion.
Calhoun reread the briefing. Maya was one of four planets in this general area whose life systems seemed to have had a common origin, suggesting that the Arrhenius theory of space-traveling spores was true in some limited sense. A genus of ground-cover plants with motile stems and leaves and cannibalistic tendencies was considered strong evidence of common origin.
The planet had been colonized for two centuries now, and produced organic compounds of great value from indigenous plants, most of which were used in textile manufacture. There were no local endemic infections to which men were susceptible. A number of human-use crops were grown. Cereals, grasses and grains, however, could not be grown because of the native ground-cover motile-stem plants. All wheat and cereal food had to be imported, which fact severely limited Maya’s population. There were about two million people on the planet, settled on a peninsula in the Yucatan Sea and a small area of mainland. Public-health surveys had shown a great many things about a great many subjects…but there was no mention of anything to account for the failure of the spaceport to respond to arrival calls from space. Naturally!
The Med Ship drove on down, and the planet revolved beneath it.
As Maya’s sunlit hemisphere enlarged, Calhoun kept the telescope’s field wide. He saw cities, and vast areas of cleared land where native plants were grown as raw materials for the organics’ manufacturies. He saw very little true chlorophyll green, though. Mayan foliage tended to a dark olive color.
* * * *
At fifty miles he was sure that the city streets were empty even of ground-car traffic. There was no spaceship aground in the landing-grid. There were no ground-cars in motion on the splendid, multiple-lane highways.
At thirty miles altitude there were still no signals in the atmosphere, though when he tried amplitude-modulation reception he picked up static. But there was no normally modulated signal on the air at any frequency. At twenty miles—no. At fifteen miles, broadcast power was available, which proved that the landing-grid was working as usual, tapping the upper atmosphere for electric charges to furnish power for all the planet’s needs.
From ten miles down to ground-touch, Calhoun was busy.
It is not too difficult to land a ship on rockets, with reasonably level ground to land on. But landing at a specific spot is something else. Calhoun juggled the ship to descend inside the grid itself. His rockets burned out pencil-thin holes through the clay and stone beneath the tarmac. He cut them off.
Silence. Stillness. The Med Ship’s outside microphones picked up small noises of wind blowing over the city. There was no other sound at all.
—No. There was a singularly deliberate clicking sound, not loud and not fast. Perhaps a click—a double click—every two seconds. That was all.
Calhoun went into the airlock, with Murgatroyd frisking a little in the expectation of great social success among the people of this world. When Calhoun cracked the outer airlock door he smelled something. It was a faintly sour, astringent odor that had the quality of decay in it. But it was no kind of decay he recognized. Again stillness and silence. No traffic-noise; not even the almost inaudible murmur that every city has in all its ways at all hours. The buildings looked as buildings should look at daybreak, except that the doors and windows were open. It was somehow shocking.
A ruined city is dramatic. An abandoned city is pathetic. This was neither. It was something new. It felt as if everybody had walked away, out of sight, within the past few minutes.
Calhoun headed for the spaceport building with Murgatroyd ambling puzzledly at his side. Murgatroyd was disturbed. There should be people here! They should welcome Calhoun and admire him—Murgatroyd—and he should be a social lion with all the sweets he could eat and all the coffee he could put into his expandable belly. But nothing happened! Nothing at all.
“Chee?” he asked anxiously.
“They’ve gone away,” growled Calhoun. “They probably left in ground-cars. There’s not one in sight.”
There wasn’t. Calhoun could look out through the grid foundations and see long, sunlit and absolutely empty streets. He arrived at the spaceport building. There was—there had been—a green area about the base of the structure. There was not a living plant left. Leaves were wilted and limp. The remains had become almost a jelly of collapsed stems and blossoms of dark olive-green. The plants were dead; but not long enough to have dried up. They might have wilted two or three days before.
Calhoun went in the building. The spaceport log lay open on a desk. It recorded the arrival of freight to be shipped away—undoubtedly—on the Candida now uneasily in orbit somewhere aloft. There was no sign of disorder. It was exactly as if the people here had walked out to look at something interesting, and hadn’t come back.
Calhoun trudged out of the spaceport and to the streets and buildings of the city proper. It was incredible! Doors were opened or unlocked. Merchandise in the shops lay on display, exactly as it had been spread out to interest customers. There was no sign of confusion anywhere. Even in a restaurant there were dishes and flatware on the tables. The food in the plates was stale, as if three days old, but it hadn’t yet begun to spoil. The appearance of everything was as if people at their meals had simply, at some signal, gotten up and walked out without any panic or disturbance.
Calhoun made a wry face. He’d remembered something. Among the tales that had been carried from Earth to the other worlds of the galaxy there was a completely unimportant mystery story which people still sometimes tried to write an ending to. It was the story of an ancient sailing ship called the Marie Celeste, which was found drifting aimlessly in the middle of the ocean. There was food on the cabin table, and the galley stove was still warm. There was no sign of any trouble, or terror, or disturbance which might cause the ship to be abandoned. But there was not a living soul on board. Nobody had ever been able to contrive a believable explanation.
“Only,” said Calhoun to Murgatroyd, “this is on a larger scale. The people of this city walked out about three days ago, and didn’t come back. Maybe all the people on the planet did the same, since there’s not a communicator in operation anywhere. To make the understatement of the century, Murgatroyd, I don’t like this. I don’t like it a bit!”
II
On the way back to the Med Ship, Calhoun stopped at another place where, on a grass-growing planet, there would have been green sward. There were Earth-type trees, and some native ones, and between them there should have been a lawn. The trees were thriving, but the ground-cover plants were collapsed and rotting.
Calhoun picked up a bit of the semi-slime and smelled it. It was faintly sour, astringent, the same smell he’d noticed when he opened the airlock door. He threw the stuff away and brushed off his hands. Something had killed the ground-cover plants which had the habit of killing Earth-type grass when planted here.
He listened. Everywhere that humans live, there are insects and birds and other tiny creatures which are essential parts of the ecological system to which the human race is adjusted. They have to be carried to and established upon every new world that mankind hopes to occupy. But there was no sound of such living creatures here.
It was probable that the bellowing roar of the Med Ship’s emergency rockets was the only real noise the city had heard since its people went away.
The stillness bothered Murgatroyd. He said, “Chee!” in a subdued tone and stayed close to Calhoun. Calhoun shook his head. Then he said abruptly:
“Come along, Murgatroyd!”
He went back to the building housing the grid controls. He didn’t look at the spaceport log this time. He went to the instruments recording the second function of a landing-grid. In addition to lifting up and letting down ships of space, a landing-grid drew down power from the ions of the upper atmosphere and broadcast it. It provided all the energy that humans on a world could need. It was solar power, in a way, absorbed and stored by a layer of ions miles high, which then could be drawn on and distributed by the grid. During his descent Calhoun had noted that broadcast power was still available. Now he looked at what the instruments said.
The needle on the dial showing power-drain moved slowly back and forth. It was a rhythmic movement, going from maximum to minimum power-use, and then back again. Approximately six million kilowatts was being taken out of the broadcast every two seconds for half of one second. Then the drain cut off for a second and a half, and went on again for half a second.
Frowning, Calhoun raised his eyes to a very fine color photograph on the wall above the power dials. It was a picture of the human-occupied part of Maya, taken four thousand miles out in space. It had been enlarged to four feet by six, and Maya City could be seen as an irregular group of squares and triangles measuring a little more than half an inch by three-quarters. The detail was perfect. It was possible to see perfectly straight, infinitely thin lines moving out from the city. They were multiple-lane highways, mathematically straight from one city to another, and then mathematically straight—though at a new angle—until the next. Calhoun stared thoughtfully at them.
“The people left the city in a hurry,” he told Murgatroyd, “and there was little confusion, if any. So they knew in advance that they might have to go. They were ready for it. If they took anything, they had it ready packed in their cars. But they hadn’t been sure they’d have to go because they were going about their businesses as usual. All the shops were open and people were eating in restaurants, and so on.”
Murgatroyd said, “Chee!” as if in full agreement.
“Now,” demanded Calhoun, “where did they go? The question’s really where could they go! There were about eight hundred thousand people in this city. There’d be cars for everyone, of course, and two hundred thousand cars would take everybody. But that’s a lot of ground-cars! Put ’em two hundred feet apart on a highway, and that’s twenty-six cars to the mile on each lane. Run them at a hundred miles an hour on a twelve-lane road—using all lanes one way—and that’s twenty-six hundred cars per lane per hour, and that’s thirty-one thousand…two highways make sixty-two…three highways.… With two highways they could empty the city in under three hours, and with three highways close to two. Since there’s no sign of panic, that’s what they must have done. Must have worked it out in advance, too. Maybe they’d done it before it happened…whatever it was that happened.”
* * * *
He searched the photograph which was so much more detailed than a map. There were mountains to the north of Maya City, but only one highway led north. There were more mountains to the west. One highway went into them, but not through. To the south there was sea, which curved around some three hundred miles from Maya City and put the human colony on Maya on a peninsula.
“They went east,” said Calhoun presently. He traced lines with his finger. “Three highways go east; that’s the only way they could go quickly. They hadn’t been sure they’d have to go but they knew where to go when they did. So when they got their warning, they left. On three highways, to the east. And we’ll follow them and ask what the hell they ran away from. Nothing’s visible here!”
He went back to the Med Ship, Murgatroyd skipping with him.
As the airlock door closed behind them, he heard a click from the outside-microphone speakers. He listened. It was a doubled clicking, as of something turned on and almost at once turned off again. There was a two-second cycle, the same as that of the power drain. Something drawing six million kilowatts went on and immediately off again every two seconds. It made a sound in speakers linked to outside microphones, but it didn’t make a noise in the air. The microphone clicks were induction; pick-up; like cross-talk on defective telephone cables.
Calhoun shrugged his shoulders almost up to his ears. He went to the communicator.
“Calling Candida—” he began, and the answer almost leaped down his throat.
“Candida to Med Ship. Come in! Come in! What’s happened down there?”
“The city’s deserted without any sign of panic,” said Calhoun, “and there’s power and nothing seems to be broken down. But it’s as if somebody had said, ‘Everybody clear out’ and they did. That doesn’t happen on a whim! What’s your next port of call?”
The Candida’s voice told him, hopefully.
“Take a report,” commanded Calhoun. “Deliver it to the public health office immediately you land. They’ll get it to Med Service sector headquarters. I’m going to stay here and find out what’s been going on.”
He dictated, growing irritated as he did so because he couldn’t explain what he reported. Something serious had taken place, but there was no clue as to what it was. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t certainly a public health affair. But any emergency the size of this one involved public health factors.
“I’m remaining aground to investigate,” finished Calhoun. “I will report further when or if it is possible. Message ends.”
“What about our passenger?”
“To the devil with your passenger!” said Calhoun peevishly. “Do as you please!”
He cut off the communicator and prepared for activity outside the ship. Presently he and Murgatroyd went to look for transportation. The Med Ship couldn’t be used for a search operation; it didn’t carry enough rocket fuel. They’d have to use a ground vehicle.
It was again shocking to note that nothing had moved but sun shadows. Again it seemed that everybody had simply walked out of some door or other and failed to come back. Calhoun saw the windows of jewelers’ shops. Treasures lay unguarded in plain view. He saw a florist’s shop. Here there were Earth-type flowers apparently thriving, and some strange beautiful flowers with olive-green foliage which throve as well as the Earth-plants. There was a cage in which a plant had grown, and that plant was wilting and about to rot. But a plant that had to be grown in a cage.…
He found a ground-car agency, perhaps for imported cars, perhaps for those built on Maya. He went in and from the cars on display he chose one, an elaborate sports car. He turned its key and it hummed. He drove it carefully out into the empty street, Murgatroyd sitting interestedly beside him.
“This is luxury, Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun. “Also it’s grand theft. We medical characters can’t usually afford such things. Or have an excuse to steal them. But these are parlous times, so we take a chance.”
“Chee!” said Murgatroyd.
“We want to find a fugitive population and ask what they ran away from. As of the moment, it seems that they ran away from nothing. They may be pleased to know they can come back.”
Murgatroyd again said, “Chee!”
Calhoun drove through vacant ways. It was somehow nerve-racking. He felt as if someone should pop out and say “Boo!” at any instant. He discovered an elevated highway and a ramp leading up to it. At a cloverleaf he drove eastward, watching sharply for any sign of life. There was none.
He was nearly out of the city when he felt the chest impact of a sonic boom, and then heard a trailing away growling sound which seemed to come from farther away as it died out. It was the result of something traveling faster than sound, so that the noise it made far away had to catch up with the sound it emitted nearby.
He stared up. He saw a parachute blossom as a bare speck against the blue. Then he heard the even deeper-toned roaring of a supersonic craft climbing skyward. It could be a spaceliner’s lifeboat, descended into atmosphere and going out again.
It was. It had left a parachute behind, and now went back to space to rendezvous with its parent ship.
“That,” said Calhoun impatiently, “will be the Candida’s passenger. He was insistent enough.”
He scowled. The Candida’s voice had said its passenger demanded to be landed for business reasons. And Calhoun had a prejudice against some kinds of business men who would think their own affairs more important than anything else. Two standard years before, he’d made a planetary health inspection on Texia II, in another galactic sector. It was a llano planet and a single giant business enterprise. Illimitable prairies had been sown with an Earth-type grass which destroyed the native ground-cover—the reverse of the ground-cover situation here—and the entire planet was a monstrous range for beef cattle. Dotted about were gigantic slaughterhouses, and cattle in masses of tens of thousands were shifted here and there by ground-induction fields which acted as fences. Ultimately the cattle were driven by these same induction fences to the slaughter houses and actually into the chutes where their throats were slit. Every imaginable fraction of a credit of profit was extracted from their carcasses, and Calhoun had found it appalling.
He was not sentimental about cattle, but the complete cold-bloodedness of the entire operation sickened him. The same cold-bloodedness was practised toward the human employees who ran the place. Their living quarters were sub-marginal. The air stank of cattle murder. Men worked for the Texia Company or they did not work. If they did not work they did not eat. If they worked and ate,—Calhoun could see nothing satisfying in being alive on a world like that! His report to Med Service had been biting. He’d been prejudiced against businessmen ever since.
But a parachute descended, blowing away from the city. It would land not too far from the highway he followed. And it didn’t occur to Calhoun not to help the unknown chutist. He saw a small figure dangling below the chute. He slowed the ground-car as he estimated where the parachute would land.
He was off the twelve-lane highway and on a feeder road when the chute was a hundred feet high. He was racing across a field of olive-green plants that went all the way to the horizon when the parachute actually touched ground. There was a considerable wind. The man in the harness bounced. He didn’t know how to spill the air. The chute dragged him.
* * * *
Calhoun sped ahead, swerved and ran into the chute. He stopped the car and the chute stopped with it. He got out.
The man lay in a hopeless tangle of cordage. He thrust unskilfully at it. When Calhoun came up he said suspiciously:
“Have you a knife?”
Calhoun offered a knife, politely opening its blade. The man slashed at the cords and freed himself. There was an attache case lashed to his chute harness. He cut at those cords. The attache case not only came clear, but opened. It dumped out an incredible mass of brand new, tightly packed interstellar credit certificates. Calhoun could see that the denominations were one thousand and ten thousand credits. The man from the chute reached under his armpit and drew out a blaster.
It was not a service weapon. It was elaborate, practically a toy. With a dour glance at Calhoun he put it in a side pocket and gathered up the scattered money. It was an enormous sum, but he packed it back. He stood up.
“My name is Allison,” he said in an authoritative voice. “Arthur Allison. I’m much obliged. Now I’ll ask you to take me to Maya City.”
“No,” said Calhoun politely. “I just left there. It’s deserted. I’m not going back. There’s nobody there.”
“But I’ve important bus—” The other man stared. “It’s deserted? But that’s impossible!”
“Quite,” agreed Calhoun, “but it’s true. It’s abandoned. Uninhabited. Everybody’s left it. There’s no one there at all.”
The man who called himself Allison blinked unbelievingly. He swore. Then he raged profanely.
But he was not bewildered by the news. Which, upon consideration, was itself almost bewildering. But then his eyes grew shrewd. He looked about him.
“My name is Allison,” he repeated, as if there were some sort of magic in the word. “Arthur Allison. No matter what’s happened, I’ve some business to do here. Where have the people gone? I need to find them.”
“I need to find them too,” said Calhoun. “I’ll take you with me, if you like.”
“You’ve heard of me.” It was a statement, confidently made.
“Never,” said Calhoun politely. “If you’re not hurt, suppose you get in the car? I’m as anxious as you are to find out what’s happened. I’m Med Service.”
Allison moved toward the car.
“Med Service, eh? I don’t think much of the Med Service! You people try to meddle in things that are none of your business!”
Calhoun did not answer. The muddy man, clutching the attache case tightly, waded through the olive-green plants to the car and climbed in. Murgatroyd said cordially, “Chee-chee!” but Allison viewed him with distaste.
“What’s this?”
“He’s Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun. “He’s a tormal. He’s Med service personnel.”
“I don’t like beasts,” said Allison coldly.
“He’s much more important to me than you are,” said Calhoun, “if the matter should come to a test.”
Allison stared at him as if expecting him to cringe. Calhoun did not. Allison showed every sign of being an important man who expected his importance to be recognized and catered to. When Calhoun stirred impatiently he got into the car and growled a little. Calhoun took his place. The ground-car hummed. It rose on the six columns of air which took the place of wheels and slid across the field of dark-green plants, leaving the parachute deflated across a number of rows, and a trail of crushed-down plants where it had moved.
It reached the highway again. Calhoun ran the car up on the highway’s shoulder, and then suddenly checked. He’d noticed something.
He stopped the car and got out. Where the ploughed field ended, and before the coated surface of the highway began, there was a space where on another world one would expect to see green grass.
On this planet grass did not grow; but there would normally be some sort of self-planted vegetation where there was soil and sunshine and moisture. There had been such vegetation here, but now there was only a thin, repellent mass of slimy and decaying foliage. Calhoun bent down to it.
It had a sour, faintly astringent smell of decay. These were the ground-cover plants of Maya of which Calhoun had read. They had motile stems, leaves and flowers, and they had cannibalistic tendencies. They were the local weeds which made it impossible to grow grain for human use upon this world.
And they were dead.
Calhoun straightened up and returned to the car. Plants like this were wilted at the base of the spaceport building, and on another place where there should have been sward. Calhoun had seen a large dead member of the genus in a florist’s, that had been growing in a cage before it died. There was a singular coincidence here: humans ran away from something, and something caused the death of a particular genus of cannibal weeds.
It did not exactly add up to anything in particular, and certainly wasn’t evidence for anything at all. But Calhoun drove on in a vaguely puzzled mood. The germ of a guess was forming in his mind. He couldn’t pretend to himself that it was likely, but it was surely no more unlikely than most of a million human beings abandoning their homes at a moment’s notice.
III
They came to the turnoff for a town called Tenochitlan, some forty miles from Maya City. Calhoun swung off the highway to go through it.
Whoever had chosen the name Maya for this planet had been interested in the legends of Yucatan, back on Earth. There were many instances of such hobbies in a Med Ship’s list of ports of call. Calhoun touched ground regularly on planets that had been named for countries and towns when men first roamed the stars, and nostalgically christened their discoveries with names suggested by homesickness. There was a Tralee, and a Dorset, and an Eire. Colonists not infrequently took their world’s given name as a pattern and chose related names for seas and peninsulas and mountain chains. On Texia the landing-grid rose near a town called Corral and the principal meat-packing settlement was named Roundup.
Whatever the name Tenochitlan would have suggested, though, was denied by the town itself. It was small, with a pleasing local type of architecture. There were shops and some factories, and many strictly private homes, some clustered close together and others in the middles of considerable gardens. In those gardens also there was wilt and decay among the cannibal plants. There was no grass, because the plants prevented it, but now the motile plants themselves were dead. Except for the one class of killed growing things, however, vegetation was luxuriant.
But the little city was deserted. Its streets were empty, its houses untenanted. Some houses were apparently locked up here, though, and Calhoun saw three or four shops whose stock in trade had been covered over before the owners departed. He guessed that either this town had been warned earlier than the spaceport city, or else they knew they had time to get in motion before the highways were filled with the cars from the west.
Allison looked at the houses with keen, evaluating eyes. He did not seem to notice the absence of people. When Calhoun swung back on the great road beyond the little city, Allison regarded the endless fields of dark-green plants with much the same sort of interest.
“Interesting,” he said abruptly when Tenochitlan fell behind and dwindled to a speck. “Very interesting! I’m interested in land. Real property, that’s my business. I’ve a land-owning corporation on Thanet Three. I’ve some holdings on Dorset, too, and elsewhere. It just occurred to me: what’s all this land and the cities worth, with the people all run away?”
“What,” asked Calhoun, “are the people worth who’ve run?”
Allison paid no attention. He looked shrewd. Thoughtful.
“I came here to buy land,” he said. “I’d arranged to buy some hundreds of square miles. I’d buy more if the price were right. But—as things are, it looks like the price of land ought to go down quite a bit. Quite a bit!”
“It depends,” said Calhoun, “on whether there’s anybody left alive to sell it to you, and what sort of thing has happened.”
Allison looked at him sharply.
“Ridiculous!” he said authoritatively. “There’s no question of their being alive!”
“They thought there might be,” observed Calhoun. “That’s why they ran away. They hoped they’d be safe where they ran to. I hope they are.”
Allison ignored the comment. His eyes remained intent and shrewd. He was not bewildered by the flight of the people of Maya. His mind was busy with contemplation of that flight from the standpoint of a man of business.
* * * *
The car went racing onward. The endless fields of dark green rushed past to the rear. The highway was deserted, just three strips of surfaced road, mathematically straight, going on to the horizon. They went on by tens and scores of miles, each strip wide enough to allow four ground-cars to run side by side. The highway was intended to allow all the produce of all these fields to be taken to market or a processing plant at the highest possible speed and in any imaginable quantity. The same roads had allowed the cities to be deserted instantly the warning—whatever the warning was—arrived.
Fifty miles beyond Tenochitlan there was a mile-long strip of sheds containing agricultural machinery for crop culture and trucks to carry the crops to market. There was no sign of life about the machinery, nor in a further hour’s run to westward.
Then there was a city visible to the left. But it was not served by this particular highway, but another. There was no sign of any movement in its streets. It moved along the horizon to the left and rear. Presently it disappeared.
Half an hour later still, Murgatroyd said:
“Chee!”
He stirred uneasily. A moment later he said “Chee!” again.
Calhoun turned his eyes from the road. Murgatroyd looked unhappy. Calhoun ran his hand over the tormal’s furry body. Murgatroyd pressed against him. The car raced on. Murgatroyd whimpered a little. Calhoun’s hand felt the little animal’s muscles tense sharply, and then relax, and after a little tense again. Murgatroyd said almost hysterically:
“Chee-chee-chee-chee!”
Calhoun stopped the car, but Murgatroyd did not seem to be relieved. Allison said impatiently, “What’s the matter?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” said Calhoun.
He felt Murgatroyd’s pulse. The role of Murgatroyd in the Med Ship Esclipus Twenty was not only that of charming companion in the long, isolated runs in overdrive. Murgatroyd was a part of the Med Service. His tribe had been discovered on a planet in the Deneb sector, and men had made pets of them, to the high satisfaction of the tormals. Presently it was discovered that veterinarians never had tormals for patients. They were invariably in robustuous good health. They contracted no infections from other animals; they shared no infections with anybody else. The Med Service discovered that tormals possessed a dynamic immunity to germ and bacteria-caused diseases. Even viruses injected into their bloodstreams only provoked an immediate, overwhelming development of antibodies, so that tormals couldn’t be given any known disease. Which was of infinite value to the Med Service.
Now every Med Ship that could be supplied with a tormal carried a small, affectionate, whiskered member of the tribe. Men liked them, and they adored men. And when, as sometimes happened, by mutation or the simple enmity of nature, a new kind of infection appeared in human society—why—tormals defeated it. They produced specific antibodies to destroy it. Men analyzed the antibodies and synthesized them, and they were available to all the humans who needed them. So a great many millions of humans stayed alive, because tormals were pleasant little animals with a precious genetic gift of good health.
* * * *
Calhoun looked at his sweep-second watch, timing the muscular spasms that Murgatroyd displayed. They coincided with irregularities in Murgatroyd’s heartbeat, coming at approximately two-second intervals. The tautening of the muscles lasted just about half a second.
“But I don’t feel it!” said Calhoun.
Murgatroyd whimpered again and said, “Chee-chee!”
“What’s going on?” demanded Allison with the impatience of a very important man indeed. “If the beast’s sick, he’s sick! I’ve got to find—”
Calhoun opened his med kit and went carefully through it until he found what he needed. He put a pill into Murgatroyd’s mouth.
“Swallow it!” he commanded.
Murgatroyd resisted, but the pill went down. Calhoun watched him sharply. Murgatroyd’s digestive system was delicate, but it was dependable. Anything that might be poisonous, Murgatroyd’s stomach rejected instantly and emphatically.
The pill stayed down.
“Look!” said Allison indignantly. “I’ve got business to do! In this attache case I have millions of interstellar credits, in cash, to pay down on purchases of land and factories. I ought to make some damned good deals! And I figure that that’s as important as anything else you can think of! It’s a damned sight more important than a beast with a belly-ache!”
Calhoun looked at him coldly.
“Do you own land on Texia?” he asked.
Allison’s mouth dropped open. Extreme suspicion and unease appeared on his face. As a sign of the unease, his hand went to the side coat pocket in which he’d put a blaster. He didn’t pluck it out. Calhoun’s left fist swung around and landed. He took Allison’s elaborate pocket blaster and threw it away among the monotonous rows of olive-green plants. He returned to absorbed observation of Murgatroyd.
In five minutes the muscular spasms diminished. In ten, Murgatroyd frisked. But he seemed to think that Calhoun had done something remarkable. In the warmest of tones he said:
“Chee!”
“Very good,” said Calhoun. “We’ll go ahead. I suspect you’ll do as well as we do—for a while.”
The car lifted the few inches the air columns sustained it above the ground. It went on, still to the eastward. But Calhoun drove more slowly now.
“Something was giving Murgatroyd rhythmic muscular spasms,” he said coldly. “I gave him medication to stop them. He’s more sensitive than we are, so he reacted to a stimulus we haven’t noticed yet. But I think we’ll notice it presently.”
Allison seemed to be dazed at the affront given him. It appeared to be unthinkable that anybody might lay hands on him.
“What the devil has that to do with me?” he demanded angrily. “And what did you hit me for? You’re going to pay for this!”
“Until I do,” Calhoun told him, “you’ll be quiet. And it does have the devil to do with you. There was a Med Service gadget once—a tricky little device to produce contraction of chosen muscles. It was useful for re-starting stopped hearts without the need of an operation. It regulated the beat of hearts that were too slow or dangerously irregular. But some businessman had a bright idea and got a tame researcher to link that gadget to ground induction currents. I suspect you know that businessman!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” snapped Allison. But he was singularly tense.
“I do,” said Calhoun unpleasantly. “I made a public health inspection on Texia a couple of years ago. The whole planet is a single, gigantic, cattle-raising enterprise. They don’t use metal fences—the herds are too big to be stopped by such things. They don’t use cowboys—they cost money. On Texia they use ground-induction and the Med Service gadget linked together to serve as cattle fences. They act like fences, though they’re projected through the ground. Cattle become uncomfortable when they try to cross them. So they draw back. So men control them. They move them from place to place by changing the cattle fences, which are currents induced in the ground. The cattle have to keep moving or be punished by the moving fence. They’re even driven into the slaughterhouse chutes by ground-induction fields! That’s the trick on Texia, where induction fields herd cattle. I think it’s the trick on Maya, where people are herded like cattle and driven out of their cities so the value of their fields and factories will drop,—so a land buyer can find bargains!”
“You’re insane!” snapped Allison. “I just landed on this planet! You saw me land! I don’t know what happened before I got here! How could I?”
“You might have arranged it,” said Calhoun.
Allison assumed an air of offended and superior dignity. Calhoun drove the car onward at very much less than the head-long pace he’d been keeping to. Presently he looked down at his hands on the steering wheel. Now and then the tendons to his fingers seemed to twitch. At rhythmic intervals, the skin crawled on the back of his hands. He glanced at Allison. Allison’s hands were tightly clenched.
“There’s a ground-induction fence in action, all right,” said Calhoun calmly. “You notice? It’s a cattle fence and we’re running into it. If we were cattle, now, we’d turn around and move away.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” said Allison.
But his hands stayed clenched. Calhoun slowed the car still more. He began to feel, all over his body, that every muscle tended to twitch at the same time. It was a horrible sensation. His heart muscles tended to contract too, simultaneously with the rest, but one’s heart has its own beat rate. Sometimes the normal beat coincided with the twitch. Then his heart pounded violently—so violently that it was painful. But equally often the imposed contraction of the heart muscles came just after a normal contraction, and then it stayed tightly knotted for half a second. It missed a beat, and the feeling was agony.
No animal would have pressed forward in the face of such sensations. It would have turned back long ago. No animal. Not even Man.
Calhoun stopped the car. He looked at Murgatroyd. Murgatroyd was completely himself. He looked inquiringly at Calhoun. Calhoun nodded to him, but he spoke—with some difficulty—to Allison.
“We’ll see—if this thing—builds up. You know that it’s the Texia—trick. A ground-induction unit set up—here. It drove people—like cattle. Now we’ve—run into it.—It’s holding people—like cattle.”
He panted. His chest muscles contracted with the rest, so that his breathing was interfered with. But Murgatroyd, who’d been made uneasy and uncomfortable before Calhoun noticed anything wrong, was now bright and frisky. Medication had desensitized his muscles to outside stimuli. He would be able to take a considerable electric shock without responding to it.
But he could be killed by one that was strong enough.
A savage anger filled Calhoun. Everything fitted together. Allison had put his hand convenient to his blaster when Calhoun mentioned Texia. It meant that Calhoun suspected what Allison knew to be true. A cattle-fence unit had been set up on Maya, and it was holding—like cattle—the people it had previously driven—like cattle. Calhoun could deduce with some precision exactly what had been done. The first experience of Maya with the cattle fence would have been very mild. It would have been low-power, causing just enough uneasiness to be noticed. It would have moved from west to east, slowly, and it would have reached a certain spot and there faded out. And it would have been a mystery and an uncomfortable thing, and nobody would understand it on Maya. In a week it would almost be forgotten. But then there’d come a stronger disturbance. And it would travel like the first one; down the length of the peninsula on which the colony lay, but stopping at the same spot as before, and then fading away to nothingness. And this also would have seemed mysterious. But nobody would suspect humans of causing it. There would be theorizing and much questioning, but it would be considered an unfamiliar natural event.
Probably the third use of the cattle fence would be most disturbing. This time it would be acutely painful. But it would move into the cities and through them and past them, and it would go down the peninsula to where it had stopped and faded on two previous occasions.
The people of Maya would be disturbed and scared. But they considered that they knew it began to the westward of Maya City, and moved toward the east at such-and-such a speed, and it went so far and no farther. And they would organize themselves to apply this carefully worked out information.
It would not occur to any of them that they had learned how to be driven like cattle.
* * * *
Calhoun, of course, could only reason that this must have happened. But nothing else could have taken place. Perhaps there were more than three uses of the moving cattle fence to get the people prepared to move past the known place at which it always faded to nothingness. They might have been days apart, or weeks apart, or months. There might have been stronger manifestations followed by weaker ones and then stronger ones again.
But there was an inductive cattle fence across the highway here. Calhoun had driven into it. Every two seconds the muscles of his body tensed. Sometimes his heart missed a beat at the time that his breathing stopped, and sometimes it pounded violently. It seemed that the symptoms became more and more unbearable.
He got out his med kit, with hands that spasmodically jerked uncontrollably. He fumbled out the same medication he’d given Murgatroyd. He took two of the pellets.
“In reason,” he said coldly, “I ought to let you take what this damned thing would give you. But—here!”
Allison had panicked. The idea of a cattle fence suggested discomfort, of course, but it did not imply danger. The experience of a cattle fence, designed for huge hoofed beasts instead of men, was terrifying. Allison gasped. He made convulsive movements. Calhoun himself moved erratically. For one and a half seconds out of two, he could control his muscles. For half a second at a time, he could not. But he poked a pill into Allison’s mouth.
“Swallow it!” he commanded. “Swallow!”
The ground-car rested tranquilly on the highway, which here went on for a mile and then dipped in a gentle incline and then rose once more. The totally level fields to right and left came to an end here. Native trees grew, trailing preposterously with long fronds. Brushwood hid much of the ground. That looked normal. But the lower, ground-covering vegetation was wilted and rotting.
Allison choked upon the pellet. Calhoun forced a second upon him. Murgatroyd looked inquisitively at first one and then the other of the two men. He said:
“Chee? Chee?”
Calhoun lay back in his seat, breathing carefully to keep alive. But he couldn’t do anything about his heartbeat. The sun shone brightly, though now it was low, toward the horizon. There were clouds in the reddened sky. A gentle breeze blew. Everything, to outward appearance, was peaceful and tranquil and commonplace upon this small world.
But in the area that human beings had taken over there were cities which were still and silent and deserted, and somewhere—somewhere!—the population of the planet waited uneasily for the latest of a series of increasingly terrifying phenomena to come to an end. Up to this time the strange, creeping, universal affliction had begun at one place, and moved slowly to another, and then diminished and ceased to be. But this was the greatest and worst of the torments. And it hadn’t ended. It hadn’t diminished. After three days it continued at full strength at the place where previously it had stopped and died away.
The people of Maya were frightened. They couldn’t return to their homes. They couldn’t go anywhere. They hadn’t prepared for an emergency to last for days. They hadn’t brought supplies of food.
It began to look as if they were going to starve.
IV
Calhoun was in very bad shape when the sports car came to the end of the highway.
First, all the multiple roadways of the route that had brought him here were joined by triple ribbons of road-surface from the north. For a space there were twenty-four lanes available to traffic. They flowed together, and then there were twelve. Here there was evidence of an enormous traffic concentration at some time now past. Brush and small trees were crushed and broken where cars had been forced to travel off the hard-surface roadways and through undergrowth. The twelve lanes dwindled to six, and the unpaved area on either side showed that innumerable cars had been forced to travel off the highway altogether. Then there were three lanes, and then two, and finally only a single ribbon of pavement where no more than two cars could run side by side. The devastation on either hand was astounding. All visible vegetation for half a mile to right and left was crushed and tangled. And then the narrow surfaced road ceased to be completely straight. It curved around a hillock—and here the ground was no longer perfectly flat—and came to an end.
And Calhoun saw all the ground-cars of the planet gathered and parked together.
There were no buildings. There were no streets. There was nothing of civilization but tens and scores of thousands of ground-cars. They were extraordinary to look at, stopped at random, their fronts pointed in all directions, their air-column tubes thrusting into the ground so that there might be trouble getting them clear again.
Parked bumper to bumper in closely placed lines, in theory twenty-five thousand cars could be parked on a square mile of ground. But there were very many times that number of cars here, and some places were unsuitable for parking, and there were lanes placed at random and there’d been no special effort to put the maximum number of cars in the smallest place. So the surface transportation system of the planet Maya spread out over some fifty sprawling square miles. Here, cars were crowded closely. There, there was much room between them. But it seemed that as far as one could see in the twilight there were glistening vehicles gathered confusedly, so there was nothing else to be seen but an occasional large tree rising from among them.
Calhoun came to the end of the surfaced road. He’d waited for the pellets he’d taken and given to Allison to have the effect they’d had on Murgatroyd. That had come about. He’d driven on. But the strength of the inductor field had increased to the intolerable. When he stopped the sports car he showed the effects of what he’d been through.
Figures on foot converged upon him instantly. There were eager calls.
“It’s stopped? You got through? We can go back?”
Calhoun shook his head. It was just past sunset and many brilliant colorings showed in the western sky, but they couldn’t put color into Calhoun’s face. His cheeks were grayish and his eyes were deep-sunk, and he looked like someone in the last stages of exhaustion. He said heavily:
“It’s still there. We came through. I’m Med Service. Have you got a government here? I need to talk to somebody who can give orders.”
* * * *
If he’d asked two days earlier there would have been no answer, because the fugitives were only waiting for a disaster to come to an end. One day earlier, he might have found men with authority busily trying to arrange for drinking water for something like two millions of people, in the entire absence of wells or pumps or ways of making either. And if he’d been a day later, it is rather likely that he’d have found savage disorder. But he arrived at sundown three days after the flight from the cities. There was no food to speak of, and water was drastically short, and the fugitives were only beginning to suspect that they would never be able to leave this place—and that they might die here.
Men left the growing crowd about the sports car to find individuals who could give orders. Calhoun stayed in the car, resting from the unbearable strain he’d undergone. The ground-inductor cattle fence had been ten miles deep. One mile was not bad. Only Murgatroyd had noticed it. After two miles Calhoun and Allison suffered; but the medication strengthened them to take it. But there’d been a long, long way in the center of the induction-field in which existence was pure torment. Calhoun’s muscles defied him for part of every two-second cycle, and his heart and lungs seemed constantly about to give up even the pretense of working. In that part of the cattle-fence field, he’d hardly dared drive faster than a crawl, in order to keep control of the car when his own body was uncontrollable. But presently the field strength lessened and ultimately ended.
Now Murgatroyd looked cordially at the figures who clustered about the car. He’d hardly suffered at all. He’d had half as much of the medication as Calhoun himself, and his body weight was only a tenth of Calhoun’s. He’d made out all right. Now he looked expectantly at what became a jammed mass of crowding men about the vehicle that had come through the invisible barrier across the highway. They hoped desperately for news to produce hope. But Murgatroyd waited zestfully for somebody to welcome him and offer him cakes and sweets, and undoubtedly presently a cup of coffee.
But nobody did.
It was a long time before there was a stirring at the edge of the crowd. Night had fully fallen then, and for miles and miles in all directions lights in the ground cars of Maya’s inhabitants glowed brightly. They drew upon broadcast power, naturally, for their motors and their lights. Off to one side someone shouted. Calhoun turned on his headlights for a guide. More shoutings. A knot of men struggled to get through the crowd. With difficulty, presently, they reached the car.
“They say you got through,” panted a tall man, “but you can’t get back. They say—”
Calhoun roused himself. Allison, beside him, stirred. The tall man panted again:
“I’m the planetary president. What can we do?”
“First, listen,” said Calhoun tiredly.
He’d had a little rest. Not much, but some. The actual work he’d done in driving three hundred-odd miles from Maya City was trivial. But the continuous, and lately violent, spasms of his heart and breathing muscles had been exhausting. He heard Murgatroyd say ingratiatingly, “Chee-chee-chee-chee,” and put his hand on the little animal to quiet him.
“The thing you ran away from,” said Calhoun with effort, “is a type of ground-induction field using broadcast power from the grid. It’s used on Texia to confine cattle to their pastures and to move them where they’re wanted to be. But it was designed for cattle. It’s a cattle fence. It could kill humans.”
He went on, his voice gaining strength and steadiness as he spoke. He explained, precisely, how a ground-induction field was projected in a line at a right angle to its source. It could be moved by adjustments of the apparatus by which it was projected.
“But—but if it uses broadcast power,” the planetary president said urgently, “then if the power broadcast is cut off it has to stop! If you got through it coming here, tell us how to get through going back and we’ll cut off the power broadcast ourselves! We’ve got to do something immediately. The whole planet’s here. There’s no food! There’s no water! Something has to be done before we begin to die!”
“But,” said Calhoun, “if you cut off the power you’ll die anyway! You’ve got a couple of million people here, and you’re a hundred miles from food. Without power you couldn’t get to food or bring it here. Cut the power and you’re still stranded here. Without power you’ll die as soon as with it.”
There was a sound from the listening men around. It was partly a growl and partly a groan.
“I’ve just found this out,” said Calhoun. “I didn’t know until the last ten miles exactly what the situation was, and I had to come here to be sure. Now I need some people to help me. It won’t be pleasant. I may have enough medication to get a dozen people back through. It’ll be safer if I take only six. Get a doctor to pick me six men. Good heart action. Sound lungs. Two should be electronics engineers. The others should be good shots. If you get them ready, I’ll give them the same stuff that got us through. It’s desensitizing medication, but it will do only so much. And try and find some weapons for them.”
Voices murmured all around. Men hastily explained to other men what Calhoun had said. The creeping disaster before which they’d all fled,—it was not a natural catastrophe, but an artificial one! Men had made it! They’d been herded here and their wives and children were hungry because of something men had done!
A low-pitched, buzzing, humming sound came from the crowd about the sports car. For the moment, nobody asked what could be the motive for men to do what had been done. Pure fury filled the mob. Calhoun leaned closer to Allison.
“I wouldn’t get out of the car if I were you,” he said in a low tone. “I certainly wouldn’t try to buy any real property at a low price!”
Allison shivered. There was a vast, vast stirring as the explanation passed from man to man. Figures moved away in the darkness. Lighted car windows winked as they moved through the obscurity. The population of Maya was spread out over very many square miles of what had been wilderness, and there was no elaborate communication system by which information could be spread quickly. But long before dawn there’d be nobody who didn’t know that they’d fled from a man-made danger and were held here like cattle, behind a cattle fence, apparently abandoned to die.
* * * *
Allison’s teeth chattered. He was a business man and up to now he’d thought as one. He’d made decisions in offices, with attorneys and secretaries and clerks to make the decisions practical and safe, without any concern for any consequences other than financial ones.
He saw possible consequences to himself, here and now. He’d landed on Maya because he considered the matter too important to trust to anybody else. Even riding with Calhoun on the way here, he’d only been elated and astonished at the success of the intended coup. He’d raised his aim. For a while he’d believed that he’d end as the sole proprietor of the colony on Maya, with every plant growing for his profit, and every factory earning money for him, and every inhabitant his employee. It had been the most grandiose possible dream. The details and the maneuvers needed to complete it flowed into his mind.
But now his teeth chattered. At ten words from Calhoun he would literally be torn to pieces by the raging men about him. His attache case with millions of credits in cash—it would be proof of whatever Calhoun chose to say. Allison knew terror down to the bottom of his soul. But he dared not move from Calhoun’s side, even though a single sentence in the calmest of voices would destroy him, and he’d never faced actual, understood, physical danger before.
Presently men came, one by one, to take orders from Calhoun. They were able-bodied and grim-faced men. Two were electronics engineers, as he’d specified. One was a policeman. There were two mechanics and a doctor who was also amateur tennis champion of the planet. Calhoun doled out to them the pellets that reduced the sensitiveness of muscles to externally applied stimuli. He gave instructions. They’d go as far into the cattle fence as they could reasonably endure. Then they’d swallow the pellets and let them act. Then they’d go on. His stock of pellets was limited. He could give three to each man.
Murgatroyd squirmed disappointedly as this briefing went on. Obviously, he wasn’t to make a social success here. He was annoyed, and he needed more space. Calhoun tossed Allison’s attache case behind the seats. Allison was too terrified to protest. It still did not increase the space left on the front seat between Calhoun and Allison.
Four humming ground cars lifted eight inches off the ground and hovered there on columns of rushing air. Calhoun took the lead. His headlights moved down the single-lane road to which two joining twelve-lane highways had shrunk. Behind him, other headlights moved into line. Calhoun’s car moved away into the darkness. The others followed.
Brilliant stars shone overhead. A cluster of thousands of suns, a hundred light-years away, made a center of illumination that gave Maya’s night the quality of a vivid if diffused moonlight. The cars went on. Presently Calhoun felt the twitchings of minor muscular spasms. He was riding into the field which had been first devised for purposes remote from the herding of cattle or humans, but applied to the first use on the planet Texia, and now applied to the second here.
The road became two, and then four, and then eight lanes wide. Then four lanes swirled off to one side, and the remaining four presently doubled, and then widened again, and it was the twelve-lane turnpike that had brought Calhoun here from Maya City.
* * * *
But the rhythmic interference with his body grew stronger. Allison had spoken not one single word while Calhoun conferred with the people of Maya beyond the highway. His teeth chattered as they started back. He didn’t attempt to speak during the beginning of the ride through the cattle-fence field. His teeth chattered, and stopped, and chattered again, and at long last he panted despairingly:
“Are you going to let the thing kill me?”
Calhoun stopped. The cars behind him stopped. He gave Allison two pellets and took two himself. With Murgatroyd insistently accompanying him, he went along the cars which trailed him. He made sure the six men he’d asked for took their pellets and that they had an adequate effect. He went back to the sports car.
Allison whimpered a little when he and Murgatroyd got back in.
“I thought,” said Calhoun conversationally, “that you might try to take off by yourself, just now. It would solve a problem for me. Of course it wouldn’t solve any for you. But I don’t think your problems have any solution, now.”
He started the car up again. It moved forward. The other cars trailed dutifully. They went on through the starlit night. Calhoun noted that the effect of the cattle fence was less than it had been before. The first desensitizing pellets had not wholly lost their effect when he added to it. But he kept his speed low until he was certain the other drivers had endured the anguish of passing through the cattle-fence field.
Presently he was confident that the cattle field was past. He sent his car up to eighty miles an hour. The other cars followed faithfully. To a hundred. They did not drop behind. The car hummed through the night at top speed—a hundred and twenty, a hundred and thirty miles an hour. The three other cars’ headlights faithfully kept pace with him.
Allison, said desperately, “Look! I—don’t understand what’s happened. You talk as if I’d planned all this. I—did have advance notice of a—a research project here. But it shouldn’t have held the people there for days! Something went wrong! I only believed that people would want to leave Maya. I’d only planned to buy as much acreage as I could, and control of as many factories as possible. That’s all! It was business! Only business!”
Calhoun did not answer. Allison might be telling the truth. Some businessmen would think it only intelligent to frighten people into selling their holdings below true value. Something of the sort happened every day in stock exchanges. But the people of Maya could have died!
For that matter, they still might. They couldn’t return to their homes and food so long as broadcast power kept the cattle-fence in existence. But they could not return to their homes and food supplies if the power broadcast was cut off, either.
Over all the night surface of the world of Maya there was light only on one highway at one spot, and a multitude of smaller, lesser lights where the people of Maya waited to find out whether they would live or die.
V
Calhoun considered coldly. They were beyond what had been the farthest small city on the multiple highway. They would go on past now-starlit fields of plants native to Maya, passing many places where trucks loaded with the plants climbed up to the roadway and headed for the factories which made use of them. The fields ran for scores of miles along the highway’s length. They reached out beyond the horizon,—perhaps scores of miles in that direction, too. There were thousands upon thousands of square miles devoted to the growing of the dark-green vegetation which supplied the raw materials for Maya’s space exports. Some hundred-odd miles ahead, the small town of Tenochitlan lay huddled in the light of the distant star-cluster. Beyond that, more highway and Maya City. Beyond that—
Calhoun reasoned that the projector to make the induction cattle fence would be beyond Maya City, somewhere in the mountains the photograph in the spaceport building showed. A large highway went into those mountains for a limited distance only.
A ground-inductor projector field always formed at a right angle to the projector which was its source. It could be adjusted—the process was analogous to focusing—to come into actual being at any distance desired, and the distance could be changed. To drive the people of Maya City eastward, the projector of a cattle fence—about which they would know nothing; it would be totally strange and completely mysterious—the projector of the cattle fence would need to be west of the people to be driven. Logically, it would belong in the mountains. Practically, it would be concealed. Drawing on broadcast power to do its work, there would be no large power source needed to give it the six million kilowatts it required. It should be quite easy to hide beyond any quick or easy discovery. Hunting it out might require weeks of searching.
But the people beyond the end of the highway couldn’t wait. They had no food, and holes scrabbled down to ground-water by men digging with their bare hands simply would not be adequate. The cattle fence had to be cut off immediately—while the broadcast of power had to be continued.
Calhoun made an abrupt grunting noise. Phrasing the thing that needed to be done was practically a blueprint of how to do it. Simple! He’d need the two electronics engineers, of course. But that would be the trick.…
He drove on at a hundred thirty miles an hour with his lips set wrily. The three other cars came behind him. Murgatroyd watched the way ahead. Mile after mile, half-minute after half-minute, the headlights cast brilliantly blinding beams before the cars. Murgatroyd grew bored. He said, “Chee!” in a discontented fashion and tried to curl up between Allison and Calhoun. There wasn’t room. He crawled over the seat-back. He moved about, back there. There were rustling sounds. He settled down. Presently there was silence. Undoubtedly he had draped his furry tail across his nose and gone soundly off to sleep.
Allison spoke suddenly. He’d had time to think, but he had no practice in various ways of thinking.
“How much money have you got?” he asked.
“Not much,” said Calhoun. “Why?”
“I—haven’t done anything illegal,” said Allison, with an unconvincing air of confidence, “but I could be put to some inconvenience if you were to accuse me before others of what you’ve accused me personally. You seem to think that I planned a criminal act. That the action I know of—the research project I’d heard of—that it became—that it got out of hand is likely. But I am entirely in the clear. I did nothing in which I did not have the advice of counsel. I am legally unassailable. My lawyers—”
“That’s none of my business,” Calhoun told him. “I’m a medical man. I landed here in the middle of what seemed to be a serious public health situation. I went to see what had happened. I’ve found out. I still haven’t the answer,—not the whole answer anyway. But the human population of Maya is in a state of some privation, not to say danger. I hope to end it. But I’ve nothing to do with anybody’s guilt or innocence of crime or criminal intent or anything else.”
Allison swallowed. Then he said with smooth confidence:
“But you could cause me inconvenience. I would appreciate it if you would—would—”
“Cover up what you’ve done?” asked Calhoun.
“No! I’ve done nothing wrong. But you could simply use discretion. I landed by parachute to complete some business deals I’d arranged months ago. I will go through with them. I will leave on the next ship. That’s perfectly open and above board. Strictly business. But you could make a—an unpleasing public image of me. Yet I have done nothing any other business man wouldn’t do! I did happen to know of a research project—”
“I think,” said Calhoun without heat, “that you sent men here with a cattle-fence device from Texia to frighten the people on Maya. They wouldn’t know what was going on. They’d be scared; they’d want to get away. So you’d be able to buy up practically all the colony for the equivalent of peanuts. I can’t prove that,” he conceded, “but that’s my opinion. But you want me not to state it. Is that right?”
“Exactly!” said Allison. He’d been shaken to the core, but he managed the tone and the air of a dignified man of business discussing an unpleasant subject with fine candor. “I assure you, you are mistaken. You agree that you can’t prove your suspicions. If you can’t prove them, you shouldn’t state them. That is simple ethics. You agree to that!”
Calhoun looked at him curiously.
“Are you waiting for me to tell you my price?”
“I’m waiting,” said Allison reprovingly, “for you to agree not to cause me embarrassment. I won’t be ungrateful. After all, I’m a person of some influence. I could do a great deal to your benefit. I’d be glad—”
“Are you working around to guess at a price I’ll take?” asked Calhoun with the same air of curiosity.
He seemed much more curious than indignant, and much more amused than curious. Allison sweated suddenly. Calhoun didn’t appear to be bribable. But Allison knew desperation.
“If you want to put it that way—yes,” he said harshly. “You can name your own figure. I mean it!”
“I won’t say a word about you,” said Calhoun. “I won’t need to. The characters who’re operating your cattle fence will do all the talking that’s necessary. Things all fit together,—except for one item. They’ve been dropping into place all the while we’ve been driving down this road.”
“I said you can name your own figure!” Allison’s voice was shrill. “I mean it! Any figure! Any!”
Calhoun shrugged.
“What would a Med Ship man do with money? Forget it!”
He drove on. The highway turnoff to Tenochitlan appeared. Calhoun went steadily past it. The other connection with the road through the town appeared. He left it behind.
Allison’s teeth chattered again.
The buildings of Maya City began to appear, some twenty minutes later. Calhoun slowed and the other cars closed up. He opened a window and called:
“We want to go to the landing-grid first. Somebody lead the way!”
A car went past and guided the rest assuredly to a ramp down from the now-elevated road, and through utterly dark streets, of which some were narrow and winding, and came out abruptly where the landing-grid rose skyward. At the bottom its massive girders looked huge and cyclopean in the starlight, but the higher courses looked like silver lace against the stars.
* * * *
They went to the control building. Calhoun got out. Murgatroyd hopped out after him, dust clinging to his fur. He shook himself, and a ten-thousand-credit interstellar credit certificate fell to the ground. Murgatroyd had made a soft place for sleeping out of the contents of Allison’s attache case. It was assuredly the most expensive if not the most comfortable sleeping cushion a tormal ever had. Allison sat still as if numbed. He did not even pick up the certificate.
“I need you two electronics men,” said Calhoun. Then he said apologetically to the others, “I only figured out something on the way here. I’d believed we might have to take some drastic action, come daybreak. But now I doubt it. I do suggest, though, that you turn off the car headlights and get set to do some shooting if anybody turns up. I don’t know whether they will or not.”
He led the way inside. He turned on lights. He went to the place where dials showed the amount of power actually being used of the enormous amount available. Those dials now showed an extremely small power drain, considering that the cities of a planet depended on the grid. But the cities were dark and empty of people. The demand needle wavered back and forth, rhythmically. Every two seconds the demand for power went up by six million kilowatts, approximately. The demand lasted for half a second, and stopped. For a second and a half the power in use was reduced by six million kilowatts. During this period only automatic pumps and ventilators and freezing equipment drew on the broadcast power for energy. Then the six-million-kilowatt demand came again for half a second.
“The cattle fence,” said Calhoun, “works for half a second out of every two seconds. It’s intermittent or it would simply paralyze animals that wandered into it. Or people. Being intermittent, it drives them out instead. There’ll be tools and parts for equipment here, in case something needs repair. I want you to make something new.”
The two electronics technicians asked questions.
“We need,” said Calhoun, “an interruptor that will cut off the power broadcast for the half-second the ground-induction field is supposed to be on. Then it should turn on the broadcast power for the second and a half the cattle fence is supposed to be off. That will stop the cattle-fence effect, and I think a ground car should be able to work with power that’s available for three half-seconds out of four.”
The electronics men blinked at him. Then they grinned and set to work. Calhoun went exploring. He found a lunch box in a desk with three very stale sandwiches in it. He offered them around.
It appeared that nobody wanted to eat while their families—at the end of the highway—were still hungry.
The electronics men called on the two mechanics to help build something. They explained absorbedly to Calhoun that they were making a cutoff which would adjust to any sudden six-million-kilowatt demand, no matter what time interval was involved. A change in the tempo of the cattle-fence cycle wouldn’t bring it back on.
“That’s fine!” said Calhoun. “I wouldn’t have thought of that!”
He bit into a stale sandwich and went outside. Allison sat limply, despairingly, in his seat in the car.
“The cattle fence is going off,” said Calhoun without triumph. “The people of the city will probably begin to get here around sunrise.”
“I—I did nothing legally wrong!” said Allison, dry-throated. “Nothing! They’d have to prove that I knew what the—consequences of the research project would be. That couldn’t be proved! It couldn’t! So I’ve done nothing legally wrong.…”
Calhoun went inside, observing that the doctor who was also tennis champion, and the policeman who’d come to help him, were keeping keen eyes on the city and the foundations of the grid and all other places from which trouble might come.
There was a fine atmosphere of achievement in the power-control room. The power itself did not pass through these instruments, but relays here controlled buried massive conductors which supplied the world with power. And one of the relays had been modified. When the cattle-fence projector closed its circuit, the power went off. When the ground-inductor went off, the power went on. There was no longer a barrier across the highways leading to the east. It was more than probable that ground cars could run on current supplied for one and a half seconds out of every two. They might run jerkily, but they would run.
* * * *
Half an hour later, the amount of power drawn from the broadcast began to rise smoothly and gradually. It could mean only that cars were beginning to move.
Forty-five minutes later still, Calhoun heard stirrings outside. He went out. The two men on guard gazed off into the city. Something moved there. It was a ground-car, running slowly and without lights. Calhoun said undisturbedly:
“Whoever was running the cattle fence found out their gadget wasn’t working. Their lights flickered, too. They came to see what was the matter at the landing-grid. But they’ve seen the lighted windows. Got your blasters handy?”
But the unlighted car turned and raced away. Calhoun only shrugged.
“They haven’t a prayer,” he said. “We’ll take over their apparatus as soon as it’s light. It’ll be too big to destroy, and there’ll be fingerprints and such to identify them as the men who ran it. And they’re not natives. When the police start to look for the strangers who were living where the cattle-fence projector was set up.… They can go into the jungles where there’s nothing to eat, or they can give themselves up.”
He moved toward the door of the control building once more. Allison said desperately:
“They’ll have hidden their equipment. You’ll never be able to find it!”
Calhoun shook his head in the starlight.
“Anything that can fly can spot it in minutes. Even on the ground one can walk almost straight to it. You see, something happened they didn’t count on. That’s why they’ve left it turned on at full power. The earlier, teasing uses of the cattle fence were low-power. Annoying, to start with, and uncomfortable the second time, and maybe somewhat painful the third. But the last time it was full power.”
He shrugged. He didn’t feel like a long oration. But it was obvious. Something had killed the plants of a certain genus of which small species were weeds that destroyed Earth-type grasses. The ground-cover plants—and the larger ones, like the one Calhoun had seen decaying in a florist’s shop which had had to be grown in a cage—the ground-cover plants had motile stems and leaves and blossoms. They were cannibals. They could move their stems to reach, and their leaves to enclose, and their flowers to devour other plants, even perhaps small animals. The point, though, was that they had some limited power of motion. Earth-style sensitive vines and flycatcher plants had primitive muscular tissues. The local ground-cover plants had them too. And the cattle-fence field made those tissues contract spasmodically. Powerfully. Violently. Repeatedly. Until they died of exhaustion. The full-power cattle-fence field had exterminated Mayan ground-cover plants all the way to the end of the east-bound highway. And inevitably—and very conveniently—also up to the exact spot where the cattle-fence field had begun to be projected. There would be an arrow-shaped narrowing of the wiped-out ground-cover plants where the cattle-field had been projected. It would narrow to a point which pointed precisely to the cattle-fence projector.
“Your friends,” said Calhoun, “will probably give themselves up and ask for mercy. There’s not much else they can do.”
Then he said:
“They might even get it. D’you know, there’s an interesting side effect of the cattle fence. It kills the plants that have kept Earth-type grasses from growing here. Wheat can be grown here now, whenever and as much as the people please. It should make this a pretty prosperous planet, not having to import all its bread.”
* * * *
The ground cars of the inhabitants of Maya City did begin to arrive at sunrise. Within an hour after daybreak, very savagely intent persons found the projector and turned it off.
By noon there was still some anger on the faces of the people of Maya, but there’d been little or no damage, and life took up its normal course again. Murgatroyd appreciated the fact that things went back to normal. For him it was normal to be welcomed and petted when the Med Ship Esclipus Twenty touched ground. It was normal for him to move zestfully in admiring human society, and to drink coffee with great gusto.
And while Murgatroyd moved in human society, enjoying himself hugely, Calhoun went about his business. Which, of course, was conferences with planetary health officials, politely receiving such information as they thought important, and tactfully telling them about the most recent developments in medical science.
What else was a Med Ship man for?



THE SENTIMENTALISTS
Originally published in Galaxy Science Fiction, April 1953.
Rhadampsicus and Nodalictha were on their honeymoon, and consequently they were sentimental. To be sure, it would not have been easy for humans to imagine sentiment as existing between them. Humans would hardly associate tenderness with glances cast from sets of sixteen eyes mounted on jointed eye stalks, nor link langorous thrills with a coy mingling of positronic repulsion blasts—even when the emission of positron blasts from beneath one’s mantle was one’s normal personal mode of locomotion. And when two creatures like Rhadampsicus and Nodalictha stood on what might be roughly described as their heads and twined their eye stalks together, so that they gazed fondly at each other with all sixteen eyes at once, humans would not have thought of it as the equivalent of a loving kiss. Humans would have screamed and run—if they were not paralyzed by the mere sight of such individuals.
Nevertheless, they were a very happy pair and they were very sentimental, and it was probably a good thing, considered from all angles. They were still newlyweds on their wedding tour—they had been married only seventy-five years before—when they passed by the sun that humans call Cetis Gamma.
Rhadampsicus noted its peculiarity. He was anxious, of course, for their honeymoon to be memorable in every possible way. So he pointed it out to Nodalictha and explained what was shortly to be expected. She listened with a bride’s rapt admiration of her new husband’s wisdom. Perceiving his scientific interest, she suggested shyly that they stop and watch.
* * * *
Rhadampsicus scanned the area. There were planets—inner ones, and then a group of gas giants, and then a very cosy series of three outer planets with surface temperatures ranging from three to seven degrees Kelvin.
They changed course and landed on the ninth planet out, where the landscape was delightful. Rhadampsicus unlimbered his traveling kit and prepared a bower. Nitrogen snow rose and swirled and consolidated as he deftly shifted force-pencils. When the tumult subsided, there was a snug if primitive cottage for the two of them to dwell in while they waited for Cetis Gamma to accomplish its purpose.
Nodalictha cried out softly when she entered the bower. She was fascinated by its completeness. There was even running liquid hydrogen from a little rill nearby. And over the doorway, as an artistic and appropriate touch, Rhadampsicus had put his own and Nodalictha’s initials, pricked out in amber chlorine crystals and intertwined within the symbol which to them meant a heart. Nodalictha embraced him fondly for his thoughtfulness. Of course, no human would have recognized it as an embrace, but that did not matter.
Happily, then, they settled down to observe the phenomenon that Cetis Gamma would presently display. They scanned the gas giant planets together, and then the inner ones.
On the second planet out from the sun, they perceived small biped animals busily engaged in works of primitive civilization. Nodalictha was charmed. She asked eager questions, and Rhadampsicus searched his memory and told her that the creatures were not well known, but had been observed before. Limited in every way by their physical constitution, they had actually achieved a form of space travel by means of crude vehicles. He believed, he said, that the name they called themselves was “men.”
* * * *
The sun rose slowly in the east, and Lon Simpson swore patiently as he tried for the eighteenth time to get the generator back again in a fashion to make it work. His tractor waited in the nearby field. The fields waited. Over in Cetopolis, the scales and storesheds waited, and somewhere there was doubtless a cargo ship waiting for a spacegram to summon it to Cetis Gamma Two for a load of thanar leaves. And of course people everywhere waited for thanar leaves.
A milligram a day kept old age away—which was not an advertising slogan but sound, practical geriatric science. But thanar leaves would only grow on Cetis Gamma Two, and the law said that all habitable planets had to be open for colonization and land could not be withheld from market.
There was too much population back on Earth, anyhow. Therefore the Cetis Gamma Trading Company couldn’t make a planetwide plantation and keep thanar as a monopoly, but could only run its own plantation for research and instruction purposes for new colonists. Colonists had to be admitted to the planet, and they had to be sold land. But there are ways of getting around every law.
Lon Simpson swore. The Diesel of his tractor ran a generator. The generator ran the motors in the tractor’s catawheels. But this was the sixth time in a month that the generator had broken down, and generators do not break down.
Lon put it together for the eighteenth time this breakdown, and it still wouldn’t work. There was nothing detectably wrong with it, but he couldn’t make it work.
Seething, he walked back to his neat, prefabricated house. He picked up the beamphone. Even Cathy’s voice at the exchange in Cetopolis could not soothe him, he was so furious.
“Cathy, give me Carson—and don’t listen!” he said tensely.
He heard clickings on the two-way beam.
“My generator’s gone,” he said sourly when Carson answered. “I’ve repaired it twice this week. It looks like it was built to stop working! What is this all about, anyhow?”
The representative of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company sounded bored.
“You want a new generator sent out?” he asked without interest. “Your crop credit’s still all right—if the fields are in good shape.”
“I want machinery that works!” Lon Simpson snapped. “I want machinery that doesn’t have to be bought four times over a growing season! And I want it at a decent price!”
“Look, those generators come out from Earth. There’s freight on them. There’s freight on everything that comes out from Earth. You people come to a developed planet, you buy your land, your machinery, your house, and you get instruction in agriculture. Do you want the company to tuck you in bed at night besides? Do you want a new generator or not?”
“How much?” demanded Lon. When Carson told him, he hit the ceiling. “It’s robbery! What’ll I have left for my crop if I buy that?”
* * * *
Carson’s voice was still bored. “If you buy it and your crop’s up to standard, you’ll owe the crop plus three hundred credits. But we’ll stake you to next growing season.”
“And if I don’t?” demanded Lon. “Suppose I don’t give you all my work for nothing and wind up in debt?”
“By contract,” Carson told him, “we’ve got the right to finish cultivating your crop and charge you for the work because we’ve advanced you credit on it. Then we attach your land and house for the balance due. And you get no more credit at the Company stores. And passage off this planet has to be paid for in cash.” He yawned. “Don’t answer now,” he said without interest. “Call me back after you calm down. You’d only have to apologize.”
Lon Simpson heard the click as he began to describe, heatedly, what was in his mind. He said it anyhow. Then Cathy’s voice came from the exchange. She sounded shocked but sympathetic.
“Lon! Please!”
He swallowed a particularly inventive description of the manners, morals and ancestry of all the directors and employees of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company. Then he said, still fuming, “I told you not to listen!”
His wrongs overcame him again. “It’s robbery! It’s peonage! They’ve got every credit I had! They’ve got three-quarters of the value of my crop charged up for replacements of the lousy machinery they sold me—and now I’ll end the growing season in debt! How am I going to ask you to marry me?”
“Not over a beamphone, I hope,” said Cathy.
He was abruptly sunk in gloom.
“That was a slip,” he admitted. “I was going to wait until I got paid for my crop. It looked good. Now—”
“Wait a minute, Lon,” Cathy said. There was silence. She gave somebody else a connection.
The phone-beams from the colony farms all went to Cetopolis and Cathy was one of the two operators there. If or when the colony got prosperous enough, there would be a regular intercommunication system. So it was said. Meanwhile, Lon had a suspicion that there might be another reason for the antiquated central station.
Cathy said brightly, “Yes, Lon?”
“I’ll come in to town tonight,” he said darkly. “Date?”
“Y-yes,” stammered Cathy. “Oh, yes!”
He hung up and went back out to the field and the tractor. He began to think sourly of a large number of things all at once. There was a law to encourage people to leave Earth for colonies on suitable planets. There was even governmental help for people who didn’t have funds of their own. But if a man wanted to make something of himself, he preferred to use his own money and pick his own planet and choose his own way of life.
Lon Simpson had bought four hectares of land on Cetis Gamma Two. He’d paid his passage out. He’d given five hundred credits a month for an instruction course on the Company’s plantation, during which time he’d labored faithfully to grow, harvest, and cure thanar leaves for the Company’s profit. Then he’d bought farm machinery from the Company—and a house—and very painstakingly had set out to be a colonist on his own.
* * * *
Just about that time, Cathy had arrived on a Company ship and taken up her duties as beamphone operator at Cetopolis. It was a new colony, with not more than five thousand humans on the whole planet, all of them concentrated near the one small town with its plank sidewalks and prefabricated buildings. Lon Simpson met Cathy, and his labors on his thanar farm acquired new energy and purpose.
But he was up against a shrewd organization. His inordinately expensive farm machinery broke down. He repaired it. After a time it could not be repaired any longer and he had to buy more. Before the thanar plants were half grown, he owed more than half his prospective crop for machinery replacements.
Now he could see the method perfectly. The Company imported all machinery. It made that machinery in its own factories, machinery that was designed to break down. So this year—even if nothing else happened—Lon would wind up owing more for machinery replacements than the crop would bring.
It was not likely that nothing else would happen. Next season he would start off in debt, instead of all clear, and if the same thing happened he would owe all his crop and be six thousand credits behind. By harvest after next, his farm and house could be foreclosed for debt and he could either try to work for other colonists—who were in the process of going through the same wringer themselves—or hire out as a farmhand on the Company’s plantation. He would never be able to save space-fare away from the planet. He would be very much worse off than the assisted emigrants to other planets, who had not invested all they owned in land and machinery and agricultural instructions.
And there was Cathy. She owed for her passage. It would be years before she could pay that back, if ever. She couldn’t live in the farmhand barracks. They might as well give up thinking about each other.
It was a system. Beautifully legal, absolutely airtight. Not a thing wrong with it. The Company had a monopoly on thanar, despite the law. It had all the cultivated land on Cetis Gamma Two under its control, and its labor problem was solved. Its laborers first paid something like sixteen thousand credits a head for the privilege of trying to farm independently for a year or two, and then became farmhands for the Company at a bare subsistence wage.
Lon Simpson was in the grip of that system. He had taken the generator apart and put it back together eighteen times. There was nothing visibly wrong with it. It had been designed to break down with nothing visibly wrong with it. If he couldn’t repair it, though, he was out fifteen hundred credits, his investment was wiped out, and all his hopes were gone.
He took the generator apart for the nineteenth time. He wondered grimly how the Company’s designers made generators so cleverly that they would stop working so that even the trouble with them couldn’t be figured out. It was a very ingenious system.
* * * *
Out on the ninth planet, Rhadampsicus explained the situation to his bride as they waited for the interesting astronomical phenomenon. They were quite cosy, waiting. Their bower was simple, of course. Frozen nitrogen walls, and windows of the faint bluish tint of oxygen ice. Rhadampsicus had grown some cyanogen flower-crystals to make the place look homelike, and there was now a lovely reflection-pool in which liquid hydrogen reflected the stars. Cetis Gamma, the local sun, seemed hardly more than a very bright and very near star—it was four light-hours away—and it glimmered over the landscape and made everything quite charming.
Nodalictha, naturally, would not enter the minds of the male bipeds on the inner planet. Modesty forbade such a thing—as, of course, the conscientiousness of a brand-new husband limited Rhadampsicus to the thoughts of the males among the bipeds. But Nodalictha was distressed when Rhadampsicus told her of what was occurring among the bipeds. He guided her thoughts to Cathy, in the beamphone exchange at Cetopolis.
“But it is terrible!” said Nodalictha in distress when she had absorbed Cathy’s maiden meditations. She did not actually speak in words and soundwaves. There is no air worth mentioning at seven degrees Kelvin. It’s all frozen. A little helium hangs around, perhaps. Nothing else. The word for communication is not exactly the word for speech, but it will do. Nodalictha said, “They love each other! In a cute way, they are like—like we were, Rhadampsicus!”
Rhadampsicus played a positron-beam on her in feigned indignation. If that beam had hit a human, the human would have curled up in a scorched, smoking heap. But Nodalictha bridled.
“Rhadampsicus!” she protested fondly. “Stop tickling me! But can’t you do something for them? They are so cute!”
And Rhadampsicus gallantly sent his thoughts back to the second planet, where a biped grimly labored over a primitive device.
* * * *
Lon Simpson, staring at the disassembled generator, suddenly blinked. The grimness went out of his expression. He stared. An idea had occurred to him. He went over it in his mind. He blew out his breath in a long whistle. Then, very painstakingly, he did four or five things that completely ruined the generator for the extremely modest trade-in allowance he could have gotten for it at the Company store.
He worked absorbedly for perhaps twenty minutes, his eyes intent. At the end of that time he had threads of unwound secondary wire stretched back and forth across a forked stick of dhil weed, and two small pieces of sheet iron twisted together in an extremely improbable manner. He connected the ends of the secondary wire to contacts in his tractor. He climbed into the tractor seat. He threw over the drive control.
The tractor lurched into motion. The Diesel wasn’t running. But the tractor rolled comfortably as Lon drove it, the individual motors in the separate catawheels drawing power from a mere maze of wires across a forked stick—plus two pieces of sheet iron. There was plenty of power.
Lon drove the tractor the rest of the morning and all afternoon with a very peculiar expression on his face. He understood what he had done. Now that he had done it, it seemed the most obvious of expedients. He felt inclined to be incredulous that nobody had ever happened to think of this particular device before. But they very plainly hadn’t. It was a source of all the electric power anybody could possibly want. The voltage would depend on the number of turns of copper wire around a suitably forked stick. The amperage would be whatever that voltage could put through whatever was hooked to it.
He no longer needed a new generator for his tractor. He had one.
He didn’t even need a Diesel.
With adequate power—he’d been having to nurse the Diesel along, too, lately—Lon Simpson ran his tractor late into the twilight. He cultivated all the ground that urgently needed cultivation, and at least one field he hadn’t hoped to get to before next week. But his expression was amazed. It is a very peculiar sensation to discover that one is a genius.
* * * *
That night, in Cetopolis, he told Cathy all about it. It was a very warm night—an unusually warm night. They walked along the plank sidewalks of the little frontier town—as a new colony, Cetis Gamma Two was a frontier—and Lon talked extravagantly.
He had meant to explain painfully to Cathy that there was no use in their being romantic about each other. He’d expected to have to tell her bitterly that he was doomed to spend the rest of his life adding to the profits of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company, with all the laws of the human race holding him in peonage. He’d thought of some very elegant descriptions of the sort of people who’d worked out the system in force on Cetis Gamma Two.
But he didn’t. As they strolled under the shiver trees that lined the small town’s highways, and smelled the chanel bushes beyond the town’s limits, and listened to the thin violinlike strains of what should have been night birds—they weren’t; the singers were furry instead of feathered, and they slept in burrows during the day—as they walked with linked fingers in the warm and starlit night, Lon told Cathy about his invention.
He explained in detail just why wires wound in just that fashion, and combined with bits of sheet iron twisted in just those shapes, would produce power for free and forever. He explained how it had to be so. He marveled that nobody had ever thought of it before. He explained it so that Cathy could almost understand it.
“It’s wonderful!” she said wistfully. “They’ll run spaceships on your invention, won’t they, Lon? And cities? And everything! I guess you’ll be very rich for inventing it!”
He stopped short and stared at her. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. Then he said blankly:
“But I’ll have to get back to Earth to patent it! And I haven’t got the money to pay one fare, let alone two!”
“Two?” asked Cathy hopefully. “Why two?”
“You’re going to marry me, aren’t you?” he demanded. “I sort of hope that was all settled.”
Cathy stamped her foot.
“Hadn’t you heard,” she asked indignantly, “that such things aren’t taken for granted? Especially when two people are walking in the starlight and are supposed to be thrilled? It isn’t settled—not until after you’ve kissed me, anyhow!”
He remedied his error.
* * * *
Out on the ninth planet, very far away, Nodalictha blushed slightly. As a bride, she was in that deliciously embarrassing state of becoming accustomed to discussions which would previously have been unconventional.
“They are so quaint!” Then she hesitated and said awkwardly, “The idea of putting their—their lips together as a sign of affection—”
Rhadampsicus was amused, as a bridegroom may be by the delightful innocences of a new wife. He evinced his amusement in a manner no human being could conceivably have recognized as the tender laugh it was.
“Little goose!” he said fondly. Of course, instead of a fowl, he thought of a creature that had thirty-four legs and scales instead of feathers and was otherwise thoroughly ungooselike. “Little goose, they do that because they can’t do this!”
And he twined his eye stalks sentimentally about hers.
* * * *
Days passed on Cetis Gamma Two. Lon Simpson cultivated his thanar fields. But he began to worry. His new power source was more than a repair for a broken-down tractor. It was valuable. It was riches! He had in it one of those basic, overwhelmingly important discoveries by which human beings have climbed up from the status of intelligent Earthbound creatures to galactic colonists—And a lot of good it had done them!
It was a basic principle for power supply that would relieve mankind permanently of the burden of fuels. The number of planets available for colonization would be multiplied. The cost of every object made by human beings would be reduced by the previous cost of power. The price of haulage from one planet to another would be reduced to a fraction. Every member of the human race would become richer as a result of the gadget now attached to Lon Simpson’s tractor. He was entitled to royalties on the wealth he was to distribute. But.…
He was a thanar farmer on Cetis Gamma Two. His crop was mortgaged. He could not possibly hope to raise enough money to get back to Earth to arrange for the marketing of his invention. Especially, he could not conceivably raise money enough to take Cathy with him. He had riches, but they weren’t available. And something else might happen to ruin him at any time.
Something else did. The freezer element of his deep-freeze locker broke down. He didn’t notice it. He had a small kitchen locker in which food for week-to-week use was stored. He didn’t know anything about the deep-freeze unit that held a whole growing season’s supply of food. The food in it—all imported from Earth and very expensive—thawed, fermented, spoiled, developed evil smelling gases, and waited for an appropriate moment to reveal itself as a catastrophe.
There were other things to worry about at the time. A glacier up at Cetis Gamma Two’s polar region began to retreat, instead of growing as was normal for the season. There was a remarkable solar prominence of three days’ duration swinging around the equator of the local sun. There was a meeting of directors of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company, at which one of the directors pointed out that the normal curve of increase for profits was beginning to flatten out, and something had to be done to improve the financial position of the company. Ugly sun-spots appeared on the northern hemisphere of Cetis Gamma. If there had been any astronomers on the job, there would have been as much excitement as a four alarm fire. But there were no astronomers.
The greatest agitation on the second planet of Cetis Gamma Two was felt by Lon Simpson. Cathy had made friends with a married woman colonist who would chaperon her on a visit to Lon’s farm, and was coming out to visit and see the place that was to be the scene of the ineffable, unparalleled happiness she and Lon would know after they were married.
She came, she saw, she was captivated. Lon blissfully opened the door of the house she was to share. He had spent the better part of two days cleaning up so it would be fit for her to look at. Cathy entered. There was a dull, booming noise, a hissing, and a bubbling, and then a rank stench swept through the house and strangled them.
* * * *
The boom, of course, was the bursting open of the deep-freeze locker from the pressure of accumulated gases within it. The smell was that of the deep-freeze contents, ten days thawed out without Lon knowing it. There are very few smells much worse than frozen fish gone very, very bad in a hot climate. If there are worse smells, they come from once-frozen eggs bursting from their shells when pressure outside them is relieved. In this case, trimmings were added by fermenting strawberries, moldy meat and badly decayed vegetables, all triumphantly making themselves known at the same instant.
Cathy gasped and choked. Lon got her out of doors, gasping himself. It was not difficult to deduce what had happened.
He opened the house windows from the outside, so the smell could go away. But he knew despair.
“I—can’t show you the house, Cathy,” he said numbly. “My locker went bad and all the food followed suit.”
“Lon!” wailed Cathy. “It’s terrible! How will you eat?”
Lon began to realize that the matter was more serious than the loss of an opportunity for a sentimental inspection of the house. He had dreamed splendidly, of late. He didn’t quite know how he was going to manage it, but since his tractor was working magnificently he had come to picture himself and Cathy in the rôle of successful colonists, zestfully growing thanar leaves for the increasing multitudes of people who needed a milligram a day.
He’d reverted to the pictured dreams in the Cetis Gamma Trading Company’s advertisements. He’d daydreamed of himself and Cathy as growing with the colony, thriving as it throve, and ultimately becoming moderately rich—in children and grandchildren, anyhow—with life stretching out before them in a sort of rosy glow. He’d negligently assumed that somehow they would also be rich from the royalties on his invention. But now he came down to reality.
His house was uninhabitable for the time being. He could continue to cultivate his fields, but he wouldn’t be able to eat. The local plant-life was not suitable for human digestion. He had to live on food imported from Earth. Now he had to buy a new stock from the Company, and it would bankrupt him.
With an invention worth more—probably—than the Cetis Gamma Company itself, if he could realize on it, he still was broke. His crop was mortgaged. If Carson learned about his substitute for a generator, the Company would immediately clamp down to get it away from him.
He took Cathy back to Cetopolis. He feverishly appealed to other colonists. He couldn’t tell them about his generator substitute. If they knew about it, in time Carson would know. If they used it, Carson would eventually get hold of a specimen, to send back to Earth for pirating by the Cetis Gamma Trading Company. All Lon could do was try desperately to arrange to borrow food to live on until his crop came in, though even then he wouldn’t be in any admirable situation.
He couldn’t borrow food in quantity. Other colonists had troubles, too. They’d give him a meal, yes, but they couldn’t refill his freezer without emptying their own. Which would compel them to buy more. Which would be charged against their crops. Which would simply hasten the day when they would become day-laborers on the Company’s thanar farm.
Lon had about two days’ food in the kitchen locker. He determined to stretch it to four. Then he’d have to buy more. With each meal, then, his hopes of freedom and prosperity—and Cathy—grew less.
Of course, he could starve.…
* * * *
Rhadampsicus was enormously and pleasantly interested in what went on in Cetis Gamma’s photosphere. From the ninth planet, he scanned the prominences with enthusiasm, making notes. Nodalictha tried to take a proper wifely interest in her husband’s hobby, but she could not keep it up indefinitely. She busied herself with her housekeeping. She fashioned a carpet of tufted methane fibres and put up curtains at the windows. She enlarged the garden Rhadampsicus had made, adding borders of crystallized ammonia and a sort of walkway with a hedge of monoclinic sulphur which glittered beautifully in the starlight. She knew that this was only a temporary dwelling, but she wanted Rhadampsicus to realize that she could make any place a comfortable home.
He remained absorbed in the phenomena of the local sun. One great prominence, after five days of spectacular existence, divided into two which naturally moved apart and stationed themselves at opposite sides of the sun’s equator. They continued to rotate with the sun itself, giving very much the effect of an incipient pinwheel. Two other minor prominences came into being midway between them. Rhadampsicus watched in fascination.
Nodalictha came and reposed beside him on a gentle slope of volcanic slag. She waited for him to notice her. She would not let herself be sensitive about his interest in his hobby, of course, but she could not really find it absorbing for herself. A trifle wistfully, she sent her thoughts to the female biped on the second planet.
After a while she said in distress, “Rhadampsicus! Oh, they are so unhappy!”
Rhadampsicus gallantly turned his attention from the happenings on the sun.
“What’s that, darling?”
“Look!” said Nodalictha plaintively. “They are so much in love, Rhadampsicus! And they can’t marry because he hasn’t anything edible to share with her!”
Rhadampsicus scanned. He was an ardent and sentimental husband. If his new little wife was distressed about anything at all, Rhadampsicus was splendidly ready to do something about it.
* * * *
Lon Simpson looked at his kitchen locker. The big deep-freezer was repaired now. Once a season, a truck came out from Cetopolis and filled it. The food was costly. A season’s supply was kept in deep-freeze. Once in one or two weeks, one refilled the kitchen locker. It was best to leave the deep-freeze locker closed as much as possible. But now the big deep-freeze was empty. He’d cleaned out the ghastly mess in it, and he had it running again, but he had nothing to put in it. To have it refilled would put him hopelessly at the Company’s mercy, but there was nothing else to do.
Bitterly, he called the Trading Company office, and Carson answered.
“This is Simpson,” Lon told him. “How much—”
“The price for a generator,” said Carson, bored, “is the same as before. Do you want it sent out?”
“No! My food locker broke down. My food store spoiled. I need more.”
“I’ll figure it,” replied Carson over the beamphone. He didn’t seem interested. After a moment, he said indifferently, “Fifteen hundred credits for standard rations to crop time. Then you’ll need more.”
“It’s robbery!” raged Lon. “I can’t expect more than four thousand credits for my crop! You’ve got three thousand charged against me now!”
Carson yawned. “True. A new generator, fifteen hundred; new food supplies fifteen hundred. If your crop turns out all right, you’ll start the new season with two thousand credits charged up as a loan against your land.”
Lon Simpson strangled on his fury. “You’ll take all my leaves and I’ll still owe you! Then credit for seed and food and—If I need to buy more machinery, you’ll own my farm and crop next crop time! Even if my crop is good! Your damned Company will own my farm!”
“That’s your lookout,” Carson said without emotion. “Being a thanar farmer was your idea, not mine. Shall I send out the food?”
Lon Simpson bellowed into the beamphone. He heard clicking, then Cathy’s voice. It was at once reproachful and sympathetic.
“Lon! Please!”
* * * *
But Lon couldn’t talk to her. He panted at her, and hung up. It is essential to a young man in love that he shine, somehow, in the eyes of the girl he cares for. Lon was not shining. He was appearing as the Galaxy’s prize sap. He’d invested a sizable fortune in his farm. He was a good farmer—hard-working and skilled. In the matter of repairing generators, he’d proved to be a genius. But he was at the mercy of the Cetis Gamma Company’s representative. He was already in debt. If he wanted to go on eating, he’d go deeper. If he were careful and industrious and thrifty, the Trading Company would take his crop and farm in six more months and then give him a job at day-labor wages.
He went grimly to the kitchen of his home. He looked at the trivial amount of food remaining. He was hungry. He could eat it all right now.
If he did—
Then, staring at the food in the kitchen locker, he blinked. An idea had occurred to him. He was blankly astonished at it. He went over and over it in his mind. His expression became dubiously skeptical, and then skeptically amazed. But his eyes remained intent as he thought.
Presently, looking very skeptical indeed, he went out of the house and unwound more copper wire from the remnant of the disassembled generator. He came back to the kitchen. He took an emptied tin can and cut it in a distinctly peculiar manner. The cuts he made were asymmetrical. When he had finished, he looked at it doubtfully.
A long time later he had made a new gadget. It consisted of two open coils, one quite large and one quite small. Their resemblance to each other was plain, but they did not at all resemble any other coils that had been made for any other purpose whatsoever. If they looked like anything, it was the “mobiles” that some sculptors once insisted were art.
Lon stared at his work with an air of helplessness. Then he went out again. He returned with the forked stick that had proved to be a generator. He connected the wires from that improbable contrivance to the coils of the new and still more unlikely device. The eccentrically cut tin can was in the middle, between them.
There was a humming sound. Lon went out a third time and came back with a mass of shrubbery. He packed it in the large coil.
He muttered to himself, “I’m out of my head! I’m crazy!”
But then he went to the kitchen locker. He put a small packet of frozen green peas in the tin can between the two coils.
The humming sound increased. After a moment there was another parcel of green peas—not frozen—in the small coil.
Lon took it out. The device hummed more loudly again. Immediately there was another parcel of green peas in the small coil. He took them out.
When he had six parcels of green peas instead of one, the mass of foliage in the large coil collapsed abruptly. Lon disconnected the wires and removed the debris. The native foliage looked shrunken, somehow, dried-out. Lon tossed it through the window.
* * * *
He put a parcel of unfrozen green peas on to cook and sat down and held his head in his hands. He knew what had happened. He knew how.
The local flora on Cetis Gamma Two naturally contained the same chemical elements as the green peas imported from Earth. Those elements were combined in chemical compounds similar, if not identical to, those of the Earth vegetation. The new gadget simply converted the compounds in the large coil to match those in the sample—in the tin can—and assembled them in the small coil according to the physical structure of the sample. In this case, as green peas.
The device would take any approximate compound from the large coil and reassemble it—suitably modified as per sample—in the small coil. It would work not only for green peas, but for roots, barks, herbs, berries, blossoms and flowers.
It would even work for thanar leaves.
When that last fact occurred to him, Lon Simpson went quietly loony, trying to figure out how he had come to think of such a thing. He was definitely crocked, because he picked up the beamphone and told Cathy all about it. And he was not loony because he told Cathy, but because he forgot his earlier suspicions of why there was a central station for beamphones in Cetopolis, instead of a modern direct-communication system.
In fact, he forgot the system in operation on Cetis Gamma Two—the Company’s system. It had been designed to put colonists through the wringer and deposit them at its own farm to be day-laborers forever with due regard to human law. But it was a very efficient system.
It took care of strokes of genius, too.
That night, Carson, listening boredly to the record of all the conversations over the beamphone during the day, heard what Lon had told Cathy. He didn’t believe it, of course.
But he made a memo to look into it.
Rhadampsicus stretched himself. Out on the ninth planet, the weather was slightly warmer—almost six degrees Kelvin, two hundred and sixty-odd degrees centigrade below zero—and he was inclined to be lazy. But he was very handsome, in Nodalictha’s eyes. He was seventy or more feet from his foremost eye stalk to the tip of his least crimson appendage, and he fluoresced beautifully in the starlight. He was a very gallant young bridegroom.
When he saw Nodalictha looking at him admiringly, he said with his customary tenderness:
“It was fatiguing to make him go through it, darling, but since you wished it, it is done. He now has food to share with the female.”
“And you’re handsome, too, Rhadampsicus!” Nodalictha said irrelevantly.
She felt as brides sometimes do on their honeymoons. She was quite sure that she had not only the bravest and handsomest of husbands, but the most thoughtful and considerate.
Presently, with their eye stalks intertwined, he asked softly:
“Are you weary of this place, darling? I would like to watch the rest of this rather rare phenomenon, but if you’re not interested, we can go on. And truly I won’t mind.”
“Of course we’ll stay!” protested Nodalictha. “I want to do anything you want to. I’m perfectly happy just being with you.”
And, unquestionably, she was.
* * * *
Carson, though bored, was a bit upset by the recorded conversation he’d listened to. Lon Simpson had been almost incoherent, but he obviously meant Cathy to take him seriously. And there were some things to back it up.
He’d reported his generator hopelessly useless—and hadn’t bought a new one. He’d reported all his food spoiled—and hadn’t bought more. Carson thought it over carefully. The crop inspection helicopter reported Simpson’s fields in much better shape than average, so his tractor was obviously working.
Carson asked casual, deadpan questions of other colonists who came into the Company store. Most of them were harried, sullen and bitter. They were unanimously aware of the wringer they were being put through. They knew what the Company was doing to them and they hated Carson because he represented it. But they did answer Carson’s casual questions about Lon Simpson.
Yes, he’d tried to borrow food from them. No, they couldn’t lend it to him. Yes, he was still eating. In fact he was offering to swap food. He was short on fruit and long on frozen green peas. Then he was long on fruit and frozen green peas and short on frozen sweet corn and strawberries. No, he didn’t want to trade on a big scale. One package of frozen strawberries was all he wanted. He gave six packages of frozen peas for it. He gave six packages of frozen strawberries for one package of frozen sweet corn. He’d swapped a dozen parcels of sweet corn for one of fillet of flounder, two dozen fillet of flounder for cigarettes, and fifty cartons of cigarettes for a frozen roast of beef.
It didn’t make sense unless the conversation on the beamphone was right. If what Lon had told Cathy was true, he’d have his frozen food locker filled up again by now. He had some sort of device which converted the indigestible local flora and fauna into digestible Earth products. To suspect such a thing was preposterous, but Carson suspected everyone and everything.
As representative of the Company, Carson naturally did its dirty work. New colonists bought farms from the central office on Earth and happily took ship to Cetis Gamma Two. Then Carson put them through their instruction course, outfitted them to try farming on their own, and saw to it that they went bankrupt and either starved or took jobs as farmhands for the Company, at wages assuring that they could never take ship away again.
It was a nasty job and Carson did it very well, because he loved it.
While he still debated Lon’s insane boasts to Cathy over the beamphone system, he prepared to take over the farm of another colonist. That man had been deeper in debt than Lon, and he’d been less skilled at repairs, so it was time to gather him in. Carson called him to Cetopolis to tell him that the Company regretfully could not extend further credit, would have to take back his farm, house, and remaining food stores, and finish the cultivation of his thanar leaf crop to repay itself for the trouble.
The colonist, however, said briefly: “Go to hell.”
* * * *
He started to leave Carson’s air-cooled office. Carson said mildly:
“You’re broke. You’ll want a job when you haven’t got a farm. You can’t afford to tell me to go to hell.”
“You can’t take my farm unless my fields are neglected,” the colonist said comfortably. “They aren’t. And my thanar leaf crop is going to be a bumper one. I’ll pay off all I owe—and we colonists are planning to start a trading company of our own, to bring in good machinery and deal fairly.”
Carson smiled coldly.
“You forget something,” he said. “As representative of the Trading Company, I can call on you to pay up all your debts at once, if I have reason to think you intend to try to evade payment. I do think so. I call on you for immediate payment in full. Pay up, please!”
This was an especially neat paragraph in the fine print of the colonists’ contract with the Company. Any time a colonist got obstinate he could be required to pay all he owed, on the dot. And if he had enough to pay, he wouldn’t owe. So the Trading Company could ruin anybody.
But this colonist merely grinned.
“By law,” he observed, “you have to accept thanar leaves as legal tender, at five credits a kilo. Send out a truck for your payment. I’ve got six tons in my barn, all ready to turn in.”
He made a most indecorous gesture and walked out. A moment later, he put his head back in.
“I forgot,” he commented politely. “You said I couldn’t afford to tell you to go to hell. With six tons of thanar leaves on hand, I’m telling you to—”
He added several other things, compared to which telling Carson to go to hell was the height of courtesy. He went away.
Carson went a little pale. It occurred to him that this colonist was a close neighbor of Lon Simpson. Maybe Lon had gotten tired of converting dhil weed and shiver leaves into green peas and asparagus, and had gotten to work turning out thanar.
* * * *
Carson went to Lon’s farm. It was a very bad road, and any four-wheeled vehicle would have shaken itself to pieces on the way. The gyrocar merely jolted Carson severely. The jolting kept him from noticing how hot the weather was. It was really extraordinarily hot, and Carson suffered more because he spent most of his time in an air-conditioned office. But for the same reason he did not suspect anything abnormal.
When he reached Lon’s farm, he noticed that the thanar leaves were growing admirably. For a moment, sweating as he was, he was reminded of tobacco plants growing on Maryland hillsides. The heat and the bluish-green color of the plants seemed very familiar. But then a cateagle ran hastily up a tree, out on a branch, and launched its crimson furry self into midair. That broke the spell of supposedly familiar things.
Carson turned his gyrocar in at Lon Simpson’s house. There were half a dozen other colonists around. Two of them drove up with farm trucks loaded with mixed foliage. They had pulled up, cut off and dragged down just about anything that grew, and loaded their truck with it. Two other colonists were loading another cart with thanar leaves, neatly bundled and ready for the warehouse.
They regarded Carson with pleased eyes. Carson spoke severely to Cathy.
“What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on duty at the beamphone exchange! You can be discharged—”
Lon Simpson said negligently, “I’m paying her passage. By law, anybody can pay the passage of any woman if she intends to marry him, and then her contract with the company is ended. They had rules like that in ancient days—only they used to pay in tobacco instead of thanar leaves.”
Carson gulped. “But how will you pay her fare?” He asked sternly. “You’re in debt to the Company yourself.”
Lon Simpson jerked his thumb toward his barn. Carson turned and looked. It was a nice-looking barn. The aluminum siding set it off against a backing of shiver trees, dhil and giant sketit growth. Carson’s eyes bugged out. Lon’s barn was packed so tightly with thanar leaves that they bulged out the doors.
“I need to turn some of that stuff in, anyhow,” said Lon pleasantly. “I haven’t got storage space for it. By law you have to buy it at five credits a kilo. I wish you’d send out and get some. I’d like to build up some credit. Think I’ll take a trip back to Earth.”
At this moment, there was a very peculiar wave of heat. It was not violent, but the temperature went up about four degrees—suddenly, as if somebody had turned on a room heater.
But still nobody looked up at the sun.
* * * *
Rattled, Carson demanded furiously if Lon had converted other local foliage into thanar leaves, as he’d made his green peas and the other stuff he’d told Cathy about on the beamphone. Lon tensed, and observed to the other colonists that evidently all beamphones played into recorders. The atmosphere became unfriendly. Carson got more rattled still. He began to wave his arms and sputter.
Lon Simpson treated him gently. He took him into the house to watch the converter at work. One of the colonists kept its large coil suitably stuffed with assorted foliage. There was a “hand” of cured, early—best quality—thanar leaves in an erratically cut tin can. Duplicates of that hand of best quality thanar were appearing in the small coil as fast as they were removed, and fresh foliage was being heaped into the large coil.
“We expect,” said Lon happily, “to have a bumper crop of the best grade of thanar this year. It looks like every colonist on the planet will be able to pay off his debt to the Company and have credit left over. We’ll be sending a committee back to Earth to collect our credits there and organize an independent cooperative trading company that will bring out decent machinery and be a competitive buying agency for thanar. I’m sure the Company will be glad to see us all so prosperous.”
It was stifling hot by now, but nobody noticed. The colonists were much too interested in seeing Carson go visibly to pieces before them. He was one of those people who seem to have been developed by an all-wise Providence expressly to be underlings for certain types of large corporations. Their single purpose in life is to impress their superiors in the corporation that hires them. But now Carson saw his usefulness ended. Through his failure, in some fashion, the Company’s monopoly on thanar leaves and its beautiful system of recruiting labor were ruined. He would be discharged and probably blacklisted.
If he had looked up toward the western sky, squinted a little, and gazed directly at the local sun, he would have seen that his private troubles were of no importance at all. But he didn’t. He went staggering to his gyrocar and headed back for Cetopolis.
It was a tiny town, with plank streets, a beamphone exchange, and its warehouses over by the spaceport. It was merely a crude and rather ugly little settlement on a newly colonized planet. But it had been the center of an admirable system by which the Cetis Gamma Trading Company got magnificently rich and dispensed thanar leaf (a milligram a day kept old age away) throughout all humanity at the very top price the traffic would bear. And the system was shaky now and Carson would be blamed for it.
Behind him, the colonists rejoiced as hugely as Carson suffered. But none of them got the proper perspective, because none of them looked at the sun.
About four o’clock in the afternoon, it got suddenly hotter again, as abruptly as before. It stayed hotter. Something made Cathy look up. There was a thin cloud overhead, just the right thickness to act something like a piece of smoked glass. She could look directly at the sun through it, examine the disk with her naked eye.
But it wasn’t a disk any longer. Cetis Gamma was a bulging, irregularly shaped thing twice its normal size. As she looked, it grew larger still.
* * * *
Out on the ninth planet, Rhadampsicus was absorbed in his contemplation of Cetis Gamma. With nothing to interfere with his scanning, he could follow the developments perfectly. There had been first one gigantic prominence, then two, which separated to opposite sides of its equator. Then two other prominences began to grow between them.
For two full days, the new prominences grew, and then split, so that the sun came to have the appearance of a ball of fire surrounded by a ring of blue-white incandescence.
Then came instability. Flame geysers spouting hundreds of thousands of miles into emptiness ceased to keep their formation. They turned north and south from the equatorial line. The outline of the sun became irregular. It ceased to be round in profile, and even the appearance of a ring around it vanished. It looked—though this would never have occurred to Rhadampsicus—very much like a fiercely glowing gigantic potato. Its evolution of heat went up incredibly. It much more than doubled its rate of radiation.
Rhadampsicus watched each detail of the flare-up with fascinated attention. Nodalictha dutifully watched with him. But she could not maintain her interest in so purely scientific a phenomenon.
When a thin streamer of pure blue-white jetted upward from the sun’s pole, attaining a speed of six hundred and ninety-two miles per second, Rhadampsicus turned to her with enthusiasm.
“Exactly in the pattern of a flare-up according to Dhokis’ theory!” he exclaimed. “I have always thought he was more nearly right than the modernists. Radiation pressure can build up in a closed system such as the interior of a sun. It can equal the gravitational constant. And obviously it would break loose at the pole.”
Then he saw that Nodalictha’s manner was one of distress. He was instantly concerned.
“What’s the matter, darling?” he asked anxiously. “I didn’t mean to neglect you, my precious one!”
Nodalictha did something that would have scared a human being out of a year’s growth, but was actually the equivalent of an unhappy, stifled sob.
“I am a beast!” said Rhadampsicus penitently. “I’ve kept you here, in boredom, while I enjoyed myself watching this sun do tricks. I’m truly sorry, Nodalictha. We will go on at once. I shouldn’t have asked you to—”
But Nodalictha said unhappily, “It isn’t you, Rhadampsicus. It’s me! While you’ve been watching the star, I’ve amused myself watching those quaint little creatures on the second planet. I’ve thought of them as—well, as pets. I’ve grown fond of them. It was absurd of me—”
“Oh, but it is wonderful of you,” said Rhadampsicus tenderly. “I love you all the more for it, my darling. But why are you unhappy about them? I made sure they had food and energy.”
“They’re going to be burned up!” wailed Nodalictha, “and they’re so cute!”
Rhadampsicus blinked his eyes—all sixteen of them. Then he said self-accusingly, “My dear, I should have thought of that. Of course this is only a flare-up, darling.…” Then he made an impatient gesture. “I see! You would rather think of them as happy, in their little way, than as burned to tiny crisps.”
He considered, scanning the second planet with the normal anxiety of a bridegroom to do anything that would remove a cloud from his bride’s lovely sixteen eyes.
* * * *
Night fell on Cetopolis, and with it came some slight alleviation of the dreadfulness that had begun that afternoon. The air was furnacelike in heat and dryness. There was the smell of smoke everywhere. The stars were faint and red and ominous, seen through the smoke that overlay everything. So far, to be sure, breathing was possible. It was even possible to be comfortable in an air-conditioned room. But this was only the beginning.
Lon and Cathy sat together on the porch of his house, after sundown. The other colonists had gone away to their own homes. When the crack of doom has visibly begun, men do queer things. In Cetopolis some undoubtedly got drunk, or tried to. But there were farmers who would spend this last night looking at their drooping crops, trying to persuade themselves that if Cetis Gamma only went back to normal before sunrise, the crops might yet be saved. But none of them expected it.
Off to the south there was an angry reddish glare in the sky. That was vegetation on the desert there, burning. It grew thick as jungle in the rainy season, and dried out to pure dessication in dry weather. It had caught fire of itself from the sun’s glare in late afternoon. Great clouds of acrid smoke rose from it to the stars.
Beyond the horizon to the west there was destruction.
Lon and Cathy sat close together. She hadn’t even asked to be taken back to Cetopolis, as convention would have required. The sun was growing hotter still while it sank below the horizon. It was expanding in fits and starts as new writhing spouts of stuff from its interior burst the bonds of gravity. Blazing magma flung upward in an unthinkable eruption. The sun had been three times normal size when it set.
Lon was no astronomer, but plainly the end of life on the inner planets of Cetis Gamma was at hand.
Cetis Gamma might, he considered, be in the process of becoming a nova. Certainly beyond the horizon there was even more terrible heat than had struck the human colony before sundown. Even if the sun did not explode, even if it was only as fiercely blazing as at its setting, they would die within hours after sunrise. If it increased in brightness, by daybreak its first rays would be death itself. When dawn came, the very first direct beams would set the shiver trees alight on the hilltops, and as it rose the fires would go down into the valleys. This house would smoke and writhe and melt; the air would become flame, and the planet’s surface would glow red-hot as it turned into the sunshine.
* * * *
“It’s going to be—all right, Lon,” Cathy said unconvincedly. “It’s just something happening that’ll be over in a little while. But—in case it isn’t—we might as well be together. Don’t you think so?”
Lon put his arm comfortingly around her. He felt a very strong impulse to lie. He could pretend to vast wisdom and tell her the sun’s behavior was this or that, and never lasted more than a few hours, but she’d know he lied. They could spend their last hours trying to deceive each other out of pure affection. But they’d know it was deceit.
“D-don’t you think so?” insisted Cathy faintly.
He said gently, “No, Cathy, and neither do you. This is the finish. It would’ve been a lot nicer to go on living, the two of us. We’d have had long, long years to be together. We’d have had kids, and they’d have grown up, and we’d have had—a lot of things. But now I’m afraid we won’t.”
He tried to smile at her, but it hurt. He thought passionately that he would gladly submit himself to be burned in the slowest and most excruciating manner if only she could be saved from it. But he couldn’t do anything.
Cathy gulped. “I-I’m afraid so, too, Lon,” she said in a small voice. “But it’s nice we met each other, anyhow. Now we know we love each other. I don’t like the idea of dying, but I’m glad we knew we loved each other before it happened.”
Lon’s hands clenched fiercely. Then the rage went away. He said almost humorously, “Carson—he’s back in Cetopolis. I wonder how he feels. He has no better chance than anybody else. Maybe he’s sent off spacegrams, but no ship could possibly get here in time.”
Cathy shivered a little. “Let’s not think about him. Just about us. We haven’t much time.”
And just then, very strangely, an idea came to Lon Simpson. He tensed.
After a moment, he said in a very queer voice, “This isn’t a nova. It’s a flare-up. The sun isn’t exploding. It’s just too hot, too big for the temperature inside it, and it’s a closed system. So radiation pressure has been building up. Now it’s got to be released. So it will spout geysers of its own substance. They’ll go out over hundreds of thousands of miles. But in a couple of weeks it will be back—nearly—to normal.”
He suddenly knew that. He knew why it was so. He could have explained it completely and precisely. But he didn’t know how he knew. The items that added together were themselves so self evident that he didn’t even wonder how he knew them. They had to be so!
* * * *
Cathy said muffledly, her face against his shoulder, “But we won’t be alive in a couple of weeks, Lon. We can’t live long past daybreak.”
He did not answer. There were more ideas coming into his mind. He didn’t know where they came from. But again they were such self evident, unquestionable facts that he did not wonder about them. He simply paid tense, desperately concentrated attention as they formed themselves.
“We—may live,” he said shakily. “There’s an ionosphere up at the top of the atmosphere here, just like there is on Earth. It’s made by the sunlight ionizing the thin air. The—stronger sunlight will multiply the ionization. There’ll be an—actually conducting layer of air.… Yes.… The air will become a conductor, up there.” He wet his lips. “If I make a—gadget to—short-circuit that conducting layer to the ground here.… When radiation photons penetrate a transparent conductor—but there aren’t any transparent conductors—the photons will—follow the three-finger rule.…
“They’ll move at right angles to their former course—”
He swallowed. Then he got up very quietly. He put her aside. He went to his tool shed. He climbed to the roof of the barn now filled with thanar leaves. He swung his axe.
The barn was roofed with aluminum over malleable plastic. The useful property of malleable plastic is that it does not yield to steady pressure, but does yield to shock. It will stay in shape indefinitely under a load, but one can tap it easily into any form one desires.
Lon swung his axe, head down. Presently he asked Cathy to climb up a ladder and hold a lantern for him. He didn’t need light for the rough work—the burning desert vegetation gave enough for that. But when one wants to make a parabolic reflector by tapping with an axe, one needs light for the finer part of the job.
* * * *
In Cetopolis, Carson agitatedly put his records on tape and sent it all off by spacegram. He’d previously reported on Lon Simpson, but now he knew that he was going to die. And he followed his instinct to transmit all his quite useless records, in order that his superiors might realize he had been an admirable employee. It did not occur to him that his superiors might be trying frantically to break his sending beam to demand that he find out how Lon Simpson made his power gadget and how he converted vegetation, before it was too late. They didn’t succeed in breaking his beam, because Carson kept it busy.
He was true to type.
Elsewhere, other men were true to type, too. The human population of Cetis Gamma Two was very small. There were less than five thousand people on the planet—all within a hundred miles of Cetopolis, and all now on the night side. The rest of the planet’s land masses scorched and shriveled and burst into flame where the sun struck them. The few small oceans heated and their surfaces even boiled. But nobody saw it. The local fauna and flora died over the space of continents.
But in the human settlement area, people acted according to their individual natures. Some few ran amok and tried to destroy everything—including themselves—before the blazing sun could return to do it. More sat in stunned silence, waiting for doom. A few dug desperately, trying to excavate caves or pits in which they or their wives or children could be safe.…
But Lon pounded at his barn roof. He made a roughly parabolic mirror some three yards across. He stripped off aluminum siding and made a connection with the ground. He poured water around that connection. He built a crude multiply twisted device of copper wire and put it in the focus of the parabolic mirror.
He looked up at the sky. The stars seemed dimmer. He took the copper thing away, and they brightened a little. He carefully adjusted it until the stars were at their dimmest.
He descended to the ground again. He felt an odd incredulity about what he’d done. He didn’t doubt that it would work. He was simply unable to understand how he’d thought of it.
* * * *
“There, darling! Your pets are quite safe!” Rhadampsicus said pleasedly.
Nodalictha scanned the second planet. It was apparently coated with a metallic covering. But it was not quite like metal. It was misty, like an unsubstantial barrier to light—and to Nodalictha’s penetrating thoughts.
“I had your male pet,” Rhadampsicus explained tenderly, “set up a power beam link to the ionosphere. With several times the usual degree of ionization—because of the flaring sun—the grounded ionosphere became a Rhinthak screen about the planet. The more active the sun, the more dense the screen. They’ll have light to see by when their side of the planet is toward the sun, but no harmful radiation can get down to them. And the screen will fade away as the sun goes back to its normal state.”
Nodalictha rejoiced. Then she was a little distressed.
“But now I can’t watch them!” she pouted. Rhadampsicus watched her gravely. She said ruefully, “I see, Rhadampsicus. You’ve spoiled me! But if I can’t watch them for the time being, I won’t have anything to occupy me. Darling Rhadampsicus, you must talk to me sometimes!”
He talked to her absorbedly. He seemed to think, however, that discussion of the local solar phenomena was conversation. With feminine guile, she pretended to be satisfied, but presently she went back to her housekeeping. She began to dream of their life when they had returned home, and of the residence they would inhabit there. Presently she was planning the parties she would give as a young matron, with canapés of krypton snow and zenon ice, with sprinklings of lovely red nickel bromide crystals for a garnish—
* * * *
The sun rose again, and they lived. It was as if the sky were covered with a thick cloud bank which absorbed the monstrous radiation of a sun now four times its previous diameter and madly changing shape like a monstrous ameba of flame.
In time the sun set. It rose again. It set. And Cetis Gamma Two remained a living planet instead of being a scorched cinder.
When four days had gone by and nobody died, the colonists decided that they might actually keep on living. They had at first no especially logical foundation for their belief.
But Cathy boasted. And she boasted in Cetopolis. Since they were going to keep on living, the conventions required that she return to the planet’s one human settlement and her duties as a beamphone operator. It wasn’t proper for her to stay unchaperoned so long as she and Lon weren’t married yet.
She had no difficulty with Carson. He didn’t refer to her desertion. Carson had his own troubles. Now that he had decided that he would live, his problems multiplied. The colonists’ barns were filled to capacity with thanar leaves which would pay off their debts to the Company. He began to worry about that.
Lost without the constant directives from the Company, he had his technicians step up the power in the settlement transmitter. He knew that the screen Lon had put up would stop ordinary spacegram transmission. Even with a tight beam, he could broadcast and receive only at night, when the screen was thinnest. Even so, he had to search out holes in the screen.
The system didn’t work perfectly—it wasn’t two-way at all, until the Company stepped up the power in its own transmitter—but spacegrams started to get through again.
Carson smiled in relief. He began to regain some of his old arrogantly bored manner. Now that the Company’s guiding hand was once more with him, nothing seemed as bad as it had been. He was able to report that something had happened to save the colony from extinction, and that Lon Simpson had probably done it.
In return, he got a spacegram demanding full particulars, and precise information on the devices he had reported Lon Simpson to have made.
Humbly, Carson obeyed his corporation.
* * * *
He pumped Cathy—which was not difficult, because she was bursting with pride in Lon. She confirmed, in detail, the rumor that Lon was somehow responsible for the protective screen that was keeping everybody alive.
Carson sent the information by spacegram. He was informed that a special Company ship was heading for Cetis Gamma Two at full speed. Carson would take orders from its skipper when it arrived. Meanwhile, he would buy thanar leaf if absolutely necessary, but stall as long as possible. The legal staff of the Trading Company was working on the problem of adapting the system to get the new surplus supplies of thanar without letting anybody get anything in particular for it. He would keep secret the coming of the special ship, which was actually the space yacht of a member of the Board of Directors. And he would display great friendliness toward Lon Simpson.
The last was the difficult part, because Lon Simpson was becoming difficult. With the sun writhing as if in agony overhead—seen dimly through a permanent blessed mistiness—and changing shape from hour to hour, Lon Simpson had discovered something new to get mad about. Lon had felt definitely on top of the world. He had solved the problem of clearing his debts and getting credit sufficient for two passages back to Earth, with money there to take care of getting rich on his inventions. There was no reason to delay marriage. He wanted to get married. And through a deplorable oversight, there had been no method devised by which a legal marriage ceremony could be performed on Cetis Gamma Two.
It was one of those accidental omissions which would presently be rectified. But the legal minds who’d set up the system for the planet had been thinking of money, not marriages. They hadn’t envisioned connubial bliss as a service the Company should provide. And Lon was raising cain. His barn was literally bursting with thanar leaves, and he was filling up his attic, extra bedroom, living quarters and kitchen with more. He was rich. He wanted to get married. And it wasn’t possible.
Lon was in a position to raise much more cain than ordinary. He’d made an amicable bargain with his fellow colonists. They brought truckloads of miscellaneous foliage to be put into his vegetation converter, and he converted it all into thanar leaves. The product was split two ways. Everybody was happy—except Carson—Because every colonist had already acquired enough thanar leaf to pay himself out of debt, and was working on extra capital.
If this kept up, the galactic market would be broken.
Carson had nightmares about that.
* * * *
So the sun went through convulsions in emptiness, and nobody on its second planet paid any attention at all. After about a week, it occasionally subsided. When that happened, the ionization of the planet’s upper atmosphere lessened, the radiation screen grew thinner, and a larger proportion of light reached the surface. When the sun flared higher, the shield automatically grew thicker. An astronomical phenomenon which should have destroyed all life on the inner planets came to be taken for granted.
But events on the second planet were not without consequences elsewhere. The Board of Directors of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company simultaneously jittered and beamed with anticipation. If Lon could convert one form of vegetable product into another, then the Company’s monopoly of thanar would vanish as soon as he got loose with his device. On the other hand, if the Company could get that device for its very own.…
Thanar had a practically unlimited market. Every year a new age group of the population needed a milligram a day to keep old age away. But besides that, there was Martian zuss fiber, which couldn’t be marketed because there wasn’t enough of it, but would easily fetch a thousand credits a kilo if Lon’s gadget could produce it from samples. There was that Arcturian sicces dust—the pollen of an inordinately rare plant on Arcturus Four—which could be sold at more than its weight in diamonds, for perfume. And—
The directors of the Company shivered over what might happen; and gloated over what could. So they kept their fingers crossed while the space yacht of one of their number sped toward Cetis Gamma Two, manned by very trustworthy men who would carry out their instructions with care and vigor and no nonsense about it.
Lon Simpson worked with his neighbors, converting all sorts of vegetable debris—the fact that some of it was scorched did not seem to matter—into thanar leaf which was sound legal tender on that particular planet. From time to time he went to Cetopolis. He talked sentimentally and yearningly to Cathy. And then he went to Carson’s office and raised the very devil because there was as yet no arrangement by which he and Cathy could enter into the state of holy matrimony.
* * * *
Rhadampsicus looked over his notes and was very well pleased. He explained to Nodalictha that from now on the return of Cetis Gamma to its normal condition would be a cut-and-dried affair. He would like to stay and watch it, but the important phenomena were all over now. He said solicitously that if she wanted to go on, completing their nuptial journey.… She might be anxious to see her family and friends.… She might be lonely.…
Nodalictha smiled at him. The process would have been horrifying to a human who watched, but Rhadampsicus smiled back.
“Lonely?” asked Nodalictha coyly. “With you, Rhadampsicus?”
He impulsively twined his eye stalks about hers. A little later he was saying tenderly, “Then I’ll just finish my observations, darling, and we’ll go on—since you don’t mind waiting.”
“I’d like to see my pets again,” said Nodalictha, nestling comfortably against him.
Together, they scanned the second planet, but their thoughts could not penetrate its Rhinthak screen. They saw the space yacht flash up to it. Rhadampsicus inspected the minds of the bipeds inside it. Nodalictha, of course, modestly refrained from entering the minds of male creatures other than her husband.
“Peculiar,” commented Rhadampsicus. “Very peculiar. If I were a sociologist, I might find it less baffling. But they must have a very queer sort of social system. They actually intend to harm your pets, Nodalictha, because the male now knows how to supply them all with food and energy! Isn’t that strange? I wish the Rhinthak screen did not block off scanning.… But it will fade, presently.”
“You will keep the others from harming my pets,” said Nodalictha confidently. “Do you know, darling, I think I must be quite the luckiest person in the Galaxy, to be married to you.”
* * * *
The space yacht landed at the field outside Cetopolis. Inhabitants of the tiny town flocked to the field to see new faces. They were disappointed. One man came out and the airlock closed. No visitors.
The skipper went into Carson’s office. He closed the door firmly behind him. He had very beady eyes and a very hard-boiled expression. He looked at Carson with open contempt, and Carson felt that it was because Carson did the Company’s dirty work with figures and due regard for law and order, instead of frankly and violently and without shilly-shallying.
“This Lon Simpson’s got those gadgets, eh?” asked the skipper.
“Why—yes,” said Carson unhappily. “He’s very popular at the moment. He made something on his barn roof that kept the sun from burning us all to death, you know—that still keeps us from burning to death, for that matter.”
“So if we take it away or smash it,” observed the skipper, “we don’t have to worry about anybody saying nasty things about us afterward. Yeah?”
Carson swallowed.
“Everybody’d die if you smashed the gadget,” he admitted, “but all the thanar plants in existence would be burned up, too. There’d be no more thanar. The Company wouldn’t like that.”
The skipper waved his hand. “How do I get this Simpson on my ship? Take a bunch of my men and go grab him?”
“Wh-what are you going to do with him?”
“Don’t you worry,” said the skipper comfortingly. “We know how to handle it. He knows how to make some things the bosses want to know how to make. Once I get him on the ship, he’ll tell. We got ways. Do I take some men and grab him, or will you get him on board peaceable?”
“There—ah—” Carson licked his lips. “He wants to get married. There’s no provision in the legal code for it, as yet. It was overlooked. But I can tell him that as a ship captain, you—”
The skipper nodded matter of factly.
“Right. You get him and the girl on board. And I’ve got some orders for you. Gather up plenty of thanar seed. Get some starting trays with young plants in them. I’ll come back in a couple of days and take you and them on board. The stuff this guy has got is too good, understand?”
“N-no. I’m afraid I don’t.”
* * * *
“I get this guy to tell us how to make his gadgets,” the skipper explained contemptuously. “We make sure he tells us right. To be extra sure, we leave the gadgets he’s got made and working back here, where he can’t get to ’em and spoil ’em. But when we know all he knows—and what he only guesses, too, and my tame scientists have made the same kinda gadgets, an’ they work—why, we come back and pick you up, and the thanar seed and the young growing plants. Then we get the gadgets this guy made here, and we head back for Earth.”
“But if you take the gadget that keeps us all from being burned up—” Carson said agitatedly, “if you do, everybody here—”
“Won’t that be too bad!” the skipper said ironically. “But you won’t be here. You’ll be on the yacht. Don’t worry. Now go fix it for the girl and him to walk into our parlor.”
Carson’s hand shook as he reached for the beamphone. His voice was not quite normal as he explained to Cathy in the exchange that the skipper of the space yacht had the legal power to perform marriage ceremonies in space. And Carson, as a gesture of friendship to one of the most prominent colonists, had asked if the captain would oblige Cathy and Lon. The captain had agreed. If they made haste, he would take them out in space and marry them.
The skipper of the space yacht regarded him with undisguised scorn when he hung up the phone and mopped his face.
“Pretty girl, eh?” he asked contemptuously, “and you didn’t have the nerve to grab her for yourself?” He did not wait for an answer. “I’ll look her over. You get your stuff ready for when I come back in a couple of days.”
“But—when you release them,” Carson said shakily, “They’ll report—”
The skipper looked at Carson without any expression at all. Then he went out.
Carson felt sick. But he was a very loyal employee of the Cetis Gamma Trading Company. From the windows of his air-conditioned office, he watched Lon Simpson greet Cathy on his arrival in Cetopolis. He saw Cathy put a sprig of chanel blossoms on the lapel of her very best suit, in lieu of a bridal bouquet. And he watched them go with shining faces toward the airport. He didn’t try to stop them.
Later he heard the space yacht take off.
* * * *
Nodalictha prepared to share the thoughts and the happiness of the female biped whose emotions were familiar, since Nodalictha was so recently a bride herself. Rhadampsicus was making notes, but he gallantly ceased when Nodalictha called to him. They sat, then, before their crude but comfortable bower on the ninth planet, all set to share the quaint rejoicing of the creatures of which Nodalictha had grown fond.
Nodalictha penetrated the thoughts of the female, in pleased anticipation. Rhadampsicus scanned the mind of the male, and his expression changed. He shifted his thought to another and another of the bipeds in the ship’s company. He spoke with some distaste.
“The ones you consider your pets, Nodalictha, are amiable enough. But the others—” He frowned. “Really, darling, if you went into their minds, you’d be most displeased. They are quite repulsive. Let’s forget about them and start for home. If you really care for pets, we’ve much more suitable creatures there.”
Nodalictha pouted.
“Rhadampsicus, let’s just watch their marriage ceremony. It is so cute to think of little creatures like that loving each other—and marrying—”
Rhadampsicus withdrew his thought from the space yacht and looked about the charming rural retreat he and Nodalictha had occupied. Its nitrogen-snow walls glittered in the starlight. The garden of cyanogen flowers and the border of ammonia crystals and the walkway of monoclinic sulphur, and the reflection pool of liquid hydrogen he’d installed in an odd half hour. These were simple, but they were delightful. The crudity of the space yacht with its metal walls so curiously covered over with a coating of lead oxide in hardened oil, and the vegetable gum flooring.… Rhadampsicus did not like the surroundings men made for themselves in space.
“Very well, darling,” he said resignedly. “We will watch, and then we’ll take off for home. I’m anxious to see what the modernists have to say when I show them my notes on this flare-up.—And of course,” he added with grave humor, “you want to show your family that I haven’t ill-treated you.”
He was the barest trace impatient, but Nodalictha’s thoughts were with the female biped in the spaceship. Her expression was distressed.
“Rhadampsicus!” she said angrily. “The other bipeds are being unkind to my pets! Do something! I don’t like them!”
* * * *
A sailor in a soiled uniform led them into the space yacht’s saloon. The airlock clanked shut, and the yacht soared for the skies. The sailor vanished. Nobody else came near. Then Lon stiffened. He got the flavor of his surroundings. He had Cathy with him. On her account, his flesh crawled suddenly.
This was a space yacht, but of a very special kind. It was a pleasure ship. The decorations were subtly disgusting. There were pictures on the walls, and at first glance they were pretty enough, but on second glance they were disquieting, and when carefully examined they were elaborately and allusively monstrous. This was the yacht of someone denying that anything could be more desirable than pleasure—and who took his pleasure in a most unattractive fashion.
Lon grasped this much, and it occurred to him that the crew of such a yacht would be chosen for its willingness to coöperate in its owner’s enterprises. And Lon went somewhat pale, for Cathy was with him.
The ship went up and up, with the dark shutters over the ports showing that it was in sunshine fierce enough to be dangerous on unshielded flesh. Presently there was the feel of maneuvering. After a time the shutters flipped open and stars were visible.
Lon went quickly to a port and looked out. The great black mass of the night side of Cetis Gamma Two filled half the firmament. It blotted out the sun. The space yacht might be two or three thousand miles up and in the planet’s umbra—its shadow—which was not necessary for a space wedding, or for anything involving a reasonably brief stay in the excessive heat Cetis Gamma gave off.
There were clankings. A door opened. The skipper came in and Cathy smiled at him because she didn’t realize Lon’s fierce apprehension. Four other men followed, all in soiled and untidy space yacht uniforms, then two other men in more ordinary clothing. Their expressions were distinctly uneasy.
The four sailors walked matter of factly over to Lon and grabbed at him. They should have taken him completely by surprise, but he had been warned just enough to explode into battle. It was a very pretty fight, for a time. Lon kept three of them busy. One snarled with a wrenched wrist, another spat blood and teeth and a third had a closed eye before the fourth swung a chair. Then Lon hit something with his head. It was the deck, but he didn’t know it.
* * * *
When he came to, he was hobbled. He was not bound so he couldn’t move, but his hands were handcuffed together, with six inches of chain between for play. His ankles were similarly restricted. He could move, but he could not fight. Blood was trickling down his temple and somebody was holding his head up.
The skipper said impatiently, “All right, stand back.”
Lon’s head was released. The skipper jerked a thumb. Men went out. Lon looked about desperately for Cathy. She was there—dead white and terrified, but apparently unharmed. She stared at Lon in wordless pleading.
“You’re a suspicious guy, aren’t you?” asked the skipper sardonically. “Somebody lays a finger on you and you start fighting. But you’ve got the idea. I’ll say it plain so we can get moving. You’re Lon Simpson. Carson, down on the planet, reported some nice news about you. You made a gadget that converts any sort of leaf to thanar. Maybe it turns stuff to other stuff, too.” He paused. “We want to know how to make gadgets like that. You’re gonna draw plans an’ explain the theory. I got guys here to listen. We’re gonna make one, from your plans an’ explanations, an’ it’d better work. See?”
“Carson sent for you to do this,” Lon Simpson said thickly.
“He did. The Company wants it. They’ll use it to make zuss fiber and sicces dust, and stuff like that. Maybe dream dust, too, an’ so on. The point is you’re gonna tell us how to make those gadgets. How about it?”
Lon licked his lips. He said slowly, “I think there’s more. Go on.”
“You made another gadget,” said the skipper, with relish, “that turns out power without fuel. The Company wants that, too. Spacelines will pay for it. Cities will pay for it. It ought to be a pretty nice thing. You’re gonna make plans and explanations of how that works and we’re gonna make sure they’re right. That clear?”
“Will you let us go when I’ve told you?” Lon asked bitterly.
“Not without one more gadget,” the skipper added amiably. “You made something that put a screen around the planet yonder, so it didn’t get burned up. It’d oughta be useful. The company’ll put one around Mercury. Convenient for minin’ operations. One around that planet that’s too close to Sirius. Oh, there’s plenty of places that’ll be useful. So you’ll get set to draw up the plans for that, too—and explanations of how it works. Then we’ll talk about lettin’ you go.”
* * * *
Lon knew that he wouldn’t be let go in any case. Not after he’d told them what was wanted. Not by men who’d work on a pleasure craft like this. Not with Cathy a prisoner with him. But he might as well get all the cards down.
“And if I won’t tell you what you want to know?” he asked.
The skipper shrugged his shoulders. “You were knocked out a while,” he said without heat. “While we were waitin’ for you to come to, we told her—” he jerked his thumb at Cathy—“what would happen to her if you weren’t obligin’. We told her plenty. She knows we mean it. We won’t hurt you until we’ve finished with her. So you’d better get set to talk. I’ll let her see if she can persuade you peaceable. I’ll give her ten minutes.”
He went out. The door clicked shut behind him and Lon knew that this was the finish. He looked at Cathy’s dazed, horror-filled eyes. He knew this wasn’t a bluff. He was up against the same system that had brought colonists to Cetis Gamma Two. The brains that had planned that system had planned this. They’d gotten completely qualified men to do their dirty work in both cases.
“Lon, darling! Please kill me!” Cathy said in a hoarse whisper.
He looked at her in astonishment.
“Please kill me!” repeated Cathy desperately. “They—they can’t ever dare let us go, Lon, after what they’ve told me! They’ve got to kill us both. But—Lon, darling—please kill me first.…”
An idea came into Lon’s mind. He surveyed it worriedly. He knew that he would have to tell what he knew and then he would be killed. The Cetis Gamma Trading Company wanted his inventions, and it would need him dead after it had them.
The idea was hopeless, but he had to try it. They knew he’d made gadgets which did remarkable things. If he made something now and persuaded them that it was a weapon.…
His flesh crawled with horror. Not for himself, but for Cathy. He fumbled in his pockets. A pocket knife. A key chain. String. His face was completely gray. He ripped an upholstered seat. There were coiled springs under the foamite. He pulled away a piece of decorative molding. He knew it wouldn’t work, but there wasn’t anything else to do. His hands moved awkwardly, with the handcuffs limiting their movements.
Time passed. He had something finished. It was a bit of wood with a coil spring from the chair, with his key chain wrapped around it and his pocket knife set in it so that the blade would seem to make a contact. But it would achieve nothing whatever.
Cathy stared at him. Her eyes were desperate, but she believed. She’d seen three equally improbable devices perform wonders. While Lon made something that looked like the nightmare of an ultimatist sculptor, she watched in terrified hope.
* * * *
He had it in his hand when the door opened again and the skipper came back into the saloon. He said prosaically, “Shall I call in the scientist guys to listen, or the persuader guys to work on her?”
“Neither. I’ve made another gadget,” Lon said from a dry throat. “It will kill you. It’ll kill everybody on the ship—from here. You’re going to put us back down on the planet below.”
The skipper did not look at the gadget, but at Lon’s face. Then he called. The four men of the crew and the two uneasy scientists came in.
“We got to persuade,” the skipper said sardonically. “He just told me he’s made a new gadget that’ll kill us all.”
He moved unhurriedly toward Lon. Lon knew that his bluff was no good. If the thing had actually been a weapon, he’d have been confident and assured. He didn’t feel that way, but he raised the thing menacingly as the skipper approached.
The skipper took it away, laughing.
“We’ll tie him in a chair an’ get to work on her. When he’s ready to talk, we’ll stop.” He looked at the object in his hands. It was ridiculous to look at. It was as absurd as the device that extracted power from matter stresses, and the machine that converted one kind of vegetation into another, and the apparatus—partly barn roof—that had short-circuited the ionosphere of Cetis Gamma Two to the planet’s solid surface. It looked very foolish indeed.
The skipper was amused.
“Look out, you fellas,” he said humorously. “It’s gonna kill you!”
He crooked his finger and the knifeblade made a contact. He swept it in mock menace about the saloon. The four crew-members and the two scientists went stiff. He gaped at them, then turned the device to stare at it incredulously. He came within its range.
He stiffened. Off-balance, he fell on the device, breaking its gimcrack fastenings and the contact which transmitted nothing that Lon Simpson could imagine coming out of it. The others fell, one by one, with peculiarly solid impacts.
Their flesh was incredibly hard. It was as solid, in fact, as so much mahogany.
* * * *
Nodalictha said warmly, “You’re a darling, Rhadampsicus! It was outrageous of those nasty creatures to intend to harm my pets! I’m glad you attended to them!”
“And I’m glad you’re pleased, my dear,” Rhadampsicus said pleasantly. “Now shall we set out for home?”
Nodalictha looked about the cosy landscape of the ninth planet of Cetis Gamma. There were jagged peaks of frozen air, and mountain ranges of water, solidified ten thousand aeons ago. There were frost-trees of nitrogen, the elaborate crystal formations of argon, and here a wide sweep of oxygen crystal sward, with tiny peeping wild crystals of deep-blue cyanogen seeming to grow more thickly by the brook of liquid hydrogen. And there was their bower; primitive, but the scene of a true honeymoon idyll.
“I almost hate to go home, Rhadampsicus,” Nodalictha said. “We’ve been so happy here. Will you remember it for always?”
“Naturally,” said Rhadampsicus. “I’m glad you’ve been happy.”
Nodalictha snuggled up to him and twined eye stalks with him.
“Darling,” she said softly, “you’ve been wonderful, and I’ve been spoiled, and you’ve let me be. But I’m going to be a very dutiful wife from now on, Rhadampsicus. Only it has been fun, having you be so nice to me!”
“It’s been fun for me, too,” replied Rhadampsicus gallantly.
Nodalictha took a last glance around, and each of her sixteen eyes glowed sentimentally. Then she scanned the far-distant spaceship in the shadow of the second planet from the now subsiding sun.
“My pets,” she said tenderly. “But—Rhadampsicus, what are they doing?”
“They’ve discovered that the crew of their vehicle—they call it a space yacht—aren’t dead, that they’re only in suspended animation. And they’ve decided in some uneasiness that they’d better take them back to Earth to be revived.”
“How nice! I knew they were sweet little creatures!”
Rhadampsicus hesitated a moment.
“From the male’s mind I gather something else. Since the crew of this space yacht was incapacitated, and they were—ah—not employed on it, he and your female will bring it safely to port, and, I gather that they have a claim to great reward. Ah—it is something they call ‘salvage.’ He plans to use it to secure other rewards he calls ‘patents’ and they expect to live happily ever after.”
“And,” cried Nodalictha gleefully, “from the female’s mind I know that she is very proud of him, because she doesn’t know that you designed all the instruments he made, darling. She’s speaking to him now, telling him she loves him very dearly.”
Then Nodalictha blushed a little, because in a faraway space yacht Cathy had kissed Lon Simpson. The process seemed highly indecorous to Nodalictha, so recently a bride.
“Yes,” said Rhadampsicus, drily. “He is returning the compliment. It is quaint to think of such small creatures—Ha! Nodalictha, you should be pleased again. He is telling her that they will be married when they reach Earth, and that she shall have a white dress and a veil and a train. But I am afraid we cannot follow to witness the ceremony.”
Their tentacles linked and their positron blasts mingling, the two of them soared up from the surface of the ninth planet of Cetis Gamma. They swept away, headed for their home at the extreme outer tip of the most far-flung arm of the spiral outposts of the Galaxy.
“But still,” said Nodalictha, as they swept through emptiness at a speed unimaginable to humans, “they’re wonderfully cute.”
“Yes, darling,” Rhadampsicus agreed, unwilling to start an argument so soon after the wedding. “But not as cute as you.”
* * * *
On the space yacht, Lon Simpson tried to use his genius to invent a way to get his handcuffs and leg-irons off. He failed completely.
Cathy had to get the keys out of the skipper’s pocket and unlock them for him.



THE OTHER NOW
Originally published in Galaxy Science Fiction, March 1951.
It was self-evident nonsense. If Jimmy Patterson had told anybody but Haynes, calm men in white jackets would have taken him away for psychiatric treatment which undoubtedly would have been effective. He’d have been restored to sanity and common sense, and he’d probably have died of it. So to anyone who liked Jimmy and Jane, it is good that things worked out as they did. The facts are patently impossible, but they are satisfying.
Haynes, though, would like very much to know exactly why it happened in the case of Jimmy and Jane and nobody else. There must have been some specific reason, but there’s absolutely no clue to it.
It began about three months after Jane was killed in that freak accident. Jimmy had taken her death hard. This night seemed no different from any other. He came home just as usual and his throat tightened a little, just as usual, as he went up to the door. It was still intolerable to know that Jane wouldn’t be waiting for him.
The hurt in his throat was a familiar sensation which he was doggedly hoping would go away. But it was extra strong tonight and he wondered rather desperately if he’d sleep, or, if he did, whether he would dream. Sometimes he had dreams of Jane and was happy until he woke up, and then he wanted to cut his throat. But he wasn’t at that point tonight. Not yet.
As he explained it to Haynes later, he simply put his key in the door and opened it and started to walk in. But he kicked the door instead, so he absently put his key in the door and opened it and started to walk in—
Yes, that is what happened. He was half-way through before he realized. He stared blankly. The door looked perfectly normal. He closed it behind him, feeling queer. He tried to reason out what had happened.
Then he felt a slight draught. The door wasn’t shut. It was wide open. He had to close it again.
That was all that happened to mark this night off from any other, and there is no explanation why it happened—began, rather—this night instead of another. Jimmy went to bed with a taut feeling. He’d had the conviction that he opened the door twice. The same door. Then he’d had the conviction that he had had to close it twice. He’d heard of that feeling. Queer, but no doubt commonplace.
He slept, blessedly without dreams. He woke next morning and found his muscles tense. That was an acquired habit. Before he opened his eyes, every morning, he reminded himself that Jane wasn’t beside him. It was necessary. If he forgot and turned contentedly—to emptiness—the ache of being alive, when Jane wasn’t, was unbearable.
* * * *
This morning he lay with his eyes closed to remind himself, and instead found himself thinking about that business of the door. He’d kicked the door between the two openings, so it wasn’t only an illusion of repetition. He was puzzling over that repetition after closing the door, when he found he had to close it again. That proved to him it wasn’t a standard mental vagary. It looked like a delusion. But his memory insisted that it had happened that way, whether it was possible or not.
Frowning, he went out and got his breakfast at a restaurant and rode to work. Work was blessed, because he had to think about it. The main trouble was that sometimes something turned up which Jane would have been amused to hear, and he had to remind himself that there was no use making a mental note to tell her. Jane was dead.
Today he thought a good deal about the door, but when he went home he knew that he was going to have a black night. He wouldn’t sleep, and oblivion would seem infinitely tempting, because the ache of being alive, when Jane wasn’t, was horribly tedious and he could not imagine an end to it. Tonight would be a very bad one, indeed.
He opened the door and started in. He went crashing into the door. He stood still for an instant, and then fumbled for the lock. But the door was open. He’d opened it. There hadn’t been anything for him to run into. Yet his forehead hurt where he’d bumped into the door which wasn’t closed at all.
There was nothing he could do about it, though. He went in. He hung up his coat. He sat down wearily. He filled his pipe and grimly faced a night that was going to be one of the worst. He struck a match and lighted his pipe, and put the match in an ashtray. And he glanced in the tray. There were the stubs of cigarets in it. Jane’s brand. Freshly smoked.
He touched them with his fingers. They were real. Then a furious anger filled him. Maybe the cleaning woman had had the intolerable insolence to smoke Jane’s cigarets. He got up and stormed through the house, raging as he searched for signs of further impertinence. He found none. He came back, seething, to his chair. The ashtray was empty. And there’d been nobody around to empty it.
It was logical to question his own sanity, and the question gave him a sort of grim cheer. The matter of the recurrent oddities could be used to fight the abysmal depression ahead. He tried to reason them out, and always they added up to delusions only.
But he kept his mind resolutely on the problem. Work, during the day, was a godsend. Sometimes he was able to thrust aside for whole half-hours the fact that Jane was dead. Now he grappled relievedly with the question of his sanity or lunacy. He went to the desk where Jane had kept her household accounts. He’d set the whole thing down on paper and examine it methodically, checking this item against that.
Jane’s diary lay on the desk-blotter, with a pencil between two of its pages. He picked it up with a tug of dread. Some day he might read it—an absurd chronicle Jane had never offered him—but not now. Not now!
That was when he realized that it shouldn’t be here. His hands jumped, and it fell open. He saw Jane’s angular writing and it hurt. He closed it quickly, aching all over. But the printed date at the top of the page registered on his brain even as he snapped the cover shut.
He sat still for minutes, every muscle taut.
It was a long time before he opened the book again, and by that time he had a perfectly reasonable explanation. It must be that Jane hadn’t restricted herself to assigned spaces. When she had something extra to write, she wrote it on past the page allotted for a given date.
Of course!
Jimmy fumbled back to the last written page, where the pencil had been, with a tense matter-of-factness. It was, as he’d noticed, today’s date. The page was filled. The writing was fresh. It was Jane’s handwriting.
“Went to the cemetery,” said the sprawling letters. “It was very bad. Three months since the accident and it doesn’t get any easier. I’m developing a personal enmity to chance. It doesn’t seem like an abstraction any more. It was chance that killed Jimmy. It could have been me instead, or neither of us. I wish—”
Jimmy went quietly mad for a moment or two. When he came to himself he was staring at an empty desk-blotter. There wasn’t any book before him. There wasn’t any pencil between his fingers. He remembered picking up the pencil and writing desperately under Jane’s entry. “Jane!” he’d written—and he could remember the look of his scrawled script under Jane’s—“where are you? I’m not dead! I thought you were! In God’s name, where are you?”
But certainly nothing of the sort could have happened. It was delusion.
That night was particularly bad, but curiously not as bad as some other nights had been. Jimmy had a normal man’s horror of insanity, yet this wasn’t, so to speak, normal insanity. A lunatic has always an explanation for his delusions. Jimmy had none. He noted the fact.
Next morning he bought a small camera with a flash-bulb attachment and carefully memorized the directions for its use. This was the thing that would tell the story. And that night, when he got home, as usual after dark, he had the camera ready. He unlocked the door and opened it. He put his hand out tentatively. The door was still closed.
He stepped back and quickly snapped the camera. There was a sharp flash of the bulb. The glare blinded him. But when he put out his hand again, the door was open. He stepped into the living-room without having to unlock and open it a second time.
He looked at the desk as he turned the film and put in a new flash-bulb. It was as empty as he’d left it in the morning. He hung up his coat and settled down tensely with his pipe. Presently he knocked out the ashes. There were cigaret butts in the tray.
He quivered a little. He smoked again, carefully not looking at the desk. It was not until he knocked out the second pipeful of ashes that he let himself look where Jane’s diary had been.
It was there again. The book was open. There was a ruler laid across it to keep it open.
Jimmy wasn’t frightened, and he wasn’t hopeful. There was absolutely no reason why this should happen to him. He was simply desperate and grim when he went across the room. He saw yesterday’s entry, and his own hysterical message. And there was more writing beyond that.
In Jane’s hand.
“Darling, maybe I’m going crazy. But I think you wrote me as if you were alive. Maybe I’m crazy to answer you. But please, darling, if you are alive somewhere and somehow—”
There was a tear-blot here. The rest was frightened, and tender, and as desperate as Jimmy’s own sensations.
He wrote, with trembling fingers, before he put the camera into position and pressed the shutter-control for the second time.
When his eyes recovered from the flash, there was nothing on the desk.
He did not sleep at all that night, nor did he work the next day. He went to a photographer with the film and paid an extravagant fee to have the film developed and enlarged at once. He got back two prints, quite distinct. Even very clear, considering everything. One looked like a trick shot, showing a door twice, once open and once closed, in the same photograph. The other was a picture of an open book and he could read every word on its pages. It was inconceivable that such a picture should have come out.
He walked around practically at random for a couple of hours, looking at the pictures from time to time. Pictures or no pictures, the thing was nonsense. The facts were preposterous. It must be that he only imagined seeing these prints. But there was a quick way to find out.
He went to Haynes. Haynes was his friend and reluctantly a lawyer—reluctantly because law practice interfered with a large number of unlikely hobbies.
“Haynes,” said Jimmy quietly, “I want you to look at a couple of pictures and see if you see what I do. I may have gone out of my head.”
* * * *
He passed over the picture of the door. It looked to Jimmy like two doors, nearly at right angles, in the same door-frame and hung from the same hinges.
Haynes looked at it and said tolerantly, “Didn’t know you went in for trick photography.” He picked up a reading glass and examined it in detail. “A futile but highly competent job. You covered half the film and exposed with the door closed, and then exposed for the other half of the film with the door open. A neat job of matching, though. You’ve a good tripod.”
“I held the camera in my hand,” said Jimmy, with restraint.
“You couldn’t do it that way, Jimmy,” objected Haynes. “Don’t try to kid me.”
“I’m trying not to fool myself,” said Jimmy. He was very pale. He handed over the other enlargement. “What do you see in this?”
Haynes looked. Then he jumped. He read through what was so plainly photographed on the pages of a diary that hadn’t been before the camera. Then he looked at Jimmy in palpable uneasiness.
“Got any explanation?” asked Jimmy. He swallowed. “I—haven’t any.”
He told what had happened to date, baldly and without any attempt to make it reasonable. Haynes gaped at him. But before long the lawyer’s eyes grew shrewd and compassionate. As noted hitherto, he had a number of unlikely hobbies, among which was a loud insistence on a belief in a fourth dimension and other esoteric ideas, because it was good fun to talk authoritatively about them. But he had common sense, had Haynes, and a good and varied law practice.
Presently he said gently, “If you want it straight, Jimmy… I had a client once. She accused a chap of beating her up. It was very pathetic. She was absolutely sincere. She really believed it. But her own family admitted that she’d made the marks on herself—and the doctors agreed that she’d unconsciously blotted it out of her mind afterward.”
“You suggest,” said Jimmy composedly, “that I might have forged all that to comfort myself with, as soon as I could forget the forging. I don’t think that’s the case, Haynes. What possibilities does that leave?”
Haynes hesitated a long time. He looked at the pictures again, scrutinizing especially the one that looked like a trick shot.
“This is an amazingly good job of matching,” he said wrily. “I can’t pick the place where the two exposures join. Some people might manage to swallow this, and the theoretic explanation is a lot better. The only trouble is that it couldn’t happen.”
Jimmy waited.
Haynes went on awkwardly, “The accident in which Jane was killed. You were in your car. You came up behind a truck carrying structural steel. There was a long slim girder sticking way out behind, with a red rag on it. The truck had airbrakes. The driver jammed them on just after he’d passed over a bit of wet pavement. The truck stopped. Your car slid, even with the brakes locked.—It’s nonsense, Jimmy!”
“I’d rather you continued,” said Jimmy, white.
“You—ran into the truck, your car swinging a little as it slid. The girder came through the windshield. It could have hit you. It could have missed both of you. By pure chance, it happened to hit Jane.”
“And killed her,” said Jimmy very quietly. “Yes. But it might have been me. That diary entry is written as if it had been me. Did you notice?”
There was a long pause in Haynes’ office. The world outside the windows was highly prosaic and commonplace and normal. Haynes wriggled in his chair.
“I think,” he said unhappily, “you did the same as my girl client—forged that writing and then forgot it. Have you seen a doctor yet?”
“I will,” said Jimmy. “Systematize my lunacy for me first, Haynes. If it can be done.”
“It’s not accepted science,” said Haynes. “In fact, it’s considered eyewash. But there have been speculations.…” He grimaced. “First point is that it was pure chance that Jane was hit. It was just as likely to be you instead, or neither of you. If it had been you—”
“Jane,” said Jimmy, “would be living in our house alone, and she might very well have written that entry in the diary.”
“Yes,” agreed Haynes uncomfortably. “I shouldn’t suggest this, but—there are a lot of possible futures. We don’t know which one will come about for us. Nobody except fatalists can argue with that statement. When today was in the future, there were a lot of possible todays. The present moment—now—is only one of any number of nows that might have been. So it’s been suggested—mind you, this isn’t accepted science, but pure charlatanry—it’s been suggested that there may be more than one actual now. Before the girder actually hit, there were three nows in the possible future. One in which neither of you was hit, one in which you were hit, and one—”
He paused, embarrassed. “So some people would say, how do we know that the one in which Jane was hit is the only now? They’d say that the others could have happened and that maybe they did.”
Jimmy nodded.
“If that were true,” he said detachedly, “Jane would be in a present moment, a now, where it was me who was killed. As I’m in a now where she was killed. Is that it?”
Haynes shrugged.
Jimmy thought, and said gravely, “Thanks. Queer, isn’t it?”
He picked up the two pictures and went out.
Haynes was the only one who knew about the affair, and he worried. But it is not easy to denounce someone as insane, when there is no evidence that he is apt to be dangerous. He did go to the trouble to find out that Jimmy acted in a reasonably normal manner, working industriously and talking quite sanely in the daytime. Only Haynes suspected that of nights he went home and experienced the impossible. Sometimes, Haynes suspected that the impossible might be the fact—that had been an amazingly good bit of trick photography—but it was too preposterous! Also, there was no reason for such a thing to happen to Jimmy.
* * * *
For a week after Haynes’ pseudo-scientific explanation, however, Jimmy was almost light-hearted. He no longer had to remind himself that Jane was dead. He had evidence that she wasn’t. She wrote to him in the diary which he found on her desk, and he read her messages and wrote in return. For a full week the sheer joy of simply being able to communicate with each other was enough.
The second week was not so good. To know that Jane was alive was good, but to be separated from her without hope was not. There was no meaning in a cosmos in which one could only write love-letters to one’s wife or husband in another now which only might have been. But for a while both Jimmy and Jane tried to hide this new hopelessness from each other.
Jimmy explained this carefully to Haynes before it was all over. Their letters were tender and very natural, and presently there was even time for gossip and actual bits of choice scandal.…
Haynes met Jimmy on the street one day, after about two weeks. Jimmy looked better, but he was drawn very fine. Though he greeted Haynes without constraint, Haynes felt awkward. After a little he said, “Er—Jimmy. That matter we were talking about the other day—Those photographs—”
“Yes. You were right,” said Jimmy casually. “Jane agrees. There is more than one now. In the now I’m in, Jane was killed. In the now she’s in, I was killed.”
Haynes fidgeted. “Would you let me see that picture of the door again?” he asked. “A trick film like that simply can’t be perfect! I’d like to enlarge that picture a little more. May I?”
“You can have the film,” said Jimmy. “I don’t need it any more.”
Haynes hesitated. Jimmy, quite matter-of-factly, told him most of what had happened to date. But he had no idea what had started it. Haynes almost wrung his hands.
“The thing can’t be!” he said desperately. “You have to be crazy, Jimmy!”
But he would not have said that to a man whose sanity he really suspected.
Jimmy nodded. “Jane told me something, by the way. Did you have a near-accident night before last? Somebody almost ran into you out on the Saw Mill Road?”
Haynes started and went pale. “I went around a curve and a car plunged out of nowhere on the wrong side of the road. We both swung hard. He smashed my fender and almost went off the road himself. But he went racing off without stopping to see if I’d gone in the ditch and killed myself. If I’d been five feet nearer the curve when he came out of it—”
“Where Jane is,” said Jimmy, “you were. Just about five feet nearer the curve. It was a bad smash. Tony Shields was in the other car. It killed him—where Jane is.”
Haynes licked his lips. It was absurd, but he said, “How about me?”
“Where Jane is,” Jimmy told him, “you’re in the hospital.”
Haynes swore in unreasonable irritation. There wasn’t any way for Jimmy to know about that near-accident. He hadn’t mentioned it, because he’d no idea who’d been in the other car.
“I don’t believe it!” But he said pleadingly, “Jimmy, it isn’t so, is it? How in hell could you account for it?”
Jimmy shrugged. “Jane and I—we’re rather fond of each other.” The understatement was so patent that he smiled faintly. “Chance separated us. The feeling we have for each other draws us together. There’s a saying about two people becoming one flesh. If such a thing could happen, it would be Jane and me. After all, maybe only a tiny pebble or a single extra drop of water made my car swerve enough to get her killed—where I am, that is. That’s a very little thing. So with such a trifle separating us, and so much pulling us together—why, sometimes the barrier wears thin. She leaves a door closed in the house where she is. I open that same door where I am. Sometimes I have to open the door she left closed, too. That’s all.”
Haynes didn’t say a word, but the question he wouldn’t ask was so self-evident that Jimmy answered it.
“We’re hoping,” he said. “It’s pretty bad being separated, but the—phenomena keep up. So we hope. Her diary is sometimes in the now where she is, and sometimes in this now of mine. Cigaret butts, too. Maybe—” That was the only time he showed any sign of emotion. He spoke as if his mouth were dry. “If ever I’m in her now or she’s in mine, even for an instant, all the devils in hell couldn’t separate us again!—We hope.”
Which was insanity. In fact, it was the third week of insanity. He’d told Haynes quite calmly that Jane’s diary was on her desk every night, and there was a letter to him in it, and he wrote one to her. He said quite calmly that the barrier between them seemed to be growing thinner. That at least once, when he went to bed, he was sure that there was one more cigaret stub in the ashtray than had been there earlier in the evening.
They were very near indeed. They were separated only by the difference between what was and what might have been. In one sense the difference was a pebble or a drop of water. In another, the difference was that between life and death. But they hoped. They convinced themselves that the barrier grew thinner. Once, it seemed to Jimmy that they touched hands. But he was not sure. He was still sane enough not to be sure. And he told all this to Haynes in a matter-of-fact fashion, and speculated mildly on what had started it all.…
Then, one night, Haynes called Jimmy on the telephone. Jimmy answered.
He sounded impatient.
“Jimmy!” said Haynes. He was almost hysterical. “I think I’m insane! You know you said Tony Shields was in the car that hit me?”
“Yes,” said Jimmy politely. “What’s the matter?”
“It’s been driving me crazy,” wailed Haynes feverishly. “You said he was killed—there. But I hadn’t told a soul about the incident. So—so just now I broke down and phoned him. And it was Tony Shields! That near-crash scared him to death, and I gave him hell and—he’s paying for my fender! I didn’t tell him he was killed.”
Jimmy didn’t answer. It didn’t seem to matter to him.
“I’m coming over!” said Haynes feverishly. “I’ve got to talk!”
“No,” said Jimmy. “Jane and I are pretty close to each other. We’ve touched each other again. We’re hoping. The barrier’s wearing through. We hope it’s going to break.”
“But it can’t!” protested Haynes, shocked at the idea of improbabilities in the preposterous. “It—it can’t! What’d happen if you turned up where she is, or—or if she turned up here?”
“I don’t know,” said Jimmy, “but we’d be together.”
“You’re crazy! You mustn’t—”
“Goodbye,” said Jimmy politely. “I’m hoping, Haynes. Something has to happen. It has to!”
His voice stopped. There was a noise in the room behind him; Haynes heard it. Only two words, and those faintly, and over a telephone, but he swore to himself that it was Jane’s voice, throbbing with happiness. The two words Haynes thought he heard were, “Jimmy! Darling!”
Then the telephone crashed to the floor and Haynes heard no more. Even though he called back frantically again, Jimmy didn’t answer.
* * * *
Haynes sat up all that night, practically gibbering, and he tried to call Jimmy again next morning, and then tried his office, and at last went to the police. He explained to them that Jimmy had been in a highly nervous state since the death of his wife.
So finally the police broke into the house. They had to break in because every door and window was carefully fastened from the inside, as if Jimmy had been very careful to make sure nobody could interrupt what he and Jane hoped would occur. But Jimmy wasn’t in the house. There was no trace of him. It was exactly as if he had vanished into the air.
Ultimately the police dragged ponds and such things for his body, but they never found any clues. Nobody ever saw Jimmy again. It was recorded that Jimmy simply left town, and everybody accepted that obvious explanation.
* * * *
The thing that really bothered Haynes was the fact that Jimmy had told him who’d almost crashed into him on the Saw Mill Road, and it was true. That was, to understate, hard to take. And there was the double-exposure picture of Jimmy’s front door, which was much more convincing than any other trick picture Haynes had ever seen. But on the other hand, if it did happen, why did it happen only to Jimmy and Jane? What set it off? What started it? Why, in effect, did those oddities start at that particular time, to those particular people, in that particular fashion? In fact, did anything happen at all?
Now, after Jimmy’s disappearance, Haynes wished he could talk with him once more—talk sensibly, quietly, without fear and hysteria and this naggingly demanding wonderment.
For he had sketched to Jimmy, and Jimmy had accepted (hadn’t he?) the possibility of the other now—but with that acceptance came still others. In one, Jane was dead. In one, Jimmy was dead. It was between these two that the barrier had grown so thin.…
If he could talk to Jimmy about it!
There was also a now in which both had died, and another in which neither had died! And if it was togetherness that each wanted so desperately…which was it?
These were things that Haynes would have liked very much to know, but he kept his mouth shut, or calm men in white coats would have come and taken him away for treatment. As they would have taken Jimmy.
The only thing really sure was that it was all impossible. But to someone who liked Jimmy and Jane—and doubtless to Jimmy and to Jane themselves—no matter which barrier had been broken, it was a rather satisfying impossibility.
Haynes’ car had been repaired. He could easily have driven out to the cemetery. For some reason, he never did.



THE SILVER MENACE
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CHAPTER I
The yacht was plowing through the calm waters with a steady throbbing of the engines. The soft washing of the waves along the sides, the murmur of the wind through the light rigging aloft, and the occasional light footstep of the navigating officer on the bridge were the only sounds.
The long white vessel swept on through the night in silence. Here and there a light showed from some port-hole or window, but for the most part the whole boat was dark and silent. For once the yacht contained no merry party of guests to one-step on the wide decks and fill all the obscurer corners with accurately paired couples.
Alexander Morrison, millionaire steamship magnate, and his daughter Nita had the ship to themselves. They were sitting in two of the big wicker chairs on the after deck, and the glow of Morrison’s cigar was the only light.
“Getting chilly, Nita,” he remarked casually. “Are you warm enough?”
“Yes, indeed.” Nita was silent for a moment, gazing off into the darkness. “It’s nice,” she said reflectively, “to be by one’s self for a while. I’m glad you didn’t invite a lot of people to come back with us.”
Her father smiled.
“Judging by the way you behaved along the Riviera,” he reminded her, “you didn’t mind company. I never saw any one quite so run after as you were.”
Nita shook her head.
“They were running after you, daddy,” she said lightly. “I was just a means of approach.”
Her father puffed on his cigar for a moment in silence.
“It is a disadvantage, having a millionaire for a father,” he admitted. “It’s hard to tell who is in love with you, and who is in love with your father’s money.”
“So the thing to do, I suppose,” said Nita amusedly, “is just to fall in love with some one yourself, and pay no attention to his motives.”
“Where do you get your notions?” asked her father. “That’s cynicism. You haven’t been practicing on that theory, have you?”
“Not I,” said Nita with a little silvery laugh. “But you know, daddy, it isn’t nice to feel like a money bag with a lot of people looking at you all the time, some of them enviously and some of them covetously, but none of them regarding you just like a human being.”
“I don’t see,” declared her father, with real affection, “how any normal young man who looked at you could stop thinking about you long enough to think about your money.”
“I rise and bow,” said Nita mischievously. “May I return the compliment, substituting ‘young woman’ for ‘young man’?”
“Don’t try to fool your father,” that gentleman said with a smile. He added with something of conscious pride: “I don’t suppose there are two other men in America as homely as I am.”
“Daddy!” protested Nita, laughing. “You’re lovely to look at! I wouldn’t have you look a bit different for worlds.”
“Neither would I have myself look different,” her father admitted cheerfully. “I’ve gotten used to myself this way. I like to look at myself this way. It’s an acquired taste like olives, but once you learn to like me this way—why, there you are.”
Nita laughed and was silent. Suddenly she began to look a little bit puzzled.
“Do you notice anything funny?” she asked in a moment or so. “Somehow, the boat doesn’t seem to be traveling just right.”
Her father listened. Only the usual sounds came to his ears. The washing of the waves along the sides, however, had a peculiar timbre. Then he noticed that the boat seemed to be checking a little in its speed. There was an odd, velvety quality in the checking, very much like the soft breaking effect felt when a motor boat runs into a patch of weed.
“Queer,” said Morrison. “We’ll ask the captain.”
The two of them walked down the deck arm in arm until they came to the stair ladder leading up to the bridge. The gentle checking continued. The boat seemed to be gradually slowing up, though the engines throbbed on as before.
“What’s the matter, captain?” asked Morrison.
His first mate answered:
“I’ve sent for the captain, sir. Our speed has fallen off three knots in the past five minutes.”
The captain came hastily up on the bridge, buttoning up his coat as he came.
“What’s the matter, Mr. Harrison?”
The first mate turned a worried face to him.
“Our speed has dropped off three knots in five minutes, sir, and seems to be still slackening. I thought it best to send for you.”
The captain called up the engine room.
“All right down there?”
“Per-rhaps,” came the answer in a thick Scotch burr. “Ah was aboot to ask ye the same mysel’. We’re usin’ twenty perr cent more steam for the same number of rrevolutions.”
“We might have run into a big patch of seaweed,” suggested the first mate.
“Unship the searchlight,” said the captain crisply.
A seaman came up to the bridge. He had been sent back to look at the patent log.
“We’re logging eight knots now, sir.”
The first mate uttered an exclamation.
“That’s six knots off what we were making ten minutes ago!”
No one spoke for a moment or so, while one or two seamen worked at the lashing of the cover on the searchlight.
“Do any of you smell anything?” asked Nita suddenly.
A faint but distinct odor came to their nostrils. It was the odor of slime and mud, with a tinge of musk. It was the scent of foul things from the water. It was a damp and humid smell, indistinctly musklike and disgusting.
“Like deep-sea mud,” said one of the seamen to the other. “Like somethin’ come up from Gawd knows what soundin’.”
Nita gasped a little. The searchlight sputtered and then a long, white pencil of light shot out over the water. It wavered, and sank to a point just beside the bow of the boat. It showed—nothing.
The bow wave rose reluctantly and traveled but a little distance before it subsided into level sea. There were no waves. The water was calm as an inland lake.
“No seaweed there,” said the captain sharply. “Look on the other side.”
The searchlight swept across the deck and to the water on the other side. Nothing. The water seemed to be turgidly white, but that was all. It was not clear; it was rather muddy and almost milklike, as if a little finely divided chalk had been stirred in it. There was no disturbance of its placid surface. Only the reluctant bow wave surged away from the sharp prow of the yacht.
The seaman returned from a second trip to the patent log.
“We’re logging five knots now, sir.”
“Nine knots off,” said the first mate with a white face. “We were making fourteen.”
“We’ll take a look all around,” said the captain sharply.
The searchlight obediently swept the surface of the water. Every one on the bridge followed its exploring beam with anxious eyes. That musky, musty smell of things from unthinkable depths and the mysterious retardation of their vessel filled them with apprehension.
There was not one of them, from the ignorant seamen to the supereducated Morrison, who did not look fearfully where the light beam went.
The hand laid on the vessel—that in a calm sea had slowed from fourteen knots to five, despite the mighty engines within the hull—that force seemed of such malignant power that none of them would have been greatly surprised to see the huge bulk of some fabled Kraken rearing itself above the water, preparing to engulf the yacht with a sweep of some colossal tentacle.
The sea was calm. As far as the searchlight could light up its surface not a wave broke its calm placidity.
The seaman returned from his third visit to the patent log.
“Two knots, sir!”
The movement of the yacht became slower and slower as it gradually checked in its sweep through the water. The throbbing of the engines grew louder as they labored with increasing effort to master the mysterious Thing that was holding them back.
The boat was barely creeping now. It seemed to be struggling against some invisible force that gripped gently but relentlessly, some infinitely patient force that from the very patience of its operation was the more evidently inexorable.
The engines were working in panic-stricken tempo now. The chief engineer had given them all the steam they would take, and the propellers thrashed the water mightily, but the ship slowed, slowed.
At last it was still, while the engines seemed to be trying to rack themselves to pieces in their terrific attempt to drive the ship against the Thing that held it back.
The captain watched with a set face, then ordered the engines reversed. There was an instant’s pause, and the propellers took up their thrashing of the water again. For a moment it seemed that they would have some effect. The yacht shivered and moved slightly backward, but then stopped again with the same soft gentleness.
The seamen inspected the water all around the ship with lanterns lowered to the water’s edge. They found nothing. A sounding line was thrown overboard, and sank for two hundred fathoms without reaching bottom.
The searchlight played endlessly over the water, trying to find some turmoil that might indicate the presence of a monster whose tentacles had fastened upon the ship, but without result. The surface of the water was like glass.
Again and again the engines struggled mightily to move the ship. Again and again the propellers beat the water at the stern into froth and foam, but never did the yacht move by as much as an inch.
The sea was calm and placid. The stars looked down from the moonless sky and were reflected by the still surface of the water.
The yacht struggled like a living thing to break free from the mysterious force that held her fast, while all about her there hung that faintly disgusting odor of slime from the depths of the sea, an indistinctly musky odor as of something unclean.
At last the wireless began to crackle a frantic appeal for help, giving the details of what was happening on board the yacht. Hardly had the message finished when the yacht began to rock slightly, as from a faint ground swell.
CHAPTER II.
“But, Theodore, old pet,” said Davis amiably. “The fact that a plane won’t loop the loop or make nose dives at ninety degrees doesn’t make it hopeless as a battleplane.”
He was affectionately expounding the good points of a monster seaplane drawn up in its hangar by the beach.
Davis wore the insignia of a flight commander of the aviation corps and the ribbons of half a dozen orders bestowed on him after the destruction of the Black Flyer, destroyed by Teddy Gerrod and himself some six months before.
Teddy Gerrod was in civilian clothes, but was earnestly, though cheerfully, disputing everything his friend said.
“A two-seater like the one we used six months ago,” he pointed out, “could fly rings around this bus of yours, and with a decent shot at the machine gun could smash it in no time.”
“Fly rings around it? Not noticeably,” said Davis confidently. “Since our idea of platinum plating the cylinders everybody’s doing it. Using picro gasoline, as you and I did, we get a hundred and eighty miles an hour from this ‘bus’ you’re trying to disparage. And, furthermore, if you try to damage this particular ship with machine-gun bullets you’re going to be disappointed.”
“Armor?”
“Precisely. I admit cheerfully that you may know a lot about physics and cold bombs and liquid gases and such things, but when it comes to flying machines—my dear chap, you simply aren’t there.”
Gerrod laughed.
“Perhaps not. But I’d rather dance around in a more lively fashion in a little two-seater.”
“And privately,” admitted Davis, “so would I. The next war we have I’m going to arrange for you to be my machine gunner.”
“Delighted,” said Gerrod. “But what would Evelyn say?”
He was referring to his wife. Davis waved his hand.
“Oh, she’d say there aren’t going to be any more wars.”
“That reminds me,” said Gerrod. “We want you down for the next weekend. No other guests.”
Davis nodded abstractedly. A messenger was coming over to the hangar at double time.
“Thanks. I’ll be glad to come. Wonder what this chap wants?”
The messenger came up, saluted, and handed Davis a yellow slip. Davis tore it open and read:
Steam yacht Marisposita, Alexander Morrison of New York, owner, reports position 33°11’N 55°10’W, wants immediate assistance. Engines and hull perfect condition, not aground, no derelict or obstacle discoverable. Unable to move any direction. Sea calm. Only possible explanation has been seized by sea monster. Flt. Comm. Richard Davis ordered to make reconnaissance of situation in seaplane. Reported condition considered incredible, but no naval vessels in immediate vicinity. Flt. Comm. Richard Davis will make immediate investigation and report.
Davis whistled.
“Here’s something pretty!” he remarked. “Take a look.”
He handed the order to Gerrod and went quickly to the door leading into the workshop attached to the hangar.
In a few crisp sentences he had ordered the big plane prepared for an extended flight, with provisions and as much fuel as it would carry. He returned to find Gerrod thinking busily.
“May I come along on this trip?”
“It’s against regulations, of course,” said Davis, “but no one will kick if you go. You’re privileged.”
He cried an order or so at the workmen, who were now swarming over the machine.
Although the wireless message had been sent from the yacht after nightfall, the sun was barely setting on the coast, where the hangar was placed.
The vessel in distress was some thirty degrees east of the coast, and consequently the sun set two hours before it sank on the coastal line.
Gerrod phoned a hasty message to his wife and went to Davis’ quarters, where he borrowed heavy flying clothes from Davis’ wardrobe. The mechanics and helpers worked with desperate haste.
The aëroplane would be flying all night long, but it was desirable that it take off while there was yet some light. The long fuel tank was filled, and the motors run some ten or fifteen minutes, while critical ears listened for the faintest irregularity in their bellowing roar.
Two engineers and a junior pilot were to go with Davis in the big aircraft, and they were hastily summoned and told to prepare to leave in as short a time as possible.
It was hardly more than half an hour from the time the telegraphed order was received before Gerrod preceded Davis up the ladder and into the inclosed cabin of the seaplane.
The motors were cranked—two men tugging at the blade of each of the huge propellers—and the plane slid slowly down the ways and into the water.
Davis maneuvered carefully until he was clear of all possible entanglements. Then he gave the motors more gas and more. Their harsh bellow rose to a deafening sound, and the long, boatlike body began to surge through the waves with gradually increasing speed.
For a few yards the spray blew upon and spattered the glass windows of the cabin. Then the planes began to exert their lifting power and the plane began to ride the waves instead of plowing through them.
The speed increased again, and suddenly the shocks of the waves beating on its under surface ceased. The plane rode upon air with a smooth and velvety motion that was sure and firm.
Davis rose gradually to five thousand feet and headed accurately to the east. A southerly wind, reported by wireless from a ship at sea, would carry him slightly to the south, and the sum of the two motions should bring him, by dawn, very close to the spot from which the yacht had sent out her wireless call.
Davis was not pushing the plane to its utmost. He would need light by which to descend, and had no intention of reaching the spot where the Marisposita was in distress until dawn.
From their altitude the ocean seemed only a dark, unfathomable mass below them. The stars twinkled down from the arch of the sky in all their myriads of sizes and tints.
There was no moon. Those in the closed car of the big seaplane could only see the star-strewn firmament above them and upon all sides, which sank down, and abruptly was not.
Save for the cessation of the star clusters, the horizon was invisible. The sea was obscure and mysterious, like some mighty chasm over which they flew precariously.
The dark wings of the plane stretched out from the sides of the body with a mighty sweep. The plane was over a hundred feet across, and with the powerful motors it possessed was capable of lifting an immense weight. Even now more than two tons of fuel were contained in the huge tanks in the tail.
Davis drove steadily on through the night for a long time. His face was intent and keen. He made little or no attempt to look out of the windows before him.
His eyes were fixed almost continuously upon the instruments before him: the altometer, which was a barometer graduated to read in feet and with means for correcting the indication by barometric readings from sea level; the inclinometer, which showed the angle at which the plane was traveling with regard to the earth’s surface, and the compass.
The compass was one of the very latest developments of the gyroscopic compass and showed the true north without regard for magnetic deviations.
Davis felt out his machine thoroughly and then turned it over to his junior pilot. The younger man—and to be younger than Davis meant that he was very young indeed—slipped into the driver’s seat, quickly ascertained the course, speed, and altitude, and settled back to continue Davis’ task, while Davis curled himself up in a chair and went instantly to sleep.
It was chilly in the car, but Davis slept the sleep of the just, ignoring the roaring of the motors outside, which was only slightly muffled by the windows of the car.
Gerrod had gone to sleep some time before, and one of the two engineers was similarly curled up on the floor of the roomy and comfortable car.
Hours passed, while the big seaplane winged its way steadily through the night. It roared its way across the vast chasm of the dark ocean below, an incarnation of energy at which the placid stars looked down in mild surprise.
The exhausts roared continuously, the stays hummed musically, and the great wings cut through the air with resistless force.
Within the dark body of the plane three men slept peacefully, one sat up sleepily, listening to the motors, and prepared to wake into alertness at the slightest sign of irregularity in the action of any of them, and one man sat quietly at the controls, his eyes fixed on the instruments before him, lighted by tiny, hooded electric bulbs.
Course, due east. Altitude, five thousand feet. Speed, one hundred and fifteen miles. Twice during the night Davis woke and made sure that all was well.
In leaving the navigation of the machine to his assistant, he was not throwing the major part of the work on him. The work would come in the morning, when they found the yacht.
If there were anything in the talk of a sea monster having seized the yacht, Davis would need to be fresh for the search and possible battle that would follow.
He was taking the most sensible precaution possible. And, in any event, he had driven for the first four hours, during which the younger man had rested.
The first gray light began to appear in the east. The pilot of the plane had not looked away from his instruments for an hour, and not until a faint light outside called his attention to the approach of dawn did he think to glance through the windows.
A dimly white glow was showing as an irregular splotch toward the east. The pilot saw it and noticed something odd about its appearance, but did not stop to examine it closely.
He called Davis, as he had been ordered to do. Davis sat up, rubbed his eyes, and was thoroughly awake.
“All right?” he asked.
The pilot nodded.
“Sunrise,” he said. “You said to call you.”
“Right you are.” Davis stood up and stretched his muscles. “Here, Teddy, wake up.”
Gerrod stirred, and in a moment was awake. Davis deftly prepared coffee and sandwiches.
“Rescuers like ourselves need to be fed,” he observed with a smile. “I wonder what is actually the matter with that person Morrison?”
“Millionaires are timid folk,” Gerrod agreed. “I’ll bet we’ve had a wild-goose chase.”
“Funny, though,” said Davis ruminatively. “People don’t usually send out wild wireless messages like that. They probably ran into a big bunch of seaweed.”
He bit into a sandwich. The two engineers, with complete democracy, were already eating. The man at the controls suddenly uttered an exclamation.
“What’s the matter?” asked Davis quickly.
“Look out the window,” said the pilot in a tone indicating that he could not believe his eyes.
Davis looked, and his month dropped partly open. Before them the white patch of light had turned golden and then yellow. A bank of clouds lay before them, behind which the sun was evidently hidden.
That had not caused Davis’ exclamation, however. He was not amazed at anything he saw, but at the lack of something he did not see—the ocean. The cloud bank was illuminated by the sun. It covered half of the sky before them, and below them!
There was no ocean below them. There was no land below them. Above, the rapidly graying sky could be seen. Below them was rapidly graving sky! There was no horizon, there was no land, there was no sea.
There was only sky. They seemed to be alone in an illimitable firmament, a derelict in open space, adrift in some unthinkable ether in which there was no landing space or any solid thing except themselves.
Above them and below them, before them and behind them, on their right side and their left side was sky, and nothing but sky. There was not one bit of solid matter visible on either side, ahead or behind, up or down.
It was as if they had gone aloft, and while they flew the earth had been destroyed. Only the incredibility of such a catastrophe kept them from believing it instantly.
“Teddy,” said Davis in a moment or two, trying to jest, though his voice was shaking, “you’re our tame scientist. What’s happened to our well-beloved earth? Has it gone off and left us in the lurch? Have we flown off into space?”
Gerrod was looking with all his eyes. He looked down into a blue bowl that was the exact counterpart of the dome above.
“Which way is down?” he asked quietly. “Is it that way, or that way?” He pointed over his head and at his feet. “Are we flying right side up, or upside down, or what?”
The plane banked sharply and side-slipped for a moment before it recovered.
“Steady!” said Davis to the man at the controls. “Steady—”
The machine banked again, then shot upward, stalled, and slipped on again.
“Straighten out!” said Davis sharply. “Up with the joy stick!”
“I don’t know what’s what,” said the white-faced pilot desperately, obeying as he spoke. “Great God! What’s happening now?”
The plane seemed to be standing on its tail, and the three men standing in the car slid toward the rear. Davis seized a seat and clambered toward the controls. As he made his way toward the instruments the plane seemed to go mad.
It twisted, turned, stood upon its head and darted forward, and then seemed to be wallowing in the air. Davis seized the controls, and with his eye solely on the inclinometer worked madly for a moment. The plane stopped its antics and drove on steadily.
“It’s like driving in a fog,” he said over his shoulder. “All right back there now?”
“Yes.” Gerrod was answering. “What happened?”
“With nothing to tell which was up and which down, we lost our level and couldn’t find it again. I’ve flown upside down for five minutes, going through a cloud, and didn’t know it until my barometer dropped upward. We’re all right, but what’s happened to the earth?”
Gerrod cautiously made his way to a point beside Davis, who was driving with his eyes glued to the instruments. That incredible vastness into which the machine seemed to be boring was appalling. They seemed to be speeding madly from nothingness into nothingness, with nothing below them and nothing above.
They were alone in a universe of air. Gerrod stared ahead at the cloud bank behind which the sun seemed to be hiding.
“There’s the sun, all right. What’s our barometer reading?”
“Eight thousand feet.”
“Try dipping, by the inclinometer.”
Davis did so. Though there was not the slightest change in the appearance of the sky that compassed them all about, the barometer quivered from eight thousand feet to seven, and then to six. Gerrod suddenly uttered an exclamation:
“The sun’s coming out!”
The fiery disk of the sun peered slowly from behind the edge of the cloud bank.
“There’s another!”
From the opposite side of the cloud bank a second sun could be seen, slowly appearing as had the first. The two suns swam away from the fringe of the cloud and glared at each other.
“I’ve got it!” Gerrod struck his knee with his hand. “What fools we are!”
“I’m glad we’re only fools,” said Davis mildly. “I’ve been afraid we had gone mad. What’s happened?”
“Why, the water,” Gerrod said excitedly, “the water is perfectly calm and reflects like a mirror. We don’t see the sky below us. We see the reflection of the sky. And that isn’t a second sun,” he pointed; “that’s the reflection of the sun.”
“Only, the water doesn’t reflect like that,” said Davis. “At least, not from straight overhead. Open a side window and look directly downward.”
Gerrod did so, and exclaimed again:
“I’m right, I tell you! Directly under us I can see the reflection of our plane, flying upside down.”
Davis took a quick glance.
“I guess you are right, after all,” he admitted, “but the water doesn’t reflect like that normally. Something queer must have happened.” He was silent a moment, while his eyes swept the distance before them keenly. “Here’s another proof you’re right. There’s the yacht we’re looking for.”
Far away, its white hull turned to red gold by the first rays of the sun, they saw the yacht, motionless on the water. And in striking corroboration of Gerrod’s hypothesis, they saw every line and every spar reflected in the water below.
Davis shifted his course to bear for the yacht and dipped down until he was only five hundred feet above the strange, mirrorlike surface of the sea. Below them they could see the spreading wings of their seaplane reflected from the still water.
They swept up to the yacht and circled above it. The junior pilot unshipped the tiny wireless set of the aëroplane, and it crackled busily for a few moments.
“All right to alight,” he reported. “They say nothing has happened all night, but they’re still unable to move.”
The plane swept around the yacht in a wide circle, coming lower and lower. It was quite impossible to judge where the surface of the water might be, but Davis kept his eye on the deck of the yacht, to get the level from that.
At last he made his decision. Being quite unable to tell exactly where the surface was, he could not land in the usual fashion. He slowed in mid-air until the machine was moving at the lowest speed at which it would keep aloft.
Then, by a jerk of the joy stick, he headed it upward at an angle it was unable to make at that speed. The result was that the machine stalled precisely like a motor car on an upgrade and, with next to no headway, “pancaked,” sank vertically—downward.
“Sit tight!” he ordered as the plane sank.
Next moment every one of them clutched wildly at the nearest object to keep himself from falling. The plane had struck the surface, but instead of skimming forward, as its slight remaining headway made it try to do, it was brought to a sudden standstill as if by a mighty brake.
Only a miracle kept it from overturning. Davis opened a window of the cabin and shouted:
“Throw us a rope and haul us alongside!”
The men on the deck of the yacht heard him, and a rope came hurtling through the air, to fall across one of the wings. Davis scrambled out and made it fast. Those on the yacht hauled, but the plane did not move. Half a dozen men grasped the slender line and threw their united weight upon it. The rope broke with a snap.
“What the—” exclaimed Davis in astonishment.
A second rope was thrown. The captain of the yacht called from the bridge:
“Haul a heavy line to you and make that fast!”
Wondering, those on the seaplane obeyed. The sailors on the yacht made the other end of the stouter line fast to a capstan and manned it. Slowly and reluctantly the seaplane was drawn toward the white vessel.
It was Gerrod who looked behind them. Where the float of the seaplane had been he saw a deep depression in the surface of the water, which, as he watched, slowly filled.
“The sea is turned to jelly!” he exclaimed, and he was right.
They found the truth of the matter when they clambered on board the yacht. With the morning, the members of the crew were able to make a more thorough investigation of what had happened.
They lowered boats, and the boats stuck fast. When oars were dipped into the strangely whitened or silvered water the oars were drawn out coated with a sticky, silvery mass of a jellylike substance.
From the deck of the yacht the altered appearance of the sea was as remarkable as from the air. All of the ocean seemed to have been changed to a semisolid mass of silver.
The horizon had vanished or ended into the sky imperceptibly so it could not be distinguished. The captain discussed the matter with them.
“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” he said perplexedly. “I’ve been on a ship that traveled two hundred miles on a milk sea, but never anything like this.”
“What do you think it is?” asked Davis. “Something on the order of a milk sea?”
The captain nodded.
“You know a milk sea is caused by a multitude of little animals that color the water milky white. They’re phosphorescent at night. This must be something on that order, only these cluster together until the water is made into a jelly. And they have a queer, slimy smell.”
“They aren’t phosphorescent,” said Davis.
“No, of course not.”
Nita Morrison had joined the little group. Her father was beside her, looking rather worried.
“Well,” said Nita anxiously, “what’s to be done? How are we going to get the yacht free?”
“I’m afraid we aren’t,” said Davis, smiling. “The telegraphed orders that brought me here told me simply to make an examination and make a report. My plane can’t do anything for the yacht, of course.”
“Then what—”
“I’ll go back and report,” Davis explained, “and they’ll send boats to try to get in to you people. There doesn’t seem to be any immediate danger, and at worst you can all be taken off by aëroplane, if we can rise again from that jelly mess.”
Nita wrinkled her small nose.
“I know we aren’t in danger,” she said, “or at least I know it now, but are we going to have to stay here and smell that horrid smell until the government gets ready to rescue us?”
The odor of the jellylike animalcules was far from pleasant. It was an unclean scent, as of slime dredged from the bottom of the sea.
“Well-l,” said Davis thoughtfully, “I dare say we can accommodate two more people. It isn’t quite regular, but that’s a detail.”
“But the crew?” Morrison looked inquiringly at the captain of the yacht.
“Milk seas always break up, sir,” said the captain. “I have no doubt this silver sea will break up as well. We can wait and see, and at worst we have our wireless.”
“Then it’s settled,” said Nita joyfully. From sheer gratitude she smiled at Davis.
“Always providing we can get aloft again,” said Davis.
“The propellers of the ship, sir,” suggested the captain, “though they can’t move the yacht, yet manage to thrash a fair-sized patch of this jelly into liquid.”
“A good idea,” said Davis heartily. “We’ll haul the plane around to the stern, and you’ll set your engines running.”
In a very little time this was done. The great propellers of the yacht thrashed mightily, and a narrow patch of open water opened in the silver sea. The seaplane was laboriously hauled around to the stern of the yacht, and the party was lowered on board.
With some difficulty the motors were cranked again and the plane scuttled madly down the lane of water. With a quick jerk of the joy stick Davis lifted the plane from the water just as the open water ended and the silver sea began.
The big plane circled in the air, rising steadily as it circled, and at last headed for the west again, still flying in that incredible appearance of sky above and sky below, with the reflected sun glaring upward just as fiercely as the real sun beat down.
CHAPTER III.
Nita sat in the seat beside Davis’ control chair, pointing to the instruments one by one.
“And that’s the inclinometer,” she repeated, “to tell you the angle at which the plane is climbing or descending. That’s the barometer, which reads—let me see—seventy-four hundred feet. We’re over a mile high, aren’t we?”
“We are,” said Davis, “though by the looks of things we are ten thousand miles from anywhere.”
The silver sea was still beneath them, and they still seemed to be floating in a universe of air. Nita paid no attention.
“And that’s the compass dial, and that— What did you call it?”
“An anenometer,” said Davis again, smiling. “It’s the speedometer of the air—or the patent log, whichever you like to call it.”
“You only have to learn one syllable,” said Nita. “They all end in ometer. It’s convenient that they’re named like that.”
Davis smiled.
“I never thought of that before, but it is convenient.”
“But how do you balance the plane?” Nita demanded.
“In straightaway flight it balances itself,” Davis explained. “It’s one of the new inherently stable designs. For turning, the wing tips work automatically. We’ve a gyroscopic affair that attends to them.”
Nita subsided for a moment, then demanded further information.
“What’s that lever for? To change speeds?”
Davis laughed.
“Well, no. We haven’t but one speed forward and no reverse—”
“You’re making fun of me!”
“That’s the joy stick,” said Davis, chuckling. “We dive and climb with it. Pull it back and we go up. Push it forward and we dive.”
“Mmmmm,” said Nita interestedly.
Her father took his cigar out of his mouth long enough to join in Davis’ chuckle at Nita’s absorbed air.
“Don’t talk to the motorman, Nita,” he said. “He may run past a switch.”
Nita turned around and smiled at him. The car was rather crowded with seven people in it. Gerrod was looking curiously at a bit of the silvery jelly, with which he had filled several pails before leaving the yacht. He took a bit of it between his thumb and forefinger and rolled it back and forth speculatively.
It seemed faintly granular to the touch, but at the slightest pressure underwent a change that felt like crumbling, and was nothing but watery liquid.
“I’ll bet anything you care to name,” he said thoughtfully, “that this is just a mass of little animalcules with little silvery shells. The silvery shells would account for the reflection we see.”
“The captain of my yacht,” observed Morrison, “said that he thought it was like a milk sea. That’s a mass of little animals that glow like phosphorus in the dark.”
“Perhaps,” said Gerrod meditatively. “I’d like to look at this stuff under a microscope.”
“Oh some of it will go to the government chemists,” said Morrison with a large air, “and they’ll figure out a way to kill the little beasts. There’s a cure for everything.”
“Perhaps,” said Gerrod.
The plane flew on steadily, Davis finding some amusement in gratifying Nita’s suddenly aroused curiosity about every part of the seaplane. When her curiosity about the plane was satisfied, however, and she began to make inquiries about himself, Davis was much less comfortable.
He tried to be evasive, but she pinned him down, and was filled with excitement when she found that he was the same man who, as Lieutenant Davis, had flown the two-seated flying machine that had destroyed the Black Flyer and with it Varrhus’ menace to the liberty of the world.
She tried very hard indeed to get him to tell her the story of that fight, but he blushed and said there was nothing to tell. It would be hard to say to what lengths she would have gone had not something outside the plane caught her attention.
“There’s the horizon!” she exclaimed. “We’ve come to the edge of the silver sea, and from here on it’s just the plain, good, old-fashioned ocean.”
The line that marked the point where sea and sky joined was indeed visible, and a gradually widening bank of darker blue showed that the silver sea had indeed come to an end.
As the seaplane flew onward the darker, wave-tossed ocean came toward them and passed below, but blended so gradually with the jellied ocean that it was impossible to tell where the silver sea ended and blue water began. It was evident that the silver sea was still growing.
Then, for a long time, the seaplane sped onward over the blue waters, while Nita tried ingeniously to extract from Davis the details of the fight with the Black Flyer.
Davis was acutely uncomfortable, but nevertheless he felt strangely disappointed when the dim line of the coast appeared ahead. He hovered a moment to get his bearings, and then sped northward toward the aviation station to which he was attached.
Nita, too, seemed disappointed. She had enjoyed tormenting Davis, and he impressed her very favorably. After the plane had swooped downward and come to rest on the water a scant two hundred yards from the hangar in which it was kept, she turned to Davis.
“Well,” she announced, “since I haven’t been able to make you tell me what I want to know this time I warn you I shall make you tell me next time.”
Davis smiled.
“May I hope there will be a next time?”
Nita smiled at him.
“I shall be angry if there isn’t,” she said demurely.
The launch came up to tow them ashore, and Davis was busy for a few moments, but before Nita and her father climbed into the motor car they had commandeered to take them to the city he found time to make a more definite arrangement and learned he was expected to call at the Morrison mansion “very, very soon.”
The description of the silver sea aroused but little attention in the newspapers. A particularly pathetic murder trial was filling the public mind, and small paragraphs in obscure corners, describing the plight of the yacht, contained all that the public learned.
Every one seemed to dismiss the matter as a natural curiosity which would probably disappear in a little while. An aggregation of tiny animalcules which had clustered together until they formed a jellylike mass did not promise much in the way of drama, and our newspapers are essentially purveyors of drama.
Obscure notices in the shipping news, however, told of the growth of the silvery patch, and at last there was a ripple of interest caused by the news that the crew of the yacht claimed that the jellylike creatures were clambering up the sides of the ship and threatening to overwhelm the vessel.
Seaplanes put out from shore and took the crew off, and then public interest lapsed again. An almost uneventful accident to the yacht of a steamship magnate was good material for society news, but not for the pages devoted to items of general interest.
To Davis, however, anything pertaining to Nita had become of surpassing interest. He practically haunted her house, and Nita seemed not at all unwilling to have him there. Her father was as cordial as Nita at first, but later began to watch Davis’ frequent appearances with something of disquiet.
Davis was sufficiently well known from his Black Flyer episode to be considered socially eligible anywhere, but he was far from rich. He had consistently refused the numerous offers from motion-picture companies and book publishers to enact or relate his exploits, though the acceptance of any of those offers would have meant a small fortune.
Davis was instinctively unwilling to commercialize his reputation. Morrison could find no fault with him personally, but he could not quite believe that Davis’ increasingly evident infatuation for Nita was real—that he was actually more than a fortune hunter.
The shipping news continued to give sparsely phrased notice of the location and size of the silver sea. Two naval vessels were assigned to observe it, reporting regularly to the meteorological bureau.
It must be recorded to the credit of that much-maligned department of weather forecasts and maritime information that it was probably the first body to see the possibilities of evil that lay in the silver sea.
It had quantities of the silvery mass of animalcules brought to it for study, and set its scientists to work to try and find a means of destroying them. Fish would not eat them. They seemed to possess some repulsive taste that led all the carnivorous fishes to avoid them at all costs. Placed in an aquarium with a huge sea bass that was exceptional for its voracity, the sea bass avoided the tiny, jellylike mass as it would the plague.
The silver globule of jelly multiplied in size, and still the sea bass avoided it, retreating to the farthest corners of its tank to keep from coming in contact with the little animalcules. At last the aquarium was a shimmering mass of silvery, sticky jelly, and the bass was unable to retreat farther. It was found gasping out its life outside the tank, having leaped from the water to escape from the omnipresent silver menace.
The silver sea grew in size. It began to figure in the news again, when passengers on the transatlantic liners noticed that the steamers were taking a route much farther to the north than was customary. It was admitted at the steamship offices that the detour was made for the purpose of avoiding, the now vast silver sea.
Late in March people along the eastern coast of the United States began to remark upon a musklike, slimy smell that was faintly discernible in the sea breeze. A steamer, going from New York to Bermuda, reported seeing a patch of the silvery jelly only three hundred miles from the eastern coast. The disagreeable, musklike smell was strong and noticeable.
The newspapers woke to the possibilities of the silver sea. Ships could not navigate in its jellied waters, nor fish swim. It covered thousands of square miles now, and was growing with an ominous steadiness that foreboded ill.
The seaside resorts along the Atlantic coast were practically abandoned. Tourists would not stay where that foul, slimy, musklike scent was borne to them constantly on the sea breeze. The patches that were the forerunners of the silver sea itself appeared along the coast. At last the horizon disappeared.
The silver sea had come close, indeed, to the shore. Then every newspaper burst into huge headlines. For the different papers they were phrased differently, but the burden of each, displayed in the largest possible type, was
COASTAL NAVIGATION STOPPED!
America’s Communication With the World Cut Off By Silver Sea.—Harbor Blocked from Maine to Georgia.—Authorities Helpless to Fight Silver Menace.
Then the world began to be afraid.
CHAPTER IV.
Davis was unwontedly silent as Gerrod drove him out to the tiny cottage to which he had been invited.
“Evelyn’s expecting you,” said Gerrod as the little motor car wound up a hill between banks of fragrant trees that line the road on either side. “We rather looked for you last week, but you wired, you know.”
“Yes, I know,” said Davis gloomily. “I went somewhere else.”
Gerrod smiled. Davis was sufficiently his friend to break an engagement and admit it frankly, and besides Gerrod more than suspected where Davis had gone.
“How is Miss Morrison?” he asked.
“She’s all right,” said Davis still more gloomily. “But damn her father!”
Gerrod raised his eyebrows and said nothing until they arrived at the cottage with the little built-on laboratory. Evelyn came out at the sound of the motor and shook hands with Davis.
“We were beginning to be afraid the competition was too much for us,” she said with a smile.
Davis looked at her and tried to smile in return, but the result was a dismal failure.
“Oh, I’m glad to be here now,” he said dolefully.
Gerrod made a sign to Evelyn not to refer to Nita again until he could speak to her, and helped Davis carry his two suit cases into the house.
“Your usual room, of course,” he said cheerfully. “Dinner is served at the same hour as before, and you can do just as you please until you feel like coming down. I’ll be in the laboratory.”
Davis went heavily upstairs, his usually cheerful face suffused with gloom. Evelyn glanced at Gerrod.
“What’s the matter?” she asked quickly. “Has he quarreled with Nita?”
Gerrod shook his head, smiling.
“I asked about her, and he answered by damning her father. I suspect he has run against a little paternal opposition.”
Evelyn’s eyes twinkled and she laughed.
“Best thing in the world for them,” she declared. “When he’s ripe for it I’ll take a hand. Nita Morrison was a classmate of mine in college and I know her well enough to help along.”
Gerrod chuckled.
“He was like a funeral all the way out. We’ll let him alone until he wants to talk, and then you can advise him all you like. But just now I want to get back at those small animals that are raising so much particular Cain.”
He went into the laboratory and slipped off his coat. He had a number of test tubes full of the silvery animalcules and was examining them under all sorts of test conditions to determine their rate of growth and multiplication.
He was rather hopeful that he would be able to demonstrate that after a certain period they would—because of their extremely close packing together—either die from inability to obtain nourishment or be poisoned from their own secretions.
He was looking curiously at a phenomenon that always puzzled him when Davis came into the room. His expression was that of a man utterly without hope.
“What’ve you got there?” he asked listlessly.
“Some of our silvery little pets,” said Gerrod cheerfully. “I’m studying them in their native lair. Have you looked at them under a microscope?”
“No.”
Gerrod smeared a bit of the silvery mess on a glass slide and put it under a microscope. He worked busily for a moment or so, adjusting the focus, and then waved Davis toward the eyepiece.
“They’re funny little beasts. Look them over.”
Davis looked uninterestedly, but in a moment even his gloom was lightened by the interest of the sight he saw. The enlargement of the microscope was so great that only a few of the tiny animals were visible, but each of them was clearly and brilliantly outlined.
They were little jellylike creatures, roughly spherical in shape, with their bodies protected by almost infinitely thin, silicious shells that possessed a silvery luster. From dozens of holes in the fragile shells protruded fat, jellylike tentacles that waved and moved restlessly, forever in search of food.
Under the microscope the shells were partly transparent, and within the jellylike body inside the shell could be seen a single dark spot.
“That blotch in their shells seems to be the nucleus, or else their stomach. I can’t quite make out if they’re one-celled animals like amoebæ, or if they’re really complex creatures.”
“Rum little beggars,” said Davis without removing his gaze from the eyepiece. “They’re separate animals, anyway. Odd that they should make a jellylike mass.”
“Move the slide about a little,” suggested Gerrod. “You’ll see how they do that. You’re looking at individuals now. Sometimes—and I think it’s when food gets scarce—they twine their tentacles together and the tentacles actually seem to join, as if they were welded into one. In fact, as far as nourishment goes, they do seem to become a single organism. That’s when they’re so noticeably jellylike.”
Davis watched them curiously for a few moments, and then straightened up. He moved restlessly about the room.
“The funny thing,” said Gerrod cheerfully, ignoring Davis’ evident gloom, “is that they seem to be able to move about. See this test tube? They’ve climbed up the sides of the glass until they almost reach the top.”
“I know,” said Davis uninterestedly. “When we took the crew off that yacht, they showed us where the jellylike mass seemed to be slowly creeping up the sides of the ship. Looked like exaggerated capillary action.”
Gerrod listened with a thoughtful frown.
“I wonder—” he began, but Davis turned to him suddenly.
“Look here, Teddy, I’m in a mess. I want your advice.”
Gerrod put down his test tubes and sat on one of the tables in the laboratory, swinging his legs and preparing to be properly sympathetic with Davis’ plight, which he already knew perfectly well.
“Go ahead.”
“It’s like this,” said Davis reluctantly. “I liked Nita tremendously the first time I saw her, and she seemed to like me, too. I called on her, and she seemed to like me better. And I kept on calling. I must have pretty well infested her house, but she didn’t seem to mind it, you know—”
Gerrod nodded sympathetically.
“I know.”
“Well,” said Davis savagely, “I found out I was pretty badly gone on her, and last week I was just getting up the nerve to propose—and I know she wouldn’t have been displeased—when that infernal father of hers began to interfere.”
“He asked you quite pleasantly,” said Gerrod with a faint smile, “exactly why it was that you were coming around so often.”
“And I told him,” said Davis, suddenly plunged into gloom again. “It was rather premature, because I hadn’t talked to Nita, but I told her father I wanted to marry her, and I loved her and all that.”
“And her father,” suggested Gerrod, “asked what your prospects were, and the rest of it. It takes a millionaire to be really middle class.”
“That’s what he did,” admitted Davis miserably. “I told him my pay amounted to something, and I had about two or three thousand a year income from stocks and bonds and such things, and he laughed at me. Told me how much Nita cost him. Damn it, I don’t care about how much Nita pays for dresses!”
“We men are deuced impractical,” said Gerrod with a smile. “But what was her father’s next move?”
“Oh”—Davis looked as if he could weep—” “he was polite and all that, and said how much he liked me and such rot. Then he asked me not to see Nita again until I was in a position to offer her the things she had been raised to expect. You see the idea. He put it that he didn’t want Nita to learn to care for me unless it were possible for me to make her happy and so on. It made me sick.”
“I know.” Gerrod nodded again. “He practically put you on honor to preserve Nita’s happiness at the cost of your own.”
“Damn him, yes!” Davis clenched his fists. “But Nita does care something about me. I know she does!”
Gerrod watched Davis with eyes from which he had banished every trace of a twinkle, until Davis had calmed down a little. Then he said cheerfully:
“Let’s go ask Evelyn about it. His late majesty, King Solomon, once remarked that women should have the wisdom of the serpent, among other qualifications. We’ll see if Evelyn comes up to Solomon’s specifications.”
He led the morose Davis out of the room.
* * * *
The great American public became alarmed and rather resentful when its harbors were blocked by the silvery jelly. It felt, though, that the Silver Menace was more of an imposition on the part of mother nature than anything else.
Passenger traffic with Europe could be maintained by air, and freight could probably be routed through the far Northern seas to which the Silver Menace had not yet penetrated. The public considered it an annoyance, and those who were accustomed to go to the seashore lot their vacations were disgusted that the mountains would receive them that summer.
They were quite sure they did not want to go down where that slimy, disgusting, musklike odor from the stilly, silent silver sea would make their days unpleasant and the nights unendurable. Fresh fish, too, became almost prohibitive in price, as the fishing fleets were immured in the harbors that had now become mirrorlike masses of the disgusting jelly.
The public resented those things, but was not really afraid. It was not until nearly a week, after the closing of the harbors had passed that the world was informed of the Silver Menace’s real threat to the human race, and began to feel little shivers of horror-stricken apprehension when it looked at the morning papers.
The news was at first passed about in swift, furtive rumors, but half believed as something too horrible to be credited. The rumors grew, however, and became more circumstantial, but the newspapers remained silent.
It is known now that the government had ordered that no hint of the new danger be allowed to become public, while its scientists worked night and day to discover a means of combating this silent, relentless threat that menaced our whole existence. Whispers flew about and became magnified, but the facts themselves could not be magnified.
At last the government could keep silence no longer, and the world was informed of the true malignity of the Silver Menace. The silvery jelly had reached the American coasts, invaded and conquered the harbors, and was even then rapidly solidifying the rivers, but its threat did not end there.
Just as it had crept up the sides of Gerrod’s test tubes, and as it had overwhelmed the yacht, now it crept up the beaches. Slowly and inexorably die slimy masses of jelly crept above the water line. The beaches were buried below thick blankets of sticky, shimmering animalcules and still the menace grew.
They overwhelmed all obstacles placed in their path. The whole green, fertile earth was threatened with burial beneath a mantle of slimy, silvery, glistening horror!
CHAPTER V.
Gerrod watched Davis walking hastily down to the little summerhouse, and laughed.
“Evelyn,” he said, still chuckling, “you have truly the wisdom of the serpent and the gentleness of the dove. Davis falls in love with Nita. Nita’s father forbids Davis the house, and then you resurrect a college friendship and invite Nita down here so their little romance can be completed. Why are women so willing to go to so much trouble for mere men?”
Evelyn slipped her arm in her husband’s, and smiled up at him.
“Well-l-l,” she said in mock hesitation, “perhaps this time it was because Davis is so handsome I wanted to keep out of the temptation of falling in love with him myself.”
Gerrod looked after Davis. He had vanished inside the little vine-covered summerhouse, where Nita was waiting. Evelyn lifted her lips invitingly, and Gerrod responded to the invitation instantly. Both of them laughed together.
“As a husband of some six months’ standing,” said Gerrod with severity, “I protest against this undignified conduct you encourage me to continue.”
Evelyn rubbed her cheek against his.
“We really ought to be getting back to work on those silly animals,” she said reluctantly. “It’s beginning to look rather serious. It may be just panic, though.”
“Don’t believe it.” Gerrod was in earnest. “They’ve covered all the beaches with their sticky slime, and they’re creeping inland. The rivers are choked with them, and floods are already threatening to become destructive.”
“But it’s so silly!” protested Evelyn. “Just because some little animalcule decides to multiply and keep on multiplying—”
“We have to get to work,” finished Gerrod. “Come on into the laboratory.”
They went into their workshop arm in arm. Evelyn and her husband worked together upon the problems in which they were interested, and indeed Evelyn was nearly as capable a physicist as was Gerrod. Her suggestions had helped him immensely when he and Davis battled with the cold bombs Varrhus had used in his attempt to bring the whole earth under his sway. Now they were laboring together to try to find a means of combating the silver menace that threatened the world.
“You’re sure there’s no exaggeration in the fear that the silver animals will actually grow up on solid ground?” asked Evelyn as she slipped into the long white apron that covered her from head to foot.
“Not much chance,” said Gerrod, shaking his head. “I went down to Davis’ aviation station last week. They’ve had to abandon the hangars nearest the water. The slimy stuff has covered the whole beach and is still creeping up. The smell is over everything, and the animals grow and grow. They’ve reached one of the buildings and crawled up the sides. They plastered the walls with a thick coating and even covered the roof. Height doesn’t seem to bother them. They’ll creep up a straight wall, and nothing seems to stop them.”
“Well, they don’t grow very fast,” said Evelyn slowly. “There’s still a lot of time left to fight them in.”
“Don’t believe it. They covered the Atlantic in three months. How long will they take to cover the continent?”
“You make me shiver,” protested Evelyn.
“I’m doing a little shivering myself,” said Gerrod grimly. “Every river in the United States is choked up with them, and they grow upstream without the least difficulty. They’re creeping up the banks of the streams just as they creep over the beaches. The banks of the Hudson are a mass of silvery slime that’s still expanding.”
Evelyn began to look a trifle worried.
“But how far can they go from the rivers—from water?”
“They have gone three miles inland,” said Gerrod grimly, “along the Carolina coast, where the shore slopes down gently to the sea. Up in Maine there are places where they have only covered a quarter of a mile. In both places, though, they are still creeping inland.”
He picked up one of the test tubes.
“Something must be done to stop them. How does the cauterizing seem to work?”
“Not at all; it doesn’t even make them pause.”
Since their discovery that the jelly formation was caused by the tiny animalcules fusing themselves into one organism, Gerrod had thought of searing the edge of the silvery mass with a hot flame. The heat had baked and killed the animalcules for a distance of some two or three inches into the mass, and he had hoped that by that means their growth might be stopped. They had simply absorbed the seared portion into themselves as food, however, and grown on outward as before. Their means of reproduction made such a proceeding perfectly possible. Under favorable conditions of moisture and food, each of the animalcules multiplied itself by as many times as the number of tentacles it possessed. The animals themselves were tiny, jellylike creatures incased in a spherical, silicious shell from dozens of holes in which fat, restless tentacles protruded. Normally the tentacles provided the microscopic creature with the means of securing its food. Gerrod had discovered now that it was by those tentacles that they reproduced. One of the tentacles began to swell and grow a round spot at the tip. A shimmering, silvery shell appeared around the swollen portion. Within an hour from the appearance of the shimmer that showed that the protecting shell had been formed tiny, fat, jellylike tentacles protruded themselves from openings in the newly formed shell. With almost incredible rapidity the creature grew to the size of its single parent. Then the connecting tentacles snapped and a new silvery animalcule prepared to reproduce in its turn.
“And Davis is just as oblivious of the Silver Menace as if it did not exist,” remarked Gerrod suddenly some time later, apropos of nothing.
Evelyn smiled indulgently and did not answer. She was trying to find if it were not possible that upon exhaustion of the food supply the animalcules would attack each other and so destroy themselves. She had sealed up small quantities of the evil-smelling jelly in test tubes where they could not possibly find fresh supplies of food. When the available nourishment was exhausted, however, they simply joined their tentacles and remained absolutely at rest, their tiny forms immobile. They did not starve, because they were using up no energy in movement. She had kept some of them for over a week in just this state of inactivity, but on being supplied with fresh water they resumed their interrupted multiplication with feverish energy.
On the beaches the slimy, silvery menace lay in absolute repose. No tremor of waves disturbed its placidity. The whole sea as far as the eye could reach was a mass of utterly quiet silver, reflecting perfectly the cloudless sky. Only at the edges of the mass was any movement visible, and that movement was a slow but inexorably sure creeping inland. Whole colonies of houses were garbed in the glistening, shining horror, and the jellylike stuff filled the roads between. And over all hung the foul, musklike odor as of slime dredged up from the bottom of the ocean.
The sun shone down perpetually from a clear blue sky now. Its fierce heat had dried out the upper surface of the silver sea into a shining mass like glistening parchment, and the breezes that blew were hot and dry. There was no longer evaporation from the sea, and the winds that blew to the shore from the ocean were like blasts from an arid desert. At night, too, the ocean no longer exerted its former function of moderator of the climate. The sun’s heat was no longer absorbed by the water by day, to be given up to the breezes again at night. The winds of the ocean by day were hot, dry, foul-smelling blasts, and at night were chill and penetrating. Already the crops—which threatened to be the last ever garnered on the planet—were failing from lack of rain, and there was no relief in sight. It looked as if that part of the population which was not overwhelmed by the slimy masses of the Silver Menace would face death by starvation. Some few enterprising farmers had gone to the shore and filled wagons with the horrible jelly to spread on their farms as fertilizer. The whole world knew that the Silver Menace was simply a mass of microscopic animals, and the farmers thought they would provide their plants with animal humus by plowing the glistening stuff underground.
They soon learned their mistake. What little moisture remained in the earth was absorbed by the greedy animalcules, who multiplied exceedingly. The farmers learned of their error when they tried to cross their fields. The ground had become spongy and exuded quantities of the Silver Menace at every pore. The crops were covered with a glistening film of the horrible, sticky stuff, which weighted down and finally buried the green plants under its shining masses.
The mantle of shining horror flowed inland, always inland. It rose in thick sheets from the now solidified rivers and crept up the banks, overwhelming everything that came in its way. It clambered up tall trees, and then dripped down in long, thick ropes from their branches. Formless things, shining of silver, showed where forests had come in its way. Gangs of men were working desperately on the docks of New York, shoveling the ever-climbing masses of slimy mess back into the Hudson. Already the drains of the city were solid masses of evil-smelling liquid, and the gutters were choked with their effort to relieve the streets of the trash that was being deposited upon them. The hydrants were flushing the streets regularly now, and the fire and water departments were growing gray in their efforts to keep any fragment of silvery stuff from reaching the water-supply pipes. If that occurred the city would be helpless. As it was, the authorities were beginning to realize that they could not keep up indefinitely the fights against the ever-encroaching horror, and plans were being secretly prepared by which the entire population could be shipped away from the town when the Silver Menace could be fought off no longer.
And all this time, when the government of the greatest city in the world was recognizing the hopelessness of the city’s plight and was preparing means to abandon the tall skyscrapers to the evil-smelling slime that would creep upon all the buildings and fill air the streets with glistening horror; all this time Davis and Nita spent gazing into each other’s eyes, oblivious to everything but each other.
The world breathed a sigh of relief when the government announced with a fanfare of trumpets that it had found—not a way of destroying the Silver Menace, but a means of checking it. Tall board fences would be built and covered with lubricants, with greases, and other water-resisting substances. The Silver Menace would creep up to them and be helpless to clamber over them. The world would protect itself by means of dykes a thousand times more extensive than those of Holland. Men set to work frantically to build these defenses against the creeping silver flood. Five hundred miles of fencing was completed within a week, and ten thousand men increased the force of laborers day by day. Men stood behind these bulwarks and watched the slowly approaching silver tide. It crept up to the base of the oily, greasy boarding. It checked a moment.
Then it slowly and inexorably began to climb them. The lubricants were absorbed as food by the microscopic animals, who flowed over the tall defenses and resumed their slow advance over the whole earth!
CHAPTER VI.
Davis smiled expansively and idiotically as he looked across the dinner table at Nita. Gerrod and Evelyn tried to join in his happiness, but they were both worried over the ever-increasing threat of the Silver Menace. The government’s tall dykes had proven useless, and even then there were creeping sheets of the sticky slime expanding over the whole countryside. Davis and Nita, however, were utterly uninterested in such things. They gazed upon each other and smiled, and smiled. Evelyn looked at them indulgently, but Gerrod began to be faintly irritated at their absorption in each other when the world was threatened with suffocation under a blanket of slimy horror.
“It is indeed wonderful,” he said with a quizzical smile, “that you two have decided to marry each other, but has it occurred to either of you that there is quite an important problem confronting the world?”
“Yes,” said Davis quite seriously. “Nita’s father has to be placated before we can marry.”
“Please!” said Gerrod in a vexed tone. “Please stop looking at each other for one instant. I know how it feels. Evelyn and I indulge even at this late date, but for Heaven’s sake think of something besides yourselves for a moment.”
“Oh, you mean the silver stuff,” said Nita casually. “Daddy has offered a huge reward to any one who can fight it successfully. He and half a dozen other steamship men put together and made up a purse. About two millions, I believe.”
Davis was looking at her, paying but little attention to what she was saying, simply absorbed in looking. Gerrod saw his expression.
“Don’t you ever use your head?” he demanded. “Here you are worrying about Nita’s father, and there you have a reward offered that would clear away all his objections at once.”
“Why—why, that’s an idea!” said Davis.
“Glad you think so,” said Gerrod acridly. “Suppose you two talk things over. You have a brain, Davis, even if you rarely use it.”
Davis laughed good-naturedly.
After dinner Evelyn and her husband retired to the laboratory again. Neither of them wanted to waste any time that might be useful in developing a means of fighting the Silver Menace. They were deep in their work when Davis and Nita rushed in upon them.
“We’ve got it!” said Davis dramatically.
Nita was clinging to his arm, and looked immensely proud of him.
“What have you?” asked Gerrod practically.
“A way to clear off the Silver Menace,” said Davis. “You know the animalcules have very fragile little shells. In the war we had to fight submarines with armored shells. We got the subs with depth bombs dropped near them. The concussion smashed them up. Now let’s take bombs and drop them in the silver sea. The concussion will wreck the little shells for miles around.”
Gerrod thought the idea, over carefully.
“It might turn the trick,” he said thoughtfully.
Davis beamed.
“We’ll try it at once,” he said enthusiastically. “Or, rather, we’ll start first thing in the morning. We must have light to experiment by. I’ll phone the aviation field at once to have the big plane ready.”
“I’m going, too,” said Nita determinedly.
“We’ll all go,” said Davis expansively.
The plane left the ground shortly after daybreak. It was a curious sight to see the absolutely cloudless sunrise. The sky paled to the east, then glowed fiercely red, lightened to orange and the sun rolled up above the horizon. The big airship circled grandly until it had reached a height of nearly ten thousand feet, then swung for the east and sped away.
Nita sat in the seat beside the pilot, her face flushed with excitement. Gerrod and Evelyn occupied seats farther back, and the single engineer leaned against the rear of the car, where he could keep both ears open to the roar of his engines. The twin bomb racks along the outside of the car were filled with long, pear-shaped, high-explosive missiles, and the electric releasing switches were close beside Davis’ hand. A case of hand grenades was carefully packed in the car, too.
The plane passed over green fields far below, with strangely still and shining streams and rivers winding in and out. From the banks of most of those streams glistening blankets of a silvery texture spread slowly and inexorably over the surrounding fields. Before them they saw what appeared to be the end of the world. Green fields and luxuriantly foliated forests gave place to a field of shining silver, which undulated and clumsily followed the conformation of the land and objects it had overwhelmed. Here one saw ungainly humps that seemed made of burnished metal. The rounded contours told that great trees had succumbed to the viscid mass of animalcules. There was a group of more angular forms with gaping black orifices in their glittering sides told of a village that had been abandoned to the creeping horror. The open windows of the houses yawned black and amazed, though now and then thick stalactites hung pendulously across their openings.
Above all these the big plane sped. It swept on toward the open sea—or what had been the open sea until the Silver Menace had appeared. Soon the shore was left behind, and the huge aëroplane was flying between the two skies—the real sky above and the reflected sky below. Only a thin line from far inland showed dark. All the rest seemed but a universe of air without a horizon or any sign of tangibility. Davis kept his eyes on his instruments, and presently announced:
“I think we’re far enough out. We’ll drop our first bomb here.”
He pressed the release switch as he spoke. The plane lifted a little as the heavy bomb dropped. For a few seconds there was no sound but the roaring of the motors, but then the reverberation of the explosion below reached them.
“Take a look below,” said Davis, banking the machine sharply and beginning to swing in a narrow circle.
Gerrod looked down. He saw what seemed to be a ring of yellowish smoke, and a dark-blue spot in the middle of the silvery mass beneath them.
“It did something,” he reported, “There’s a dark spot on the surface. I can’t judge how large it is, though.”
Davis released a second bomb, and a third. Gerrod could watch them as they fell. They dwindled from winged, pear-shaped objects to dots. Then there was a flash far below and a spurting of water and spray. In a moment that had subsided, and he saw a second and larger dark-blue spot beside the first.
“I believe you’ve done it,” said Gerrod excitedly. “You’ve certainly destroyed the silvery appearance. Dare you go lower?”
“Surely,” said Davis cheerfully. The plane dived like an arrow, and flattened out barely five hundred feet above the surface.
Gerrod examined the dark spots through glasses. The disturbance had not completely abated, and he could see indubitable waves still radiating from the Spot where the bombs had fallen. Davis grinned like a boy when Gerrod told him.
“We’ll land in the open space and make sure,” he said suddenly, and the plane dived again.
Before Gerrod could protest they were just skimming the surface of the silver sea. The plane settled gently into the now liquid spot of ocean, and Davis shut off the motors. The occupants of the cabin looked eagerly out of the windows. All about them, in a space perhaps sixty or seventy yards across, the water was yellowed and oily, but was certainly water, and not the horrible, jellylike stuff the world had so much cause to fear. The concussion from the high-explosive bomb had shattered the fragile shells of the silver animalcules, and, with their protection gone, they had relapsed into liquid. At the edge of that space, however, the silver-sea began again, as placid and malignant as before.
The plane floated lightly on the surface while the little party congratulated itself.
“It works,” said Davis proudly. Nita squeezed his hand ecstatically.
“I knew he’d think of something,” she announced cheerfully.
Evelyn and Gerrod were estimating the area of cleared water with gradually lengthening faces.
“Let’s see how much space a hand grenade clears,” suggested Evelyn thoughtfully.
Davis opened the case and took out one of the wicked little bombs. He wriggled through a window and out on the massive lower plane of the flying boat. Balancing himself carefully, he flung the grenade some sixty yards into the untouched silver sea. It burst with a cracking detonation and amid a fountain of spume and spray. The four of them eyed the resultant area of clear water.
“How wide do you suppose that is?” asked Gerrod rather depressedly.
“Ten—no, fifteen yards by fifteen.”
So excited were they all that they did not notice a phenomenon that began almost instantly. The tiny animalcules that formed the silver sea reproduced rapidly when given merely moisture. Here they had that moisture, and, in addition, the bodies of all their dead comrades to feed upon. The conditions were ideal for nearly instantaneous reproduction. As a result the waves from the high-explosive bombs had hardly subsided when the open space began, almost imperceptibly, to be closed by fresh masses of the Silver Menace. The open space became covered with a thin film which became thicker—thicker—
“And how much explosive was in that grenade?”
“Two ounces of TNT.” Davis began to catch the drift of the questions, and his happy expression was beginning to fade away.
“Two ounces of TNT cleared up roughly a hundred and fifty square yards of silver sea. That’s, say, seventy-five square yards to the ounce of high explosive.” Evelyn was working rapidly with her pencil. “That works out—five hundred pounds of TNT needed to clear a square mile of the Silver Menace. We have fifteen hundred miles of coast that has been invaded to an average depth of at least five miles.”
Gerrod took up the calculations with a dismal face. His pencil moved quickly for a moment or so.
“We’d need over eighteen hundred tons of TNT to clear our coasts,” he said dolefully. “That wouldn’t touch the silver sea itself or keep it from growing again. It grew inland those five miles in two weeks at most. That’s nine hundred tons a week needed to hold our own without attacking the silver sea at all. We’d have to have forty-six thousand tons a year to hold it, let alone go after the beasts out here, and in the meantime we’ll have no rain, consequently no crops. It’s a cheerful outlook.”
They had been oblivious of what was happening immediately about the seaplane.
Nita first saw the danger.
“Look!” she gasped.
They had been too much absorbed in gloomy thoughts to notice their predicament. The open space in which they had landed was now a shining, glittering mass of the Silver Menace. But what Nita pointed to was of more imminent danger. The sticky, horrible mass was creeping up the float on which the seaplane rode and up the smaller floats at the ends of the wings. Tons of the silver horror had already accumulated upon the under surface of the great planes and weighted down the aëroplane until it was impossible for it to rise in the air. And it continued to creep up and over the body. In a little while the seaplane would be overwhelmed by the viscid, evil-smelling, deadly little animalcules.
CHAPTER VII.
Shining slime crawled up the small floats at the ends of the lower wing. It crept along the under surface, and then dripped in thick ropes down to the surface below. When contact was established the ropes grew fat and wider, until they were like shining columns from the silver sea to the now heavily weighted plane. The disgusting stuff crept over the edges of the lower plane, and began to spread over its upper surface. Other masses began to creep up the struts that separated the lower plane from the top.
The three men began to work like mad. They tore strips from the roof of the cabin and began feverishly to scrape off and thrust away the insistently advancing enemy. The plane was a large one, however, and no sooner had they scraped clear one portion of the plane than another portion was covered even more thickly than the first. The cabin itself began to be attacked. Its lower portion already glistened like metal, and in a little while the silvery film began to cover the glass of the windows. Nita began to be frightened. Parts of the roof had been torn away to provide the three men—Davis, Gerrod, and the engineer—with the means of fighting the creeping horror. When the slime reached the roof and began, to pour down the opening there, the whole cabin would become a terrible, suffocating tank of the horrible stuff. Evelyn spoke quietly, though with a white face.
“If you start the motors the wind from the propellers may blow the jelly away from the cabin.”
The engineer leaped to one of the propellers and swung his weight upon it. The engine turned sluggishly, and then coughed. A second desperate heave. The motor began to run with a roar. The surface of the slime on which the blast of wind beat shivered, and then reluctantly began to retreat. The second motor burst into bellowing activity. The whole plane began to shiver and tremble from the efforts of the powerful engines to draw it forward, but the jelly in which it was gripped still held it fast. The three men redoubled their efforts, and now some faint result began to show. Hampered by the vibrations which strove to shake it off, the Silver Menace advanced less rapidly. In half an hour the upper surface of the plane was nearly free. There was nearly a solid wall of silver horror connecting its under portion with the jellied ocean below.
Davis came to the cabin window, wiping the sweat from his forehead.
“There’s only one chance,” he shouted above the roar of the engines. “I’ve got to fling hand grenades into the sea just ahead of us. They may clear a way for us to rise.”
Nita silently began to pass him up the small but deadly missiles. Her face was set and utterly pale, but she was rising to the emergency with spirit.
An explosion sounded fifty yards away. Another thirty yards away. A third but twenty yards away, and the plane heaved and leaped from the concussion. The blast of air nearly blew the three men from the wings into the waiting mass of animalcules. A huge volume of ill-smelling spume was cast upon the plane, and by its velocity washed away a great portion of the Silver Menace that still clung to it. The propellers dragged at the plane, and it suddenly darted forward down the narrow lane of open water cleared by the three explosions. All three of the men were clinging to struts out on the plane and there was no one at the controls, but Nita bravely grasped the joy stick, and as the end of the open water drew rapidly near she jerked it backward with an inward prayer. The plane lifted sluggishly, scraped the top of the silver sea, and rose. With an inexperienced pilot at the wheel, with the three men precariously balanced on the wings, it headed straight for the broadest part of the Atlantic.
The motors roared as the plane continued to rise. Nita was white-faced and frightened, but Davis’ life was depending upon her. With an amazing coolness, despite the lump in her throat that threatened to choke her, she swung the steering wheel as she had seen Davis do. The plane turned in a wide half circle and headed for the shore again, still rising. Davis, out on the wing, took a desperate chance. He motioned wildly to Evelyn, who flung wide the side window. Then, diving as in a football game, Davis flung himself for the opening. His hands caught in the frame and he drew himself inside. As he laid his hands on the controls Nita incontinently fainted, but Evelyn was there to attend to her, and Davis sped for home at the topmost speed of which the plane was capable, the other two men still clinging to the struts far out on the wings.
* * * *
Alexander Morrison, steamship magnate and many times a millionaire, looked helplessly from the window of his library. His daughter, Nita, was visiting Evelyn Gerrod, a college classmate, and there was no one to sympathise with him in his misfortune. He faced absolute ruin. The whole world faced death, but that did not impress Morrison as much as the absolute financial disaster that had come upon him. His ships, at their docks, were useless and already incrusted with the silvery slime that threatened the whole earth. His whole fortune was invested in those vessels. When the government had thrown up its hands over the problem of checking the invasion of the Silver Menace, far less of clearing the seas again, Morrison had gone hopelessly to his little country home on one of the infrequent islands of the Hudson. It was a high and rocky little island, and his house was built upon the top of its single peak. He could look out upon the now solid Hudson and see miles and miles of the silver, evil-smelling jelly.
A little bridge connected the island with the mainland, to which a well-made, winding road led down. Morrison stared through his closed library window—closed to keep out the slimy, disgusting odor of the Silver Menace—and cursed the microscopic animals that had ruined all commerce and now threatened to destroy humanity. Of all his great fleet but two of the smallest vessels remained afloat. They were high up in northern seas, still unvisited by the jellylike animalcules. Where his tramp steamers and passenger lines had visited nearly every port upon the globe, now two small ships plied between Greenland and the most northern part of the American continent.
The silvery jelly was clambering up the rocky shores of his little island, but beyond cursing it Morrison paid no attention. He was absorbed in his misfortune, utterly preoccupied with the calamity that had overwhelmed him. For two days he moved restlessly about his house, smoking innumerable cigars, eating hardly anything, thinking of nothing but the extent of the disaster to his fortune. He had offered half a million dollars to whoever developed a successful means of combating the Silver Menace. Other men whose wealth, like his own, was solely invested in ocean transportation had joined him in offering rewards, until now a purse of two and a half millions awaited the successful inventor. Multitudes of freak proposals had been made, the majority of them suggesting that sea gulls be trained to eat the silver animalcules, or that fish be bred in large numbers to consume them. In practice, of course, neither fish or birds would touch the disgusting jelly. The arctic seas were teeming with practically all the fish from the Atlantic Ocean. For once the Eskimos had no difficulty in securing enough to eat. The inhabitants of the seas in which the Silver Menace had appeared, without exception, fled from its sticky masses.
Morrison remained shut up in his house, sunk in despondency and gloom, while the silvery jelly crept up the shores of his little island slowly but surely, higher and higher day by day. His butler came to him with a white face.
“Mr. Morrison, sir,” said the butler hesitatingly, “the gardener says, sir, that that there silver stuff is creepin’ up higher, sir.”
“All right, let it creep!” snapped Morrison angrily.
“But, sir,” ventured the butler once more, “it’s creepin’ up on the bridge.”
“Have it shoveled down again,” said Morrison irritably. “Don’t bother me.”
The butler went out of the room, and ten minutes later the two gardeners went down to the bridge with shovels. They scraped and shoveled industriously, and when darkness fell the bridge was clear. But next morning showed the bridge a mass of shining silver, and not only the bridge, but fifty or a hundred yards of the roadway and turf leading up to it. The animalcules had come upon the green grass and it had been used for food, so that they were multiplying rapidly. The creeping movement of the silvery tide could be distinctly seen. The butler came to Morrison in a panic.
“Oh, Mr. Morrison, sir,” he said tremulously, “the bridge is covered again and the horrible stuff is coming up to the house. You can see it move, sir. We’ll all be suffocated when it catches us, sir.”
Morrison shook his head impatiently.
“Don’t bother me.”
The butler was trembling fitfully, “Beg pardon, sir, but the men says as they won’t stay no longer, and they’re going to try to get over the bridge to the mainland, sir.”
“Very well, let them.”
The butler left the room. Presently Morrison heard an uproar outside. The butler was protesting at the top of his voice against something. Morrison went out to see what was the matter. Even his indifference was penetrated by the sight he saw. The silvery slime had crept up to a point but a hundred yards from the house, and was still slowly advancing. Half a dozen servants were bringing out one of Morrison’s cars, and were evidently planning to make a dash in it, despite the efforts of the butler to hold them back. Morrison stepped forward.
“Wait a moment, James,” he said quietly. “Let the men have the car, but it would be better for one to make the attempt first. There’s no use all risking their lives until we know whether there’s a chance of success.”
His chauffeur was hastily tuning up a motor cycle.
“I’ll make a try, sir,” he said grimly. “I’ll circle the house once or twice until I get up speed, and then shoot for the bridge. I think I’ll make it.”
Morrison nodded. The motor cycle caught and began to run. The chauffeur circled the lawn once—twice. His machine was running at a terrific speed. He came around the third time, swung on the handlebars, and shot straight for the bridge. The silvery slime shot away from his front wheels in twin waves as he cut through the mass. The throttle was wide open and the engine worked manfully. Straight for the bridge he went, plowing through the thick, sticky mass. Then the accumulated volume of jelly before him broke down the impetus of his cycle. In spite of all he could do it slowed down, down. It tottered weakly and fell. The chauffeur leaped from it and plunged forward. He slipped and fell, then struggled to his feet again. Five feet more, ten feet more. He was like an animated statue of burnished metal. Thick ropes of silver clung to him as he struggled forward. No man could keep up such exertions. He labored with almost insane force, but his progress became slower and slower. At last he moved forward no more, but still straggled weakly. Then he toppled gently from his feet. The slime covered him silently and placidly. The watchers gasped. The silver tide grew slowly toward the house.
CHAPTER VIII.
Nita was clinging to Davis’ hand as they drove out to the Gerrods’ cottage again. Traces of her fright still lingered on her face, and Davis’ hand was comforting. Gerrod and Evelyn were silent and discouraged. The only really promising plan for fighting the Silver Menace had proven so ineffectual as to be practically useless. In silence the little motor car wound along the twisting road to the little cottage.
All of them were quiet, even gloomy, as they sat down to lunch. Evelyn tried to talk lightly, but conversation lagged in spite of her efforts. The maid brought in their dishes and removed others without a sound. None of them could eat more than a very little.
When the meal was finished Gerrod and Evelyn went out on the porch to discuss gravely the chances, even now, of producing the explosive needed to hold back the Silver Menace. The almost instantaneous reproduction that had taken place over the cleared area at sea, however, made it evident that nine hundred tons of explosive would be needed, not every week, but every day. All the factories in the country, working at their highest speed, could not supply the quantity necessary.
Davis went into the laboratory and brought out one of the silvery test tubes of animalcules.
“Nita,” he said mournfully, “I’ve fought Germans and come out on top. Gerrod and I fought Varrhus and won out. But these infernal little animals, so small I have to take a microscope to see them, seem to have me beaten.”
Nita’s soft hand crept up and snuggled inside Davis’ larger one.
“No, they haven’t, either,” she insisted stoutly. “You’ll think of something yet.”
Davis sighed.
“And it would be so perfect if we could be the ones to find out how to beat them,” he said dolefully. “That would satisfy your father, and we’d have nothing else to worry about.”
Nita looked up into his solemn face, and, in spite of herself, laughed.
“You’re worrying too much,” she announced. “We’re going to take a vacation and go into the music room and I’m going to play soft music that will take your mind off your troubles.”
She led him into the tiny music room of the bungalow, and sat down at the small grand piano there.
“You can turn over the music for me,” she said gravely as she made room for him on the seat before the keyboard.
There was no music on the rack of the piano, but neither of them thought of that. Davis set down the test tube he had brought with him and prepared to listen. Nita quite forgot to play any recognizable melody, too. Davis thoughtlessly took possession of her left hand, so she idly struck chords with her right, while the two of them talked foolishnesses that were very delightful. They spoke in low tones, and their voices were soft. They were having an amazingly pleasant time.
They heard footsteps on the porch, and self-consciously drew apart. Gerrod and Evelyn were coming indoors to go back into the laboratory to work on wearily in hopes of stumbling on something that might have an effect upon the ever-encroaching Silver Menace. Davis hastily picked up the test tube full of animalcules. As he took it in his hands, however, he uttered an exclamation of astonishment. The contents were no longer silvery! The tube was full of water with a faintly yellowish tinge. Davis’ jaw dropped.
“People!” he called hastily. “Come here! Something has happened!”
Gerrod and Evelyn appeared in the doorway.
“What’s the matter?”
“Something’s happened to these little beasts.” Davis held out the test tube. “Twenty minutes ago this was full of the silver stuff. I put it down on the sounding board here and now they’re smashed up and dead!”
Gerrod looked at the tube intently.
“Where was it?”
Davis showed him. Gerrod put one hand on the spot and struck a chord tentatively. His expression changed from weariness to hope.
“Wait a minute!” he exclaimed, and darted into the laboratory, to return a moment later with half a dozen test tubes full of the sticky animalcules. “We’ll put another one there and strike a chord.”
He did so. The contents of the test tube remained unchanged. He struck another. Still no change. Then, deliberately striking one key after the other, with the eyes of all four of them fixed hopefully on the test tube, he began to go up the keyboard. Note after note was struck, but just as they were about to give up hopes of finding the cause of the first tube’s clearing Gerrod struck a key—the F above high C. The instant the shrill note sounded out the test tube clouded—and was clear! It had lain upon the sounding board of the piano. The vibrations of the piano string had been communicated to it through the sounding board.
“Done!” shouted Davis at the top of his voice.
Nita was speechless.
“Sympathetic vibrations,” said Gerrod happily. “If you could hang up one of those microscopic shells and ring it it would ring that note. So, when the vibrations from the piano strike them, they vibrate in sympathy, only the piano vibrations are so strong and the shells so fragile that they rack themselves to bits, and the animals are killed. Whee! Hurray! Hurray!”
He shook hands all around, hardly, able to contain his excitement.
“But I say,” said Davis anxiously, “will those vibrations travel through water, and can we put a piano overboard?”
Gerrod laughed.
“We’ll put a submarine siren overboard,” he said excitedly, “and tune it to that note. You can hear a submarine siren for fifteen miles with an under-water telephone. Man, you’ve done the trick!”
The maid appeared in the doorway.
“Some one on the telephone for Miss Morrison.”
Nita reluctantly left the room where the others were chattering excitedly. She went to the telephone and put the receiver to her ear, still unconsciously trying to catch the words of the party in the music room. Almost the first words she heard drove them from her mind, however. Her father was speaking.
“Nita,” he was saying coolly, “this is your father. I’m marooned in the house on the island, and the Silver Menace is climbing up the walls. The windows are blocked. I’m expecting them to break in any minute. When they do I’m done.”
“Daddy!” Nita choked, aghast.
“Simmons, the chauffeur, tried to get across the bridge this morning,” said her father still more coolly, “and the sticky stuff got him. The room I’m in is dark. The Silver Menace has climbed up to the roof. We’ve stopped up the chimney so it can’t come down to get us, but when the house is completely covered we’ll be in an air-tight case that will suffocate us sooner or later. I’m rather hoping the windows will break in before that time. I’d rather die like Simmons this morning.”
“But, daddy, daddy, hold on! We’ll come to you—”
“It can’t be done,” her father interrupted crisply. “I called you to say good-by and to tell you to look after the families of the servants that are fastened up here with me.” He paused a moment, and said quietly: “I’m in the library downstairs. I can hear the windows creaking. They may give way at any moment and let the horror into the house. It tried to creep in under the doorsills, but we calked them with the table linen.”
“Daddy!” cried Nita agonizedly. “Oh, daddy, try to fight it off just a little while! We’ve found a way to stop it! We can kill them all!”
“I have about ten minutes more, Nita,” said her father gently. “You couldn’t get to me. Be a good girl, Nita—” There was a crash. “There go the windows! Good-by, Nita, good-by—”
The others heard her cry out, and rushed from the music room to hear her calling, calling desperately for her father to answer her, calling into a silent phone.
CHAPTER IX.
Davis pounded mightily upon the great gate of the half-deserted shipyard. Behind him, Nita was sobbing in spite of her efforts to hold back her tears. Evelyn tried her best to calm Nita, but without real effect. Gerrod had shot the party out at the gate of the shipyard and darted off in the little motor car on some mysterious errand. Davis pounded again wrathfully, using a huge stone to make his blows reverberate through the yard. A workman came slowly toward them.
“Hurry! Hurry!” Nita called tearfully. “Please hurry!”
The workman recognized her through the palings. All of Morrison’s employees knew his daughter. The workman broke into a run. The gate swung open.
“Where’s Mr. Keeling, the manager?” demanded Nita urgently. “We must see him at once.”
The workman pointed, and the three of them hurried as fast as they could walk toward the man he had indicated.
“Mr. Keeling,” said Nita desperately. “Father is marooned in our house up the Hudson. He may be dead by now. We’ve got to get to him!”
“I don’t know how—” began the manager helplessly.
“I want a submarine siren,” said Davis crisply. “One that can be tuned to different notes. Also the fastest motor boat you have. Give the necessary orders at once.”
“But the Silver Menace—” began the manager again.
“Don’t stand there talking,” barked Davis in a tone that secured instant obedience. “Get the siren and the boat. And hurry! This is life and death!”
Galvanized into action, but still confused, the manager gave the orders. A fast motor boat that had been hauled ashore and pot into a shed when the Silver Menace blocked the river was hauled out. A heavy submarine siren was hastily unearthed from one of the workshops, and Davis drove the workmen to the task of fitting a sling on the boat by which the siren could be lowered over the bow. A heavy crane was run up and the motor boat made fast, in readiness to be lifted overboard. Every one worked with the utmost speed of which they were capable. Davis was not his usual good-natured self now. He drove his workmen mercilessly. Hardly had the last of their preparations been completed when a heavy truck rumbled into the yard. Gerrod had commandeered the truck and worked wonders. A grand piano had been lifted bodily into the big automobile. As the truck stopped he was lifting the lid that protected the keys. An electrician stood by the siren, with the tuning apparatus exposed. Hardly had the engine of the truck been shut off when they were busy tuning the blast of the siren to match the tinkling sound of the piano. It took a heart-breakingly long time to get the pitches precisely alike, but then the launch swung high in the air and alighted on the surface of the jelly below. The electrician in the launch pressed the button that would set the siren at work sending out its blast of sound waves through the water.
Those on the bank watched in agonized apprehension. The siren sank into the jelly like mass. No audible sound issued from it, once it was submerged, but when the curious sound waves issued into the water from the giant metal plate that in normal times carried warnings to ships at sea a change was visible in the jelly. Where ever the curious water sound traveled the silvery jelly clouded and abruptly turned to liquid! Almost instantly the space between the two wharves, in which the launch lay, was free of the horrible stuff. Gerrod shouted excitedly. Davis swore happily. Nita pushed anxiously forward.
“We’ve got to get to daddy!” she cried desperately. “We mustn’t waste a second! Not an instant!”
The four of them piled into the launch. An engineer leaped down and twisted the motor. The fast launch shot forward, the submarine siren at the bow sending out its strange water sound that was inaudible to those on board, but which had such an amazing effect on the microscopic animals that composed the silver sea. As the launch gathered speed and headed up the Hudson a high bow wave spread out on either side. The water on which they rode was yellowed and malodorous, but it was water, and not the silvery, slime that had threatened the world. The Silver Menace vanished before the launch as if by magic. When the motor boat approached, with its siren still sounding fiercely, though inaudibly, the jellied surface of the river shivered into yellowed liquid, and the creeping horror on the banks trembled and became a torrent of water that flowed eagerly back into the bed of the stream.
The island on which Morrison had been marooned loomed up ahead, looking like a small mountain of silver. The house at its top was as a monument of shining metal. But as the boat sped toward it the silvery appearance of the coating clouded and melted away. Instead a torrent of evil-smelling water poured down the sloping sides of the island and into the river again!
They found the servants weeping for joy. Morrison, when the windows of the library had broken in under the weight of the mass of the horror outside, had leaped through the door of the library and slammed the door behind him. They had calked the cracks with cloth, and for a moment isolated the Silver Menace in that one room. As window after window broke in, however, they had been forced to withdraw from room to room, until at last they were huddled together in a tiny linen closet, windowless and without ventilation. They were waiting there for death when they heard the rushing of water all about them and found the Silver Menace, silver and a menace no longer, flowing down to rejoin the waters from which it had come.
As is the way of women, Nita, having sobbed heartbrokenly for sorrow when she believed her father dead, now sobbed even more heartbrokenly for joy at finding him alive, but she did not neglect, after a reasonable interval, to bring Davis forward.
“You know him, daddy,” she said, smiling. “Well, he is the person who found the way to destroy the Silver Menace, and so he’s the person you are going to pay that big reward to.”
Morrison shook hands with Davis. He knew what was coming next.
“And though it hasn’t anything to do with the other things,” Nita said proudly, “he’s the person I’m going to marry.”
“It would be ungracious,” observed Morrison, “to disagree with you. Mr. Davis, you are a lucky man.”
“I know it,” said Davis, laughing in some embarrassment. He looked at Nita, who dimpled at him, and was promptly and frankly kissed for her daring. She did not seem to mind, however. In fact, she dimpled again.
* * * *
The last vestige of the Silver Menace was turned to yellowed water within a month. Submarine sirens, carefully tuned to precisely the pitch that would cause the tiny shells to shatter themselves, were hastily set aboard huge numbers of fast steamers, that swept the ocean in patrols, clearing the sea as they went. Whenever the clear note was poured out by one of the under-water sirens the silvery animalcules died in their myriads. Slowly, as the evil smell of their bodies dissipated, the inhabitants of the Atlantic Ocean came back to their normal haunts. By shoals and schools, by swarms and in tribes, the fishes came down again from the North. A week after the destroying steamers began their patrol rain fell on the Atlantic coast. The abnormally dry air above the ocean took up water avidly and poured it down on the parched earth with a free hand. The ocean, too, took up again its former function of furnishing cool breezes during the day and warm breezes at night. The seashore became once more a place of charm and delight. At least Davis and Nita found it so. Davis was being waited upon with decorations and honorary degrees, with the freedom of cities and medals of honor from learned societies. At each presentation solemn speeches were made in which he was told how superlatively clever he was. Remembering the purely accidental nature of his discovery, he found it difficult to keep from laughing. These things were tiresome, but were not active nuisances until after his marriage. When he found that he and Nita would not be left alone, that no matter how scrupulously they concealed their identity it was sooner or later discovered and they were interviewed and written up in special articles for the newspapers he grew annoyed.
The climax came on a beautifully moonlit night at a seashore resort where they were quite confident they would not be discovered. The beach was like silver, and the waves were dark and mysterious, except where the reflection of the moon glittered on their shining sides. Davis and Nita, forgetting the world and devoutly hoping that they were by the world forgot, sat and looked at the moon and played idly in the sand and told each other the eternal foolishnesses that are probably the truest wisdom. They were utterly happy just being alone with each other.
A dark figure looked up over and coughed. They started.
“You are Flight Commander and Mrs. Davis?” said a voice deprecatingly.
Davis groaned and admitted it.
“Our little villagers learned that you are visiting here, and a banquet has been prepared in the pavilion in your honor. Won’t you do us the honor to attend?”
Davis muttered several words under his breath, for which Nita later reprimanded him, and rose heavily.
The banquet was a great success. The freedom of the village was given them both. Speeches were made, in which Davis was told how superlatively clever he was. The band played “See the Conquering Hero Comes.” Davis sat miserably through it all, with Nita, scarcely less miserable, by his side.
The next morning he sent a wire to Teddy Gerrod:
Can we come and spend our honeymoon with you? People won’t let us alone.
Davis.
Within an hour the answer came:
Come along. We’ll let you alone. We’re having a second honeymoon ourselves.
Gerrod.
Davis showed the wire to Nita.
“Splendid!” she said with a sigh of relief. Then she dimpled and looked up at Davis. “But, Dicky, dear, we’ll never have a second honeymoon like they are having.”
“We won’t?” demanded Davis. “Why not?”
“Because,” said Nita, putting her face very close to his. “Because our first one is never going to stop.”



TANKS
Originally published in Astounding Stories, January 1930.
… The deciding battle of the War of 1932 was the first in which the use of infantry was practically discontinued…
—History of the U.S., 1920-1945 (Gregg-Harley).
The persistent, oily smell of fog-gas was everywhere, even in the little pill-box. Outside, all the world was blotted out by the thick gray mist that went rolling slowly across country with the breeze. The noises that came through it were curiously muted—fog-gas mutes all noises somewhat—but somewhere to the right artillery was pounding something with H E shell, and there were those little spitting under-current explosions that told of tanks in action. To the right there was a distant rolling of machine-gun fire. In between was an utter, solemn silence.
Sergeant Coffee, disreputable to look at and disrespectful of mien, was sprawling over one of the gunners’ seats and talking into a field telephone while mud dripped from him. Corporal Wallis, equally muddy and still more disreputable, was painstakingly manufacturing one complete cigarette from the pinched-out butts of four others. Both were rifle-infantry. Neither had any right or reason to be occupying a definitely machine-gun-section post. The fact that the machine-gun crew was all dead did not seem to make much difference to sector H.Q. at the other end of the telephone wire, judging from the questions that were being asked.
“I tell you,” drawled Sergeant Coffee, “they’re dead.… Yeah, all dead. Just as dead as when I told you the firs’ time, maybe even deader.… Gas, o’course. I don’t know what kind.… Yeh. They got their masks on.”
He waited, looking speculatively at the cigarette Corporal Wallis had in manufacture. It began to look imposing. Corporal Wallis regarded it affectionately. Sergeant Coffee put his hand over the mouthpiece, and looked intently at his companion.
“Gimme a drag o’ that, Pete,” he suggested. “I’ll slip y’ some butts in a minute.”
Corporal Wallis nodded, and proceeded to light the cigarette with infinite artistry. He puffed delicately upon it, inhaled it with the care a man learns when he has just so much tobacco and never expects to get any more, and reluctantly handed it to Sergeant Coffee.
Sergeant Coffee emptied his lungs in a sigh of anticipation. He put the cigarette to his lips. It burned brightly as he drew upon it. Its tip became brighter and brighter until it was white-hot, and the paper crackled as the line of fire crept up the tube.
“Hey!” said Corporal Wallis in alarm.
Sergeant Coffee waved him aside, and his chest expanded to the fullest limit of his blouse. When his lungs could hold no more he ceased to draw, grandly returned about one-fourth of the cigarette to Corporal Wallis, and blew out a cloud of smoke in small driblets until he had to gasp for breath.
“When y’ ain’t got much time,” said Sergeant Coffee amiably, “that’s a quick smoke.”
Corporal Wallis regarded the ruins of his cigarette with a woeful air.
“Hell!” said Corporal Wallis gloomily. But he smoked what was left.
“Yeah,” said Sergeant Coffee suddenly, into the field telephone, “I’m still here, an’ they’re still dead.… Listen, Mr. Officer, I got me a black eye an’ numerous contusions. Also my gas-mask is busted. I called y’up to do y’ a favor. I aim to head for distant parts.… Hell’s bells! Ain’t there anybody else in the army—” He stopped, and resentment died out in wide-eyed amazement. “Yeh.… Yeh.… Yeh.… I gotcha, Loot. A’right, I’ll see what I c’n do. Yeh.… Wish y’d see my insurance gets paid. Yeh.”
He hung up, gloomily, and turned to Corporal Wallis.
“We’ got to be heroes,” he announced bitterly. “Sit out here in th’ stinkin’ fog an’ wait for a tank t’ come along an’ wipe us out. We’ the only listenin’ post in two miles of front. That new gas o’ theirs wiped out all the rest without report.”
He surveyed the crumpled figures, which had been the original occupants of the pill-box. They wore the same uniform as himself and when he took the gas-mask off of one of them the man’s face was strangely peaceful.
“Hell of a war,” said Sergeant Coffee bitterly. “Here our gang gets wiped out by a helicopter. I ain’t seen sunlight in a week, an’ I got just four butts left. Lucky I started savin’ ’em.” He rummaged shrewdly. “This guy’s got half a sack o’ makin’s. Say, that was Loot’n’t Madison on the line, then. Transferred from our gang a coupla months back. They cut him in the line to listen in on me an’ make sure I was who I said I was. He recognized my voice.”
* * * *
Corporal Wallis, after smoking to the last and ultimate puff, pinched out his cigarette and put the fragments of a butt back in his pocket.
“What we got to do?” he asked, watching as Sergeant Coffee divided the treasure-trove into two scrupulously exact portions.
“Nothin’,” said Coffee bitterly, “except find out how this gang got wiped out, an’ a few little things like that. Half th’ front line is in th’ air, the planes can’t see anything, o’course, an’ nobody dares cut th’ fog-gas to look. He didn’t say much, but he said for Gawd’s sake find out somethin’.”
Corporal Wallis gloated over one-fourth of a sack of tobacco and stowed it away.
“Th’ infantry always gets th’ dirty end of the stick,” he said gloomily. “I’m goin’ to roll me a whole one, pre-war, an’ smoke it, presently.”
“Hell yes,” said Coffee. He examined his gas-mask from force of habit before stepping out into the fog once more, then contemptuously threw it aside. “Gas-masks, hell! Ain’t worth havin’. Come on.”
Corporal Wallis followed as he emerged from the little round cone of the pill-box.
The gray mist that was fog-gas hung over everything. There was a definite breeze blowing, but the mist was so dense that it did not seem to move. It was far enough from the fog-flares for the last least trace of striation to have vanished. Fifteen miles to the north the fog-flares were placed, ranged by hundreds and by thousands, burning one after another as the fog service set them off, and sending out their incredible masses of thick gray vapor in long threads that spread out before the wind, coalesced, and made a smoke-screen to which the puny efforts of the last war—the war that was to make the world safe for democracy—were as nothing.
Here, fifteen miles down wind from the flares, it was possible to see clearly in a circle approximately five feet in diameter. At the edge of that circle outlines began to blur. At ten feet all shapes were the faintest of bulks, the dimmest of outlines. At fifteen feet all was invisible, hidden behind a screen of mist.
“Cast around,” said Coffee gloomily. “Maybe we’ll find a shell, or tracks of a tank or somethin’ that chucked the gas here.”
* * * *
It was rather ludicrous to go searching for anything in that mass of vapor. At three yards distance they could make each other out as dim outlines, no more. But it did not even occur to them to deplore the mist. The war which had already been christened, by the politicians at home, the last war, was always fought in a mist. Infantry could not stand against tanks, tanks could not live under aircraft-directed artillery fire—not when forty guns fired salvos for the aircraft to spot—and neither artillery nor aircraft could take any advantage of a victory which either, under special conditions, might win. The general staffs of both the United States and the prominent nation—let us say the Yellow Empire—at war with it had come to a single conclusion. Tanks or infantry were needed for the use of victories. Infantry could be destroyed by tanks. But tanks could be hidden from aerial spotters by smoke-screens.
The result was fog-gas, which was being used by both sides in the most modern fashion when, their own unit wiped out and themselves wandering aimlessly in the general direction of the American rear, Sergeant Coffee and Corporal Wallis stumbled upon an American pill-box with its small garrison lying dead. For forty miles in one direction and perhaps thirty in the other, the vapor lay upon the earth. It was being blown by the wind, of course, but it was sufficiently heavier than air to cling to the ground level, and the industries of two nations were straining every nerve to supply the demands of their respective armies for its material.
The fog-bank was nowhere less than a hundred feet thick—a cloud of impalpable particles impenetrable to any eye or any camera, however shrewdly filtered. And under that mattress of pale opacity the tanks crawled heavily. They lurched and rumbled upon their deadly errands, uncouth and barbarous, listening for each other by a myriad of devices, locked in desperate, short-range conflict when they came upon each other, and emitting clouds of deadly vapor, against which gas-masks were no protection, when they came upon opposing infantry.
The infantrymen, though, were few. Their principal purpose was the reporting of the approach or passage of tanks, and trenches were of no service to them. They occupied unarmed little listening-posts with field telephones, small wireless or ground buzzer sets for reporting the enemy before he overwhelmed them. They held small pill-boxes, fitted with anti-tank guns which sometimes—if rarely—managed to get home a shell, aimed largely by sound, before the tank rolled over gun and gunners alike.
And now Sergeant Coffee and Corporal Wallis groped about in that blinding mist. There had been two systems of listening-posts hidden in it, each of admittedly little fighting value, but each one deep and composed of an infinity of little pin-point posts where two or three men were stationed. The American posts, by their reports, had assured the command that all enemy tanks were on the other side of a certain definite line. Their own tanks, receiving recognition signals, passed and repassed among them, prowling in quest of invaders. The enemy tanks crawled upon the same grisly patrol on their own side.
But two miles of the American front had suddenly gone silent. A hundred telephones had ceased to make reports along the line nearest the enemy. As Coffee and Wallis stumbled about the little pill-box, looking for some inkling of the way in which the original occupants of the small strong-point had been wiped out, the second line of observation-posts began to go dead.
Now one, now another abruptly ceased to communicate. Half a dozen were in actual conversation with their sector headquarters, and broke off between words. The wires remained intact. But in fifteen nerve-racking minutes a second hundred posts ceased to make reports and ceased to answer the inquiry-signal. G.H.Q. was demanding explanations in crisp accents that told the matter was being taken very seriously indeed. And then, as the officer in command of the second-line sector headquarters was explaining frenziedly that he was doing all any man could do, he stopped short between two words and thereafter he, also, ceased to communicate.
Front-line sector headquarters seemed inexplicably to have escaped whatever fate had overtaken all its posts, but it could only report that they had apparently gone out of existence without warning. American tanks, prowling in the area that had gone dead, announced that no enemy tanks had been seen. G-81, stumbling on a pill-box no more than ten minutes after it had gone silent, offered to investigate. A member of her crew, in a gas-mask, stepped out of the port doorway. Immediately thereafter G-81’s wireless reports stopped coming in.
* * * *
The situation was clearly shown in the huge tank that had been built to serve as G.H.Q. That tank was seventy feet long, and lay hidden in the mist with a brood of other, smaller tanks clustered near it, from each of which a cable ran to the telephones and instruments of the greater monster. Farther off in the fog, of course, were other tanks, hundreds of them, fighting machines all, silent and motionless now, but infinitely ready to protect the brain of the army.
The G.H.Q. maneuver-board showed the battle as no single observer could ever have seen it. A map lay spread out on a monster board, under a pitiless white light. It was a map of the whole battlefield. Tiny sparks crawled here and there under the map, and there were hundreds of little pins with different-colored heads to mark the position of this thing and that. The crawling sparks were the reported positions of American tanks, made visible as positions of moving trains had been made visible for years on the electric charts of railroads in dispatcher’s offices. Where the tiny bulbs glowed under the map, there a tank crawled under the fog. As the tank moved, the first bulb went out and another flashed into light.
The general watched broodingly as the crawling sparks moved from this place to that place, as varicolored lights flashed up and vanished, as a steady hand reached down to shift tiny pins and place new ones. The general moved rarely, and spoke hardly at all. His whole air was that of a man absorbed in a game of chess—a game on which the fate of a nation depended.
He was thus absorbed. The great board, illuminated from above by the glaring bulb, and speckled with little white sparks from below by the tiny bulbs beneath, showed the situation clearly at every instant. The crawling white sparks were his own tanks, each in its present position. Flashing blue sparks noted the last report of enemy tanks. Two staff officers stood behind the general, and each spoke from time to time into a strapped-on telephone transmitter. They were giving routine orders, heading the nearest American patrol-tanks toward the location of the latest reported enemies.
* * * *
The general reached out his hand suddenly and marked off an area with his fingers. They were long fingers, and slender ones: an artist’s fingers.
“Our outposts are dead in this space,” he observed meditatively. The use of the word “outposts” dated him many years back as a soldier, back to the old days of open warfare, which had only now come about again. “Penetration of two miles—”
“Tank, sir,” said the man of the steady fingers, putting a black pin in position within that area, “let a man out in a gas-mask to examine a pill-box. The tank does not report or reply, sir.”
“Gas,” said the general, noting the spot. “Their new gas, of course. It must go through masks or sag-paste, or both.”
He looked up to one of a row of officers seated opposite him, each man with headphones strapped to his ears and a transmitter before his lips, and each man with a map-pad on his knees, on which from time to time he made notations and shifted pins absorbedly.
“Captain Harvey,” said the general, “you are sure that dead spot has not been bombarded with gas-shells?”
“Yes, General. There has been no artillery fire heavy enough to put more than a fraction of those posts out of action, and all that fire, sir, has been accounted for elsewhere.”
The officer looked up, saw the general’s eyes shift, and bent to his map again, on which he was marking areas from which spotting aircraft reported flashes as of heavy guns beneath the mist.
“Their aircraft have not been dropping bombs, positively?”
A second officer glanced up from his own map.
“Our planes cover all that space, sir, and have for some time.”
“They either have a noiseless tank,” observed the general meditatively, “or.…”
The steady fingers placed a red pin at a certain spot.
“One observation-post, sir, has reopened communication. Two infantrymen, separated from their command, came upon it and found the machine-gun crew dead, with gas-masks adjusted. No tanks or tracks. They are identified, sir, and are now looking for tank tracks or shells.”
The general nodded emotionlessly.
“Let me know immediately.”
* * * *
He fell back to the ceaseless study of the board with its crawling sparks and sudden flashes of light. Over at the left, there were four white sparks crawling toward a spot where a blue flash had showed a little while since. A red light glowed suddenly where one of the white sparks crawled. One of the two officers behind the general spoke crisply. Instantly, it seemed, the other three white sparks changed their direction of movement. They swung toward the red flash—the point where a wireless from the tank represented by the first white flash had reported, contact with the enemy.
“Enemy tank destroyed here, sir,” said the voice above the steady fingers.
“Wiped out three of our observation posts,” murmured the general, “His side knows it. That’s an opportunity. Have those posts reoccupied.”
“Orders given, sir,” said a staff officer from behind. “No reports as yet.”
The general’s eyes went back to the space two miles wide and two miles deep in which there was only a single observation-post functioning, and that in charge of two strayed infantrymen. The battle in the fog was in a formative stage, now, and the general himself had to watch the whole, because it was by small and trivial indications that the enemy’s plans would be disclosed. The dead area was no triviality, however. Half a dozen tanks were crawling through it, reporting monotonously that no sign of the enemy could be found. One of the little sparks representing those tanks abruptly went out.
“Tank here, sir, no longer reports.”
The general watched with lack-luster eyes, his mind withdrawn in thought.
“Send four helicopters,” he said slowly, “to sweep that space. We’ll see what the enemy does.”
One of the seated officers opposite him spoke swiftly. Far away a roaring set up and was stilled. The helicopters were taking off.
They would rush across the blanket of fog, their vertical propellers sending blasts of air straight downward. For most of their sweep they would keep a good height, but above the questionable ground they would swoop down to barely above the fog-blanket. There their monstrous screws would blow holes in the fog until the ground below was visible. If any tanks crawled there, in the spaces the helicopters swept clear, they would be visible at once and would be shelled by batteries miles away, batteries invisible under the artificial cloud-bank.
No other noises came through the walls of the monster tank. There was a faint, monotonous murmur of the electric generator. There were the quiet, crisp orders of the officers behind the general, giving the routine commands that kept the fighting a stalemate.
The aircraft officer lifted his head, pressing his headphones tightly against his ears, as if to hear mores clearly.
“The enemy, sir, has sent sixty fighting machines to attack our helicopters. We sent forty single-seaters as escort.”
“Let them fight enough,” said the general absently, “to cause the enemy to think us desperate for information. Then draw them off.”
There was silence again. The steady fingers put pins here and there. An enemy tank destroyed here. An American tank encountered an enemy and ceased to report further. The enemy sent four helicopters in a wide sweep behind the American lines, escorted by fifty fighting planes. They uncovered a squadron of four tanks, which scattered like insects disturbed by the overturning of a stone. Instantly after their disclosure a hundred and fifty guns, four miles away, were pouring shells about the place where they had been seen. Two of the tanks ceased to report.
The general’s attention was called to a telephone instrument with its call-light glowing.
“Ah,” said the general absently. “They want publicity matter.”
The telephone was connected to the rear, and from there to the Capital. A much-worried cabinet waited for news, and arrangements were made and had been used, to broadcast suitably arranged reports from the front, the voice of the commander-in-chief in the field going to every workshop, every gathering-place, and even being bellowed by loud-speakers in the city streets.
* * * *
The general took the phone. The President of the United States was at the other end of the wire, this time.
“General?”
“Still in a preliminary stage, sir,” said the general, without haste. “The enemy is preparing a break-through effort, possibly aimed at our machine-shops and supplies. Of course, if he gets them we will have to retreat. An hour ago he paralyzed our radios, not being aware, I suppose, of our tuned earth-induction wireless sets. I daresay he is puzzled that our communications have not fallen to pieces.”
“But what are our chances?” The voice of the President was steady, but it was strained.
“His tanks outnumber ours two to one, of course, sir,” said the general calmly. “Unless we can divide his fleet and destroy a part of it, of course we will be crushed in a general combat. But we are naturally trying to make sure that any such action will take place within point-blank range of our artillery, which may help a little. We will cut the fog to secure that help, risking everything, if a general engagement occurs.”
There was silence.
The President’s voice, when it came, was more strained still.
“Will you speak to the public, General?”
“Three sentences. I have no time for more.”
There were little clickings on the line, while the general’s eyes returned to the board that was the battlefield in miniature. He indicated a spot with his finger.
“Concentrate our reserve-tanks here,” he said meditatively. “Our fighting aircraft here. At once.”
The two spots were at nearly opposite ends of the battle field. The chief of staff, checking the general’s judgment with the alert suspicion that was the latest addition to his duties, protested sharply.
“But sir, our tanks will have no protection against helicopters!”
“I am quite aware of it,” said the general mildly.
He turned to the transmitter. A thin voice had just announced at the other end of the wire, “The commander-in-chief of the army in the field will make a statement.”
The general spoke unhurriedly.
“We are in contact with the enemy, have been for some hours. We have lost forty tanks and the enemy, we think, sixty or more. No general engagement has yet taken place, but we think decisive action on the enemy’s part will be attempted within two hours. The tanks in the field need now, as always, ammunition, spare tanks, and the special supplies for modern warfare. In particular, we require ever-increasing quantities of fog-gas. I appeal to your patriotism for reinforcements of material and men.”
He hung up the receiver and returned to his survey of the board.
“Those three listening-posts,” he said abruptly, indicating a place near where an enemy tank had been destroyed. “Have they been reoccupied?”
“Yes, sir. Just reported. The tank they reported rolled over them, destroying the placement. They are digging in.”
“Tell me,” said the general, “when they cease to report again. They will.”
He watched the board again and without lifting his eyes from it, spoke again.
“That listening-post in the dead sector, with the two strayed infantrymen in it. Was it reported?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“Tell me immediately it does.”
The general leaned back in his chair and deliberately relaxed. He lighted a cigar and puffed at it, his hands quite steady. Other officers, scenting the smoke, glanced up enviously. But the general was the only man who might smoke. The enemy’s gases, like the American ones, could go through any gas-mask if in sufficient concentration. The tanks were sealed like so many submarines, and opened their interiors to the outer air only after that air had been thoroughly tested and proven safe. Only the general might use up more than a man’s allowance for breathing.
* * * *
The general gazed about him, letting his mind rest from its intense strain against the greater strain that would come on it in a few minutes. He looked at a tall blond man who was surveying the board intently, moving away, and returning again, his forehead creased in thought.
The general smiled quizzically. That man was the officer appointed to I. I. duty—interpretative intelligence—chosen from a thousand officers because the most exhaustive psychological tests had proven that his brain worked as nearly as possible like that of the enemy commander. His task was to take the place of the enemy commander, to reconstruct from the enemy movements reported and the enemy movements known as nearly as possible the enemy plans.
“Well, Harlin,” said the general, “Where will he strike?”
“He’s tricky, sir,” said Harlin. “That gap in our listening-posts looks, of course, like preparation for a massing of his tanks inside our lines. And it would be logical that he fought off our helicopters to keep them from discovering his tanks massing in that area.”
The general nodded.
“Quite true,” he admitted. “Quite true.”
“But,” said Harlin eagerly. “He’d know we could figure that out. And he may have wiped out listening posts to make us think he was planning just so. He may have fought off our helicopters, not to keep them from discovering his tanks in there, but to keep them from discovering that there were no tanks in there!”
“My own idea exactly,” said the general meditatively. “But again, it looks so much like a feint that it may be a serious blow. I dare not risk assuming it to be a feint only.”
He turned back to the board.
“Have those two strayed infantrymen reported yet?” he asked sharply.
“Not yet, sir.”
* * * *
The general drummed on the table. There were four red flashes glowing at different points of the board—four points where American tanks or groups of tanks were locked in conflict with the enemy. Somewhere off in the enveloping fog that made all the world a gray chaos, lumbering, crawling monsters rammed and battered at each other at infinitely short range. They fought blindly, their guns swinging menacingly and belching lurid flames into the semi-darkness, while from all about them dropped the liquids that meant death to any man who breathed their vapor. Those gases penetrated any gas-mask, and would even strike through the sag-pastes that had made the vesicatory gases of 1918 futile.
With tanks by thousands hidden in the fog, four small combats were kept up, four only. Battles fought with tanks as the main arm are necessarily battles of movement, more nearly akin to cavalry battles than any other unless it be fleet actions. When the main bodies come into contact, the issue is decided quickly. There can be no long drawn-out stalemates such as infantry trenches produced in years past. The fighting that had taken place so far, both under the fog and aloft in the air, was outpost skirmishing only. When the main body of the enemy came into action it would be like a whirlwind, and the battle would be won or lost in a matter of minutes only.
The general paid no attention to those four conflicts, or their possible meaning.
“I want to hear from those two strayed infantrymen,” he said quietly, “I must base my orders on what they report. The whole battle, I believe, hinges on what they have to say.”
He fell silent, watching the board without the tense preoccupation he had shown before. He knew the moves he had to make in any of three eventualities. He watched the board to make sure he would not have to make those moves before he was ready. His whole air was that of waiting: the commander-in-chief of the army of the United States, waiting to hear what he would be told by two strayed infantrymen, lost in the fog that covered a battlefield.
* * * *
The fog was neither more dense nor any lighter where Corporal Wallis paused to roll his pre-war cigarette. The tobacco came from the gassed machine-gunner in the pill-box a few yards off. Sergeant Coffee, three yards distant, was a blurred figure. Corporal Wallis put his cigarette into his mouth, struck his match, and puffed delicately.
“Ah!” said Corporal Wallis, and cheered considerably. He thought he saw Sergeant Coffee moving toward him and ungenerously hid his cigarette’s glow.
Overhead, a machine-gun suddenly burst into a rattling roar, the sound sweeping above them with incredible speed. Another gun answered it. Abruptly, the whole sky above them was an inferno of such tearing noises and immediately after they began a multitudinous bellowing set up. Airplanes on patrol ordinarily kept their engines muffled, in hopes of locating a tank below them by its noise. But in actual fighting there was too much power to be gained by cutting out the muffler for any minor motive to take effect. A hundred aircraft above the heads of the two strayed infantrymen were fighting madly about five helicopters. Two hundred yards away, one fell to the earth with a crash, and immediately afterward there was a hollow boom. For an instant even the mist was tinged with yellow from the exploded gasoline tank. But the roaring above continued—not mounting, as in a battle between opposing patrols of fighting planes, when each side finds height a decisive advantage, but keeping nearly to the same level, little above the bank of cloud.
Something came down, roaring, and struck the earth no more than fifty yards away. The impact was terrific, but after it there was dead silence while the thunder above kept on.
Sergeant Coffee came leaping to Corporal Wallis’ side.
“Helicopters!” he barked. “Huntin’ tanks an’ pill-boxes! Lay down!”
He flung himself down to the earth.
Wind beat on them suddenly, then an outrageous blast of icy air from above. For an instant the sky lightened. They saw a hole in the mist, saw the little pill-box clearly, saw a huge framework of supporting screws sweeping swiftly overhead with figures in it watching the ground through wind-angle glasses, and machine-gunners firing madly at dancing things in the air. Then it was gone.
“One o’ ours,” shouted Coffee in Wallis’ ear. “They’ tryin’ to find th’ Yellows’ tanks!”
* * * *
The center of the roaring seemed to shift, perhaps to the north. Then a roaring drowned out all the other roarings. This one was lower down and approaching in a rush. Something swooped from the south, a dark blotch in the lighter mist above. It was an airplane flying in the mist, a plane that had dived into the fog as into oblivion. It appeared, was gone—and there was a terrific crash. A shattering roar drowned out even the droning tumult of a hundred aircraft engines. A sheet of flame flashed up, and a thunderous detonation.
“Hit a tree,” panted Coffee, scrambling to his feet again. “Suicide club, aimin’ for our helicopter.”
Corporal Wallis was pointing, his lips drawn back in a snarl.
“Shut up!” he whispered. “I saw a shadow against that flash! Yeller infantryman! Le’s get ’im!”
“Y’crazy,” said Sergeant Coffee, but he strained his eyes and more especially his ears.
It was Coffee who clutched Corporal Wallis’ wrist and pointed. Wallis could see nothing, but he followed as Coffee moved silently through the gray mist. Presently he too, straining his eyes, saw an indistinct movement.
The roaring of motors died away suddenly. The fighting had stopped, a long way off, apparently because the helicopters had been withdrawn. Except for the booming of artillery a very long distance away, firing unseen at an unseen target, there was no noise at all.
“Aimin’ for our pill-box,” whispered Coffee.
They saw the dim shape, moving noiselessly, halt. The dim figure seemed to be casting about for something. It went down on hands and knees and crawled forward. The two infantrymen crept after it. It stopped, and turned around. The two dodged to one side in haste. The enemy infantryman crawled off in another direction, the two Americans following him as closely as they dared.
He halted once more, a dim and grotesque figure in the fog. They saw him fumbling in his belt. He threw something, suddenly. There was a little tap as of a fountain pen dropped upon concrete. Then a hissing sound. That was all, but the enemy infantryman waited, as if listening.…
* * * *
The two Americans fell upon him as one individual. They bore him to the earth and Coffee dragged at his gas-mask, good tactics in a battle where every man carries gas-grenades. He gasped and fought desperately, in a seeming frenzy of terror.
They squatted over him, finally, having taken away his automatics, and Coffee worked painstakingly to get off his gas-mask while Wallis went poking about in quest of tobacco.
“Dawggone!” said Coffee. “This mask is intricate.”
“He ain’t got any pockets,” mourned Wallis.
Then they examined him more closely.
“It’s a whole suit,” explained Coffee. “H-m.… He don’t have to bother with sag-paste. He’s got him on a land diving-suit.”
“S-s-say,” gasped the prisoner, his language utterly colloquial in spite of the beady eyes and coarse black hair that marked him racially as of the enemy, “say, don’t take off my mask! Don’t take off my mask!”
“He talks an’ everything,” observed Coffee in mild amazement. He inspected the mask again and painstakingly smashed the goggles. “Now, big boy, you take your chance with th’ rest of us. What’ you doin’ around here?”
The prisoner set his teeth, though deathly pale, and did not reply.
“H’m-m.…” said Coffee meditatively. “Let’s take him in the pill-box an’ let Loot’n’t Madison tell us what to do with him.”
They picked him up.
“No! No! For Gawd’s sake, no!” cried the prisoner shrilly. “I just gassed it!”
* * * *
The two halted. Coffee scratched his nose.
“Reckon he’s lyin’, Pete?” he asked.
Corporal Wallis shrugged gloomily.
“He ain’t got any tobacco,” he said morosely. “Let’s chuck him in first an’ see.”
The prisoner wriggled until Coffee put his own automatic in the small of his back.
“How long does that gas last?” he asked, frowning. “Loot’n’t Madison wants us to report. There’s some fellers in there, all gassed up, but we were in there a while back an’ it didn’t hurt us. How long does it last?”
“Fur-fifteen minutes, maybe twenty,” chattered the prisoner. “Don’t put me in there!”
Coffee scratched his nose again and looked at his wrist-watch.
“A’right,” he conceded, “we give you twenty minutes. Then we chuck you down inside. That is, if you act real agreeable until then. Got anything to smoke?”
The prisoner agonizedly opened a zipper slip in his costume and brought out tobacco, even tailor-made cigarettes. Coffee pounced on them one second before Wallis. Then he divided them with absorbed and scrupulous fairness.
“Right,” said Sergeant Coffee comfortably. He lighted up. “Say, you, if y’ want to smoke, here’s one o’ your pills. Let’s see the gas stuff. How’ y’ use it?”
Wallis had stripped off a heavy belt about the prisoner’s waist and it was trailing over his arm. He inspected it now. There were twenty or thirty little sticks in it, each one barely larger than a lead pencil, of dirty gray color, and each one securely nested in a tube of flannel-lined papier-mache.
“These things?” asked Wallis contentedly. He was inhaling deeply with that luxurious enjoyment a tailor-made cigarette can give a man who had been remaking butts into smokes for days past.
“Don’t touch ’em,” warned the prisoner nervously. “You broke my goggles. You throw ’em, and they light and catch fire, and that scatters the gas.”
Coffee touched the prisoner, indicating the ground, and sat down, comfortably smoking one of the prisoner’s cigarettes. By his air, he began to approve of his captive.
“Say, you,” he said curiously, “you talk English pretty good. How’d you learn it?”
“I was a waiter,” the prisoner explained. “New York. Corner Forty-eighth and Sixth.”
“My Gawd!” said Coffee. “Me, I used to be a movie operator along there. Forty-ninth. Projection room stuff, you know. Say, you know Heine’s place?”
“Sure,” said the prisoner. “I used to buy Scotch from that blond feller in the back room. With a benzine label for a prescription?”
Coffee lay back and slapped his knee.
“Ain’t it a small world?” he demanded. “Pete, here, he ain’t never been in any town bigger than Chicago. Ever in Chicago?”
“Hell,” said Wallis, morose yet comfortable with a tailor-made cigarette. “If you guys want to start a extra war, go to knockin’ Chicago. That’s all.”
Coffee looked at his wrist-watch again.
“Got ten minutes yet,” he observed. “Say, you must know Pete Hanfry—”
“Sure I know him,” said the enemy prisoner, scornfully. “I waited on him. One day, just before us reserves were called back home.…”
In the monster tank that was headquarters the general tapped his fingers on his knees. The pale white light flickered a little as it shone on the board where the bright sparks crawled. White sparks were American tanks. Blue flashes were for enemy tanks sighted and reported, usually in the three-second interval between their identification and the annihilation of the observation-post that had reported them. Red glows showed encounters between American and enemy tanks. There were a dozen red glows visible, with from one to a dozen white sparks hovering about them. It seemed as if the whole front line were about to burst into a glare of red, were about to become one long lane of conflicts in impenetrable obscurity, where metal monsters roared and rumbled and clanked one against the other, bellowing and belching flame and ramming each other savagely, while from them dripped the liquids that made their breath mean death. There were nightmarish conflicts in progress under the blanket of fog, unparalleled save perhaps in the undersea battles between submarines in the previous European war.
* * * *
The chief of staff looked up; his face drawn.
“General,” he said harshly, “it looks like a frontal attack all along our line.”
The general’s cigar had gone out. He was pale, but calm with an iron composure.
“Yes,” he conceded. “But you forget that blank spot in our line. We do not know what is happening there.”
“I am not forgetting it. But the enemy outnumbers us two to one—”
“I am waiting,” said the general, “to hear from those two infantrymen who reported some time ago from a listen-post in the dead area.”
The chief of staff pointed to the outline formed by the red glows where tanks were battling.
“Those fights are keeping up too long!” he said sharply. “General, don’t you see, they’re driving back our line, but they aren’t driving it back as fast as if they were throwing their whole weight on it! If they were making a frontal attack there, they’d wipe out the tanks we have facing them; they’d roll right over them! That’s a feint! They’re concentrating in the dead space—”
“I am waiting,” said the general softly, “to hear from those two infantrymen.” He looked at the board again and said quietly, “Have the call-signal sent them. They may answer.”
He struck a match to relight his dead cigar. His fingers barely quivered as they held the match. It might have been excitement—but it might have been foreboding, too.
“By the way,” he said, holding the match clear, “have our machine-shops and supply-tanks ready to move. Every plane is, of course, ready to take the air on signal. But get the aircraft ground personnel in their traveling tanks immediately.”
Voices began to murmur orders as the general puffed. He watched the board steadily.
“Let me know if anything is heard from these infantrymen.…”
* * * *
There was a definite air of strain within the tank that was headquarters. It was a sort of tensity that seemed to emanate from the general himself.
Where Coffee and Wallis and the prisoner squatted on the ground, however, there was no sign of strain at all. There was a steady gabble of voices.
“What kinda rations they give you?” asked Coffee interestedly.
The enemy prisoner listed them, with profane side-comments.
“Hell,” said Wallis gloomily. “Y’ought to see what we get! Las’ week they fed us worse’n dogs. An’ th’ canteen stuff—”
“Your tank men, they get treated fancy?” asked the prisoner.
Coffee made a reply consisting almost exclusively of high powered expletives.
“—and the infantry gets it in the neck every time,” he finished savagely. “We do the work—”
Guns began to boom, far away. Wallis cocked his ears.
“Tanks gettin’ together,” he judged, gloomily. “If they’d all blow each other to hell an’ let us infantry fight this battle—”
“Damn the tanks!” said the enemy prisoner viciously. “Look here, you fellers. Look at me. They sent a battalion of us out, in two waves. We hike along by compass through the fog, supposed to be five paces apart. We come on a pill-box or listenin’ post, we gas it an’ go on. We try not to make a noise. We try not to get seen before we use our gas. We go on, deep in your lines as we can. We hear one of your tanks, we dodge it if we can, so we don’t get seen at all. O’course we give it a dose of gas in passing, just in case. But we don’t get any orders about how far to go or how to come back. We ask for recognition signals for our own tanks, an’ they grin an’ say we won’t see none of our tanks till the battle’s over. They say ‘Re-form an’ march back when the fog is out.’ Ain’t that pretty for you?”
“You second wave?” asked Coffee, with interest.
The prisoner nodded.
“Mopping up,” he said bitterly, “what the first wave left. No fun in that! We go along gassin’ dead men, an’ all the time your tanks is ravin’ around to find out what’s happenin’ to their listenin’-posts. They run into us—”
Coffee nodded sympathetically.
“The infantry always gets the dirty end of the stick,” said Wallis morosely.
* * * *
Somewhere, something blew up with a violent explosion. The noise of battle in the distance became heavier and heavier.
“Goin’ it strong,” said the prisoner, listening.
“Yeh,” said Coffee. He looked at his wrist-watch. “Say, that twenty minutes is up. You go down in there first, big boy.”
They stood beside the little pill-box. The prisoner’s knees shook.
“Say, fellers,” he said pleadingly, “they told us that stuff would scatter in twenty minutes, but you busted my mask. Yours ain’t any good against this gas. I’ll have to go down in there if you fellers make me, but—”
Coffee lighted another of the prisoner’s tailor-made cigarettes.
“Give you five minutes more,” he said graciously. “I don’t suppose it’ll ruin the war.”
They sat down relievedly again, while the fog-gas made all the earth invisible behind a pall of grayness, a grayness from which the noises of battle came.
In the tank that was headquarters, the air of strain was pronounced. The maneuver-board showed the situation as close to desperation, now. The reserve-tank positions had been switched on the board, dim orange glows, massed in curiously precise blocks. And little squares of green showed there that the supply and machine-shop tanks were massed. They were moving slowly across the maneuver-board. But the principal change lay in the front-line indications.
The red glows that showed where tank battles were in progress formed an irregularly curved line, now. There were twenty or more such isolated battles in progress, varying from single combats between single tanks to greater conflicts where twenty to thirty tanks to a side were engaged. And the positions of those conflicts were changing constantly, and invariably the American tanks were being pushed back.
* * * *
The two staff officers behind the general were nearly silent. There were few sparks crawling within the American lines now. Nearly every one had been diverted into the front-line battles. The two men watched the board with feverish intensity, watching the red glows moving back, and back.…
The chief of staff was shaking like a leaf, watching the American line stretched, and stretched.…
The general looked at him with a twisted smile.
“I know my opponent,” he said suddenly. “I had lunch with him once in Vienna. We were attending a disarmament conference.” He seemed to be amused at the ironic statement. “We talked war and battles, of course. And he showed me, drawing on the tablecloth, the tactical scheme that should have been used at Cambrai, back in 1917. It was a singularly perfect plan. It was a beautiful one.”
“General,” burst out one of the two staff officers behind him. “I need twenty tanks from the reserves.”
“Take them,” said the general. He went on, addressing his chief of staff. “It was an utterly flawless plan. I talked to other men. We were all pretty busy estimating each other there, we soldiers. We discussed each other with some freedom, I may say. And I formed the opinion that the man who is in command of the enemy is an artist: a soldier with the spirit of an amateur. He’s a very skilful fencer, by the way. Doesn’t that suggest anything?”
The chief of staff had his eyes glued to the board.
“That is a feint, sir. A strong feint, yes, but he has his force concentrated in the dead area.”
“You are not listening, sir,” said the general, reprovingly. “I am saying that my opponent is an artist, an amateur, the sort of person who delights in the delicate work of fencing. I, sir, would thank God for the chance to defeat my enemy. He has twice my force, but he will not be content merely to defeat me. He will want to defeat me by a plan of consummate artistry, which will arouse admiration among soldiers for years to come.”
“But General, every minute, every second—”
“We are losing men, of whom we have plenty, and tanks, of which we have not enough. True, very true,” conceded the general. “But I am waiting to hear from two strayed infantrymen. When they report, I will speak to them myself.”
“But, sir,” cried the chief of staff, withheld only by the iron habit of discipline from violent action and the taking over of command himself, “they may be dead! You can’t risk this battle waiting for them! You can’t risk it, sir! You can’t!”
“They are not dead,” said the general coolly. “They cannot be dead. Sometimes, sir, we must obey the motto on our coins. Our country needs this battle to be won. We have got to win it, sir! And the only way to win it—”
* * * *
The signal-light at his telephone glowed. The general snatched it up, his hands quivering. But his voice, was steady and deliberate as he spoke.
“Hello, Sergeant—Sergeant Coffee, is it…? Very well, Sergeant. Tell me what you’ve found out.… Your prisoner objects to his rations, eh? Very well, go on.… How did he gas our listening-posts…? He did, eh? He got turned around and you caught him wandering about…? Oh, he was second wave! They weren’t taking any chances on any of our listening-posts reporting their tanks, eh…? Say that again, Sergeant Coffee!” The general’s tone had changed indescribably. “Your prisoner has no recognition signals for his own tanks? They told him he wouldn’t see any of them until the battle was over…? Thank you, Sergeant. One of our tanks will stop for you. This is the commanding general speaking.”
He rang off, his eyes blazing. Relaxation was gone. He was a dynamo, snapping orders.
“Supply tanks, machine-shop tanks, ground forces of the air service, concentrate here!” His finger rested on a spot in the middle of the dead area. “Reserve tanks take position behind them. Draw off every tank we’ve got—take ’em out of action!—and mass them in front, on a line with our former first line of outposts. Every airplane and helicopter take the air and engage in general combat with the enemy, wherever the enemy may be found and in whatever force. And our tanks move straight through here!”
Orders were snapping into telephone transmitters. The commands had been relayed before their import was fully realized. Then there was a gasp.
“General!” cried the chief of staff. “If the enemy is massed there, he’ll destroy our forces in detail as they take position!”
“He isn’t massed there,” said the general, his eyes blazing. “The infantrymen who were gassing our listening-posts were given no recognition signals for their tanks. Sergeant Coffee’s prisoner has his gas-mask broken and is in deadly fear. The enemy commander is foolish in many ways, perhaps, but not foolish enough to break down morale by refusing recognition signals to his own men who will need them. And look at the beautiful plan he’s got.”
He sketched half a dozen lines with his fingers, moving them in lightning gestures as his orders took effect.
“His main force is here, behind those skirmishes that look like a feint. As fast as we reinforce our skirmishing-line, he reinforces his—just enough to drive our tanks back slowly. It looks like a strong feint, but it’s a trap! This dead space is empty. He thinks we are concentrating to face it. When he is sure of it—his helicopters will sweep across any minute, now, to see—he’ll throw his whole force on our front line. It’ll crumple up. His whole fighting force will smash through to take us, facing the dead space, in the rear! With twice our numbers, he’ll drive us before him.”
“But general! You’re ordering a concentration there! You’re falling in with his plans!”
The general laughed.
“I had lunch with the general in command over there, once upon a time. He is an artist. He won’t be content with a defeat like that! He’ll want to make his battle a masterpiece, a work of art! There’s just one touch he can add. He has to have reserves to protect his supply-tanks and machine-shops. They’re fixed. The ideal touch, the perfect tactical fillip, will be—Here! Look. He expects to smash in our rear, here. The heaviest blow will fall here. He will swing around our right wing, drive us out of the dead area into his own lines—and drive us on his reserves! Do you see it? He’ll use every tank he’s got in one beautiful final blow. We’ll be outwitted, out-numbered, out-flanked and finally caught between his main body and his reserves and pounded to bits. It is a perfect, a masterly bit of work!”
He watched the board, hawklike.
“We’ll concentrate, but our machine-shops and supplies will concentrate with us. Before he has time to take us in rear we’ll drive ahead, in just the line he plans for us! We don’t wait to be driven into his reserves. We roll into them and over them! We smash his supplies! We destroy his shops! And then we can advance along his line of communication and destroy it, our own depots being blown up—give the orders when necessary—and leaving him stranded with motor-driven tanks, motorized artillery, and nothing to run his motors with! He’ll be marooned beyond help in the middle of our country, and we will have him at our mercy when his tanks run out of fuel. As a matter of fact, I shall expect him to surrender in three days.”
* * * *
The little blocks of green and yellow that had showed the position of the reserve and supply-tanks, changed abruptly to white, and began to crawl across the maneuver-board. Other little white sparks turned about. Every white spark upon the maneuver-board suddenly took to itself a new direction.
“Disconnect cables,” said the general, crisply. “We move with our tanks, in the lead!”
The monotonous humming of the electric generator was drowned out in a thunderous uproar that was muffled as an air-tight door was shut abruptly. Fifteen seconds later there was a violent lurch, and the colossal tank was on the move in the midst of a crawling, thundering horde of metal monsters whose lumbering progress shook the earth.
Sergeant Coffee, still blinking his amazement, absent-mindedly lighted the last of his share of the cigarettes looted from the prisoner.
“The big guy himself!” he said, still stunned. “My Gawd! The big guy himself!”
A distant thunder began, a deep-toned rumbling that seemed to come from the rear. It came nearer and grew louder. A peculiar quivering seemed to set up in the earth. The noise was tanks moving through the fog, not one tank or two tanks, or twenty tanks, but all the tanks in creation rumbling and lurching at their topmost speed in serried array.
Corporal Wallis heard, and turned pale. The prisoner heard, and his knees caved in.
“Hell,” said Corporal Wallis dispairingly. “They can’t see us, an’ they couldn’t dodge us if they did!”
The prisoner wailed, and slumped to the floor.
Coffee picked him up by the collar and jerked him out of the pill-box.
“C’mon Pete,” he ordered briefly. “They ain’t givin’ us a infantryman’s chance, but maybe we can do some dodgin’!”
Then the roar of engines, of metal treads crushing upon earth and clinking upon their joints, drowned out all possible other sounds. Before the three men beside the pill-box could have moved a muscle, monster shapes loomed up, rushing, rolling, lurching, squeaking. They thundered past, and the hot fumes of their exhausts enveloped the trio.
Coffee growled and put himself in a position of defiance, his feet braced against the concrete of the pill-box dome. His expression was snarling and angry but, surreptitiously, he crossed himself. He heard the fellows of the two tanks that had roared by him, thundering along in alignment to right and left. A twenty-yard space, and a second row of the monsters came hurtling on, gun muzzles gaping, gas-tubes elevated, spitting smoke from their exhausts that was even thicker than the fog. A third row, a fourth, a fifth.…
The universe was a monster uproar. One could not think in this volume of sound. It seemed that there was fighting overhead. Crackling noises came feebly through the reverberating uproar that was the army of the United States in full charge. Something came whirling down through the overhanging mist and exploded in a lurid flare that for a second or two cast the grotesque shadows of a row of tanks clearly before the trio of shaken infantrymen.
Still the tanks came on and roared past. Twenty tanks, twenty-one…twenty-two.… Coffee lost count, dazed and almost stunned by the sheer noise. It rose from the earth and seemed to be echoed back from the topmost limit of the skies. It was a colossal din, an incredible uproar, a sustained thunder that beat at the eardrums like the reiterated concussions of a thousand guns that fired without ceasing. There was no intermission, no cessation of the tumult. Row after row after row of the monsters roared by, beaked and armed, going greedily with hungry guns into battle.
And then, for a space of seconds, no tanks passed. Through the pandemonium of their going, however, the sound of firing somehow seemed to creep. It was gunfire of incredible intensity, and it came from the direction in which the front-rank tanks were heading.
“Forty-eight, forty-nine, forty-ten, forty-’leven,” muttered Coffee dazedly, his senses beaten down almost to unconsciousness by the ordeal of sound. “Gawd! The whole army went by!”
The roaring of the fighting-tanks was less, but it was still a monstrous din. Through it, however, came now a series of concussions that were so close together that they were inseparable, and so violent that they were like slaps upon the chest.
Then came other noises, louder only because nearer. These were different noises, too, from those the fighting-tanks had made. Lighter noises. The curious, misshapen service tanks began to rush by, of all sizes and all shapes. Fuel-carrier tanks. Machine-shop tanks, huge ones, these. Commissary tanks.…
Something enormous and glistening stopped short. A door opened. A voice roared an order. The three men, beaten and whipped by noise, stared dumbly.
“Sergeant Coffee!” roared the voice. “Bring your men! Quick!”
Coffee dragged himself back to a semblance of life. Corporal Wallis moved forward, sagging. The two of them loaded their prisoner into the door and tumbled in. They were instantly sent into a heap as the tank took up its progress again with a sudden sharp leap.
“Good man,” grinned a sooty-faced officer, clinging to a handhold. “The general sent special orders you were to be picked up. Said you’d won the battle. It isn’t finished yet, but when the general says that—”
“Battle?” said Coffee dully. “This ain’t my battle. It’s a parade of a lot of damn tanks!”
There was a howl of joy from somewhere above. Discipline in the machine-shop tanks was strict enough, but vastly different in kind from the formality of the fighting-machines.
“Contact!” roared the voice again. “General wireless is going again! Our fellows have rolled over their reserves and are smashing their machine-shops and supplies!”
Yells reverberated deafeningly inside the steel walls, already filled with tumult from the running motors and rumbling treads.
“Smashed ’em up!” shrieked the voice above, insane with joy. “Smashed ’em! Smashed ’em! Smashed ’em! We’ve wiped out their whole reserve and—” A series of detonations came through even the steel shell of the lurching tank. Detonations so violent, so monstrous, that even through the springs and treads of the tank the earth-concussion could be felt. “There goes their ammunition! We set off all their dumps!”
There was sheer pandemonium inside the service-tank, speeding behind the fighting force with only a thin skin of reserve-tanks between it and a panic-stricken, mechanically pursuing enemy.
“Yell, you birds!” screamed the voice. “The general says we’ve won the battle! Thanks to the fighting force! We’re to go on and wipe out the enemy line of communications, letting him chase us till his gas gives out! Then we come back and pound him to bits! Our tanks have wiped him out!”
* * * *
Coffee managed to find something to hold on to. He struggled to his feet. Corporal Wallis, recovering from the certainty of death and the torture of sound, was being very sea-sick from the tank’s motion. The prisoner moved away from him on the steel floor. He looked gloomily up at Coffee.
“Listen to ’em,” said Coffee bitterly. “Tanks! Tanks! Tanks! Hell! If they’d given us infantry a chance—”
“You said it,” said the prisoner savagely. “This is a hell of a way to fight a war.”
Corporal Wallis turned a greenish face to them.
“The infantry always gets the dirty end of the stick,” he gasped. “Now they—now they’ makin’ infantry ride in tanks! Hell!”



THE FIFTH-DIMENSION CATAPULT
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FOREWORD
This story has no normal starting-place, because there are too many places where it might be said to begin. One might commence when Professor Denham, Ph. D., M. A., etc., isolated a metal that scientists have been talking about for many years without ever being able to smelt. Or it might start with his first experimental use of that metal with entirely impossible results. Or it might very plausibly begin with an interview between a celebrated leader of gangsters in the city of Chicago and a spectacled young laboratory assistant, who had turned over to him a peculiar heavy object of solid gold and very nervously explained, and finally managed to prove, where it came from. With also impossible results, because it turned “King” Jacaro, lord of vice-resorts and rum-runners, into a passionate enthusiast in non-Euclidean geometry. The whole story might be said to begin with the moment of that interview.
But that leaves out Smithers, and especially it leaves out Tommy Reames. So, on the whole, it is best to take up the narrative at the moment of Tommy’s first entrance into the course of events.
CHAPTER I
He came to a stop in a cloud of dust that swirled up to and all about the big roadster, and surveyed the gate of the private road. The gate was rather impressive. At its top was a sign. “Keep Out!” Halfway down was another sign. “Private Property. Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted.” On one gate-post was another notice, “Live Wires Within,” and on the other a defiant placard. “Savage Dogs At Large Within This Fence.”
The fence itself was all of seven feet high and made of the heaviest of woven-wire construction. It was topped with barbed wire, and went all the way down both sides of a narrow right of way until it vanished in the distance.
Tommy got out of the car and opened the gate. This fitted the description of his destination, as given him by a brawny, red-headed filling-station attendant in the village some two miles back. He drove the roadster through the gate, got out and closed it piously, got back in the car and shot it ahead.
He went humming down the narrow private road at forty-five miles an hour. That was Tommy Reames’ way. He looked totally unlike the conventional description of a scientist of any sort—as much unlike a scientist as his sport roadster looked unlike a scientist’s customary means of transit—and ordinarily he acted quite unlike one. As a matter of fact, most of the people Tommy associated with had no faintest inkling of his taste for science as an avocation. There was Peter Dalzell, for instance, who would have held up his hands in holy horror at the idea of Tommy Reames being the author of that article. “On the Mass and Inertia of the Tesseract,” which in the Philosophical Journal had caused a controversy.
And there was one Mildred Holmes—of no importance in the matter of the Fifth-Dimension Catapult—who would have lifted beautifully arched eyebrows in bored unbelief if anybody had suggested that Tommy Reames was that Thomas Reames whose “Additions to Herglotz’s Mechanics of Continua” produced such diversities of opinion in scientific circles. She intended to make Tommy propose to her some day, and thought she knew all about him. And everybody, everywhere, would have been incredulous of his present errand.
Gliding down the narrow, fenced-in road. Tommy was a trifle dubious about this errand himself. A yellow telegraph-form in his pocket read rather like a hoax, but was just plausible enough to have brought him away from a rather important tennis match. The telegram read:
PROFESSOR DENHAM IN EXTREME DANGER THROUGH EXPERIMENT BASED ON YOUR ARTICLE ON DOMINANT COORDINATES YOU ALONE CAN HELP HIM IN THE NAME OF HUMANITY COME AT ONCE.
A. VON HOLTZ.
The fence went on past the car. A mile, a mile and a half of narrow lane, fenced in and made as nearly intruder-proof as possible.
“Wonder what I’d do,” said Tommy Reames, “if another car came along from the other end?”
He deliberately tried not to think about the telegram any more. He didn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe it. But he couldn’t ignore it, either. Nobody could: few scientists, and no human being with a normal amount of curiosity. Because the article on dominant coordinates had appeared in the Journal of Physics and had dealt with a state of things in which the normal coordinates of everyday existence were assumed to have changed their functions: when the coordinates of time, the vertical, the horizontal and the lateral changed places and a man went east to go up and west to go “down” and ran his street-numbers in a fourth dimension. It was mathematical foolery, from one standpoint, but it led to some fascinating if abstruse conclusions.
But his brain would not remain away from the subject of the telegram, even though a chicken appeared in the fenced-in lane ahead of him and went flapping wildly on before the car. It rose in mid-air, the car overtook it as it rose above the level of the hood, and there was a rolling, squawking bundle of shedding feathers tumbling over and over along the hood until it reached the slanting windshield. There it spun wildly upward, left a cloud of feather’s fluttering about Tommy’s head, and fell still squawking into the road behind. By the back-view mirror, Tommy could see it picking itself up and staggering dizzily back to the side of the road.
“My point was,” said Tommy vexedly to himself, speaking of the article the telegram referred to, “that a man can only recognize three dimensions of space and one of time. So that if he got shot out of this cosmos altogether he wouldn’t know the difference. He’d still seem to be in a three-dimensioned universe. And what is there in that stuff to get Denham in trouble?”
A house appeared ahead. A low, rambling sort of bungalow with a huge brick barn behind it. The house of Professor Denham, very certainly, and that barn was the laboratory in which he made his experiments.
Instinctively, Tommy stepped on the gas. The car leaped ahead. And then he was braking frantically. A pipe-framed gate with thinner, unpainted wire mesh filling its surface loomed before him, much too late for him to stop. There was a minor shock, a crashing and squeaking, and then a crash and shattering of glass. Tommy bent low as the top bar of the gate hit his windshield. The double glass cracked and crumpled and bent, but did not fly to bits. And the car came to a halt with its wheels intricately entangled in torn-away fence wire. The gate had been torn from its hinges and was draped rakishly over the roadster. A tire went flat with a loud hissing noise, and Tommy Reames swore softly under his breath and got out to inspect the damage.
He was deciding that nothing irreparable was wrong when a man came bursting out of the brick building behind the house. A tall, lean, youngish man who waved his arms emphatically and approached shouting:
“You had no right to come in here! You must go away at once! You have damaged property! I will tell the Professor! You must pay for the damage! You must—”
“Damn!” said Tommy Reames. He had just seen that his radiator was punctured. A spout of ruddy, rusty water was pouring out on the grass.
The youngish man came up furiously. A pale young man, Tommy noticed. A young man with bristling, close-cropped hair and horn-rimmed spectacles before weak-looking eyes. His mouth was very full and very red, in marked contrast to the pallor of his cheeks.
“Did you not see the sign upon the gate?” he demanded angrily, in curiously stilted English. “Did you not see that trespassers are forbidden? You must go away at once! You will be prosecuted! You will be imprisoned! You—”
Tommy said irritably:
“Are you Von Holtz? My name is Reames. You telegraphed me.”
The waving, lanky arms stopped in the middle of an excited gesture. The weak-looking eyes behind the lenses widened. A pink tongue licked the too-full, too-red lips.
“Reames? The Herr Reames?” Von Holtz stammered. Then he said suspiciously, “But you are not—you cannot be the Herr Reames of the article on dominant coordinates!”
“I don’t know why,” said Tommy annoyedly. “I’m also the Herr Reames of several other articles, such as on the mechanics of continua and the mass and inertia of the tesseract. And I believe the current Philosophical Journal—”
He surveyed the spouting red stream from the radiator and shrugged ruefully.
“I wish you’d telephone the village to have somebody come out and fix my car,” he said shortly, “and then tell me if this telegram is a joke or not.”
He pulled out a yellow form and offered it. He had taken an instinctive dislike to the lean figure before him, but suppressed the feeling.
Von Holtz took the telegram and read it, and smoothed it out, and said agitatedly:
“But I thought the Herr Reames would be—would be a venerable gentleman! I thought—”
“You sent that wire,” said Tommy. “It puzzled me just enough to make me rush out here. And I feel like a fool for having done it. What’s the matter? Is it a joke?”
Von Holtz shook his head violently, even as he bit his lips.
“No! No!” he protested. “The Herr Professor Denham is in the most terrible, most deadly danger! I—I have been very nearly mad, Herr Reames. The Ragged Men may seize him…! I telegraphed to you. I have not slept for four nights. I have worked! I have racked my brains! I have gone nearly insane, trying to rescue the Herr Professor! And I—”
Tommy stared.
“Four days?” he said. “The thing, whatever it is, has been going on for four days?”
“Five,” said Von Holtz nervously. “It was only today that I thought of you, Herr Reames. The Herr Professor Denham had praised your articles highly. He said that you were the only man who would be able to understand his work. Five days ago—”
Tommy grunted.
“If he’s been in danger for five days,” he said skeptically, “he’s not in such a bad fix or it’d have been over. Will you phone for a repairman? Then we’ll see what it’s all about.”
The lean arms began to wave again as Von Holtz said desperately:
“But Herr Reames, it is urgent! The Herr Professor is in deadly danger!”
“What’s the matter with him?”
“He is marooned,” said Von Holtz. Again he licked his lips. “He is marooned, Herr Reames, and you alone—”
“Marooned?” said Tommy more skeptically still. “In the middle of New York State? And I alone can help him? You sound more and more as if you were playing a rather elaborate and not very funny practical joke. I’ve driven sixty miles to get here. What is the joke, anyhow?”
Von Holtz said despairingly:
“But it is true, Herr Reames! He is marooned. He has changed his coordinates. It was an experiment. He is marooned in the fifth dimension!”
There was dead silence. Tommy Reames stared blankly. Then his gorge rose. He had taken an instinctive dislike to this lean young man, anyhow. So he stared at him, and grew very angry, and would undoubtedly have gotten into his car and turned it about and driven it away again if it had been in any shape to run. But it wasn’t. One tire was flat, and the last ruddy drops from the radiator were dripping slowly on the grass. So he pulled out a cigarette case and lighted a cigarette and said sardonically:
“The fifth dimension? That seems rather extreme. Most of us get along very well with three dimensions. Four seems luxurious. Why pick on the fifth?”
Von Holtz grew pale with anger in his turn. He waved his arms, stopped, and said with stiff formality:
“If the Herr Reames will follow me into the laboratory I will show him Professor Denham and convince him of the Herr Professor’s extreme danger.”
Tommy had a sudden startling conviction that Von Holtz was in earnest. He might be mad, but he was in earnest. And there was undoubtedly a Professor Denham, and this was undoubtedly his home and laboratory.
“I’ll look, anyway,” said Tommy less skeptically. “But it is rather incredible, you know!”
“It is impossible,” said Von Holtz stiffly. “You are right, Herr Reames. It is quite impossible. But it is a fact.”
He turned and stalked toward the big brick barn behind the house. Tommy went with him, wholly unbelieving and yet beginning to wonder if, just possibly, there was actually an emergency of a more normal and ghastly nature in being. Von Holtz might be a madman. He might.…
Gruesome, grisly thoughts ran through Tommy’s head. A madman dabbling in science might do incredible things, horrible things, and then demand assistance to undo an unimaginable murder.…
* * * *
Tommy was tense and alert as Von Holtz opened the door of the barnlike laboratory. He waved the lean young man on ahead.
“After you,” he said curtly.
He felt almost a shiver as he entered. But the interior of the laboratory displayed no gruesome scene. It was a huge, high-ceilinged room with a concrete floor. A monster dynamo was over in one corner, coupled to a matter-of-fact four-cylinder crude-oil engine, to which was also coupled by a clutch an inexplicable windlass-drum with several hundred feet of chain wrapped around it. There were ammeters and voltmeters on a control panel, and one of the most delicate of dynamometers on its own stand, and there were work benches and a motor-driven lathe and a very complete equipment for the working of metals. And there was an electric furnace, with splashes of solidified metal on the floor beside it, and there was a miniature casting-floor, and at the farther end of the monster room there was a gigantic solenoid which evidently had once swung upon gymbals and as evidently now was broken, because it lay toppled askew upon its supports.
The only totally unidentifiable piece of apparatus in the place was one queer contrivance at one side. It looked partly like a machine-gun, because of a long brass barrel projecting from it. But the brass tube came out of a bulging casing of cast aluminum and there was no opening through which shells could be fed.
Von Holz moved to that contrivance, removed a cap from the end of the brass tube, looked carefully into the opening, and waved stiffly for Tommy to look in.
Again Tommy was suspicious; watched until Von Holtz was some distance away. But the instant he put his eye to the end of the brass tube he forgot all caution, all suspicion, all his doubts. He forgot everything in his amazement.
There was a lens in the end of the brass tube. It was, in fact, nothing more or less than a telescope, apparently looking at something in a closed box. But Tommy was not able to believe that he looked at an illuminated miniature for even the fraction of a second. He looked into the telescope, and he was seeing out-of-doors. Through the aluminum casting that enclosed the end of the tube. Through the thick brick walls of the laboratory. He was gazing upon a landscape such as should not—such as could not—exist upon the earth.
There were monstrous, feathery tree-ferns waving languid fronds in a breeze that came from beyond them. The telescope seemed to be pointing at a gentle slope, and those tree-ferns cut off a farther view, but there was an impenetrable tangle of breast-high foliage between the instrument and that slope, and halfway up the incline there rested a huge steel globe.
Tommy’s eyes fixed themselves upon the globe. It was man-made, of course. He could see where it had been bolted together. There were glassed-in windows in its sides, and there was a door.
As Tommy looked, that door opened partway, stopped as if someone within had hesitated, and then opened fully. A man came out. And Tommy said dazedly:
“My God!”
Because the man was a perfectly commonplace sort of individual, dressed in a perfectly commonplace fashion, and he carried a perfectly commonplace briar pipe in his hand. Moreover, Tommy recognized him. He had seen pictures of him often enough, and he was Professor Edward Denham, entitled to put practically all the letters of the alphabet after his name, the author of “Polymerization of the Pseudo-Metallic Nitrides” and the proper owner of this building and its contents. But Tommy saw him against a background of tree-ferns such as should have been extinct upon this earth since the Carboniferous Period, some millions of years ago.
He was looking hungrily at his briar pipe. Presently he began to hunt carefully about on the ground. He picked together half a handful of brownish things which had to be dried leaves. He stuffed them into the pipe, struck a match, and lighted it. He puffed away gloomily, surrounded by wholly monstrous vegetation. A butterfly fluttered over the top of the steel globe. Its wings were fully a yard across. It flittered lightly to a plant and seemed to wait, and abruptly a vivid carmine blossom opened wide; wide enough to admit it.
Denham watched curiously enough, smoking the rank and plainly unsatisfying dried leaves. He turned his head and spoke over his shoulder. The door opened again. Again Tommy Reames was dazed. Because a girl came out of the huge steel sphere—and she was a girl of the most modern and most normal sort. A trim sport frock, slim silken legs, bobbed hair.…
Tommy did not see her face until she turned, smiling, to make some comment to Denham. Then he saw that she was breath-takingly pretty. He swore softly under his breath.
The butterfly backed clumsily out of the gigantic flower. It flew lightly away, its many-colored wings brilliant in the sunshine. And the huge crimson blossom closed slowly.
Denham watched the butterfly go away. His eyes returned to the girl who was smiling at the flying thing, now out of the field of vision of the telescope. And there was utter discouragement visible in every line of Denham’s figure. Tommy saw the girl suddenly reach out her hand and put it on Denham’s shoulder. She patted it, speaking in an evident attempt to encourage him. She smiled, and talked coaxingly, and presently Denham made a queer, arrested gesture and went heavily back into the steel globe. She followed him, though she looked wearily all about before the door closed behind her, and when Denham could not see her face, her expression was tired and anxious indeed.
Tommy had forgotten Von Holtz, had forgotten the laboratory, had forgotten absolutely everything. If his original suspicions of Von Holtz had been justified, he could have been killed half a dozen times over. He was oblivious to everything but the sight before his eyes.
Now he felt a touch on his shoulder and drew his head away with a jerk. Von Holtz was looking down at him, very pale, with his weak-looking eyes anxious.
“They are still all right?” he demanded.
“Yes,” said Tommy dazedly. “Surely. Who is that girl?”
“That is the Herr Professor’s daughter Evelyn,” said Von Holtz uneasily. “I suggest, Herr Reames, that you swing the dimensoscope about.”
“The—what?” asked Tommy, still dazed by what he had seen.
“The dimensoscope. This.” Von Holtz shifted the brass tube. The whole thing was mounted so that it could be swung in any direction. The mounting was exactly like that of a normal telescope. Tommy instantly put his eye to the eyepiece again.
He saw more tree-ferns, practically the duplicates of the background beyond the globe. Nothing moved save small, fugitive creatures among their fronds. He swung the telescope still farther. The landscape swept by before his eyes. The tree-fern forest drew back. He saw the beginning of a vast and noisome morass, over which lay a thick haze as of a stream raised by the sun. He saw something move in that morass; something huge and horrible with a long and snake-like neck and the tiniest of heads at the end of it. But he could not see the thing clearly.
He swung the telescope yet again. And he looked over miles and miles of level, haze-blanketed marsh. Here and there were clumps of taller vegetation. Here and there were steaming, desolate pools. And three or four times he saw monstrous objects moving about clumsily in the marsh-land.
But then a glitter at the skyline caught his eye. He tilted the telescope to see more clearly, and suddenly he caught his breath. There, far away at the very horizon, was a city. It was tall and gleaming and very strange. No earthly city ever flung its towers so splendidly high and soaring. No city ever built by man gave off the fiery gleam of gold from all its walls and pinnacles. It looked like an artist’s dream, hammered out in precious metal, with its outlines softened by the haze of distance.
And something was moving in the air near the city. Staring, tense, again incredulous, Tommy Reames strained his eyes and saw that it was a machine. An air-craft; a flying-machine of a type wholly unlike anything ever built upon the planet Earth. It swept steadily and swiftly toward the city, dwindling as it went. It swooped downward toward one of the mighty spires of the city of golden gleams, and vanished.
* * * *
It was with a sense of shock, of almost physical shock, that Tommy came back to realization of his surroundings to feel Von Holtz’s hand upon his shoulder and to hear the lean young man saying harshly:
“Well, Herr Reames? Are you convinced that I did not lie to you? Are you convinced that the Herr Professor Denham is in need of help?”
Tommy blinked dazedly as he looked around the laboratory again. Brick walls, an oil-spattered crude-oil engine in one corner, a concrete floor and an electric furnace and a casting-box.…
“Why—yes.…” said Tommy dazedly. “Yes. Of course!” Clarity came to his brain with a jerk. He did not understand at all, but he believed what he had seen. Denham and his daughter were somewhere in some other dimension, yet within range of the extraordinary device he had looked through. And they were in trouble. So much was evident from their poses and their manner. “Of course,” he repeated. “They’re—there, wherever it is, and they can’t get back. They don’t seem to be in any imminent danger.…”
Von Holtz licked his lips.
“The Ragged Men have not found them yet,” he said in a hushed, harsh voice. “Before they went in the globe we saw the Ragged Men. We watched them. If they do find the Herr Professor and his daughter, they will kill them very slowly, so that they will take days of screaming agony to die. It is that that I am afraid of, Herr Reames. The Ragged Men roam the tree-fern forests. If they find the Herr Professor they will trace each nerve to its root of agony until he dies. And we will be able only to watch.…”
CHAPTER II
“The thing is,” said Tommy feverishly, “that we’ve got to find a way to get them back. Whether it duplicates Denham’s results or not. How far away are they?”
“A few hundred yards, perhaps,” said Von Holtz wearily, “or ten million miles. It is the same thing. They are in a place where the fifth dimension is the dominant coordinate.”
Tommy was pacing up and down the laboratory. He stopped and looked through the eyepiece of the extraordinary vision apparatus. He tore himself away from it again.
“How does this thing work?” he demanded.
Von Holtz began to unscrew two wing-nuts which kept the top of the aluminum casting in place.
“It is the first piece of apparatus which Professor Denham made,” he said precisely. “I know the theory, but I cannot duplicate it. Every dimension is at right angles to all other dimensions, of course. The Herr Professor has a note, here—”
He stopped his unscrewing to run over a heap of papers on the work-bench—papers over which he seemed to have been poring desperately at the time of Tommy’s arrival. He handed a sheet to Tommy, who read:
If a creature who was aware of only two dimensions made two right-angled objects and so placed them that all the angles formed by the combination were right angles, he would contrive a figure represented by the corner of a box; he would discover a third dimension. Similarly, if a three-dimensioned man took three right angles and placed them so that all the angles formed were right angles, he would discover a fourth dimension. This, however, would probably be the time dimension, and to travel in time would instantly be fatal. But with four right angles he could discover a fifth dimension, and with five right angles he could discover a sixth.…
Tommy Reames put down the paper impatiently.
“Of course,” he said brusquely. “I know all that stuff. But up to the present time nobody has been able to put together even three right angles, in practise.”
Von Holtz had returned to the unscrewing of the wing-nuts. He lifted off the cover of the dimensoscope.
“It is the thing the Herr Professor did not confide to me,” he said bitterly. “The secret. The one secret! Look in here.”
Tommy looked. The objective-glass at the end of the telescope faced a mirror, which was inclined to its face at an angle of forty-five degrees. A beam of light from the objective would be reflected to a second mirror, twisted in a fashion curiously askew. Then the light would go to a third mirror.…
Tommy looked at that third mirror, and instantly his eyes ached. He closed them and opened them again. Again they stung horribly. It was exactly the sort of eye-strain which comes of looking through a lens which does not focus exactly, or through a strange pair of eyeglasses. He could see the third mirror, but his eyes hurt the instant they looked upon it, as if that third mirror were distorted in an impossible fashion. He was forced to draw them away. He could see, though, that somehow that third mirror would reflect his imaginary beam of light into a fourth mirror of which he could see only the edge. He moved his head—and still saw only the edge of a mirror. He was sure of what he saw, because he could look into the wavy, bluish translucency all glass shows upon its edge. He could even see the thin layer of silver backing. But he could not put himself into a position in which more than the edge of that mirror was visible.
“Good Lord!” said Tommy Reames feverishly. “That mirror—”
“A mirror at forty-five degrees,” said Von Holtz precisely, “reflects light at a right angle. There are four mirrors, and each bends a ray of light through a right angle which is also a right angle to all the others. The result is that the dimensoscope looks into what is a fifth dimension, into which no man ever looked before. But I cannot move other mirrors into the positions they have in this instrument. I do not know how.”
Tommy shook his head impatiently, staring at the so-simple, yet incredible device whose theory had been mathematically proven numberless times, but never put into practice before.
“Having made this device,” said Von Holtz, “the Herr Professor constructed what he termed a catapult. It was a coil of wire, like the large machine there. It jerked a steel ball first vertically, then horizontally, then laterally, then in a fourth-dimensional direction, and finally projected it violently off in a fifth-dimensional path. He made small hollow steel balls and sent a butterfly, a small sparrow, and finally a cat into that other world. The steel balls opened of themselves and freed those creatures. They seemed to suffer no distress. Therefore he concluded that it would be safe for him to go, himself. His daughter refused to permit him to go alone, and he was so sure of his safety that he allowed her to enter the globe with him. She did. I worked the catapult which flung the globe in the fifth dimension, and his device for returning failed to operate. Hence he is marooned.”
“But the big catapult—”
“Can you not see that the big catapult is broken?” demanded Von Holtz bitterly. “A special metal is required for the missing parts. That, I know how to make. Yes. I can supply that. But I cannot shape it! I cannot design the gears which will move it as it should be moved! I cannot make another dimensoscope. I cannot, Herr Reames, calculate any method of causing four right angles to be all at right angles to each other. It is my impossibility! It is for that that I have appealed to you. You see it has been done. I see that it is done. I can make the metal which alone can be moved in the necessary direction. But I cannot calculate any method of moving it in that direction! If you can do so, Herr Reames, we can perhaps save the Herr Professor Denham. If you cannot—Gott! The death he will die is horrible to think of!”
“And his daughter,” said Tommy grimly. “His daughter, also.”
He paced up and down the laboratory again. Von Holtz moved to the work-bench from which he had taken Denham’s note. There was a pile of such memoranda, thumbed over and over. And there were papers in the angular, precise handwriting which was Von Holtz’s own, and calculations and speculations and the remains of frantic efforts to work out, somehow, the secret which as one manifestation had placed one mirror so that it hurt the eyes to look at it, and one other mirror so that from every angle of a normal existence, one could see only the edge.
“I have worked, Herr Reames,” said Von Holtz drearily. “Gott! How I have worked! But the Herr Professor kept some things secret, and that so-essential thing is one of them.”
Presently he said tiredly:
“The dimension-traveling globe was built in this laboratory. It rested here.” He pointed. “The Herr Professor was laughing and excited at the moment of departure. His daughter smiled at me through the window of the globe. There was an under-carriage with wheels upon it. You cannot see those wheels through the dimensoscope. They got into the globe and closed the door. The Herr Professor nodded to me through the glass window. The dynamo was running at its fullest speed. The laboratory smelled of hot oil, and of ozone from the sparks. I lifted my hand, and the Herr Professor nodded again, and I threw the switch. This switch, Herr Reames! It sparked as I closed it, and the flash partly blinded me. But I saw the globe rush toward the giant catapult yonder. It leaped upward into the huge coil, which whirled madly. Dazed, I saw the globe hanging suspended in mid-air, two feet from the floor. It shook! Once! Twice! With violence! Suddenly its outline became hazy and distorted. My eyes ached with looking at it. And then it was gone!”
Von Holtz’s arms waved melodramatically.
“I rushed to the dimensoscope and gazed through it into the fifth dimension. I saw the globe floating onward through the air, toward that bank of glossy ferns. I saw it settle and turn over, and then slowly right itself as it came to rest. The Herr Professor got out of it. I saw him through the instrument which could look into the dimension into which he had gone. He waved his hand to me. His daughter joined him, surveying the strange cosmos in which they were. The Herr Professor plucked some of the glossy ferns, took photographs, then got back into the globe.
“I awaited its return to our own world. I saw it rock slightly as he worked upon the apparatus within. I knew that when it vanished from the dimensoscope it would have returned to our own universe. But it remained as before. It did not move. After three hours of anguished waiting, the Herr Professor came out and made signals to me of despair. By gestures, because no sound could come through the dimensoscope itself, he begged me to assist him. And I was helpless! Made helpless by the Herr Professor’s own secrecy! For four days and nights I have toiled, hoping desperately to discover what the Herr Professor had hidden from me. At last I thought of you. I telegraphed to you. If you can assist me.…”
“I’m going to try it, of course,” said Tommy shortly.
He paced back and forth. He stopped and looked through the brass-tubed telescope. Giant tree-ferns, unbelievable but real. The steel globe resting partly overturned upon a bank of glossy ferns. Breast-high, incredible foliage between the point of vision and that extraordinary vehicle.
* * * *
While Tommy had been talking and listening, while he had been away from the eyepiece, one or other of the occupants of the globe had emerged from it. The door was open. But now the girl came bounding suddenly through the ferns. She called, though it seemed to Tommy that there was a curious air of caution even in her calling. She was excited, hopefully excited.
Denham came out of the globe with a clumsy club in his hand. But Evelyn caught his arm and pointed up into the sky. Denham stared, and then began to make wild and desperate gestures as if trying to attract attention to himself.
Tommy watched for minutes, and then swung the dimensoscope around. It was extraordinary, to be sitting in the perfectly normal brick-walled laboratory, looking into a slender brass tube, and seeing another universe entirely, another wild and unbelievable landscape.
The tree-fern forest drew back and the vast and steaming morass was again in view. There were distant bright golden gleams from the city. But Tommy was searching the sky, looking in the sky of a world in the fifth dimension for a thing which would make a man gesticulate hopefully.
He found it. It was an aircraft, startlingly close through the telescope. A single figure was seated at its controls, motionless as if bored, with exactly the air of a weary truck driver piloting a vehicle along a roadway he does not really see. And Tommy, being near enough to see the pilot’s pose, could see the aircraft clearly. It was totally unlike a terrestrial airplane. A single huge and thick wing supported it. But the wing was angular and clumsy-seeming, and its form was devoid of the grace of an earthly aircraft wing, and there was no tail whatever to give it the appearance of a living thing. There was merely a long, rectangular wing with a framework beneath it, and a shimmering thing which was certainly not a screw propeller, but which seemed to draw it.
It moved on steadily and swiftly, dwindling in the distance, with its motionless pilot seated before a mass of corded bundles. It looked as if this were a freight plane of some sort, and therefore made in a strictly utilitarian fashion.
It vanished in the haze above the monster swamp, going in a straight line for the golden city at the world’s edge.
Tommy stared at it, long after it had ceased to be visible. Then he saw a queer movement on the earth near the edge of the morass. Figures were moving. Human figures. He saw four of them, shaking clenched fists and capering insanely, seeming to bellow insults after the oblivious and now invisible flying thing. He could see that they were nearly naked, and that one of them carried a spear. But the indubitable glint of metal was reflected from one of them for an instant, when some metal accoutrement about him glittered in the sunlight.
They moved from sight behind thick, feathery foliage, and Tommy swung back the brass tube to see the globe again. Denham and his daughter were staring in the direction in which Tommy had seen those human figures. Denham clutched his clumsy club grimly. His face was drawn and his figure tensed. And suddenly Evelyn spoke quietly, and the two of then dived into the fern forest and disappeared. Minutes later they returned, dragging masses of tree-fern fronds with which they masked the globe from view. They worked hastily, desperately, concealing the steel vehicle from sight. And then Denham stared tensely all about, shading his eyes with his hand. He and the girl withdrew cautiously into the forest.
* * * *
It was minutes later that Tommy was roused by Von Holtz’s hand on his shoulder.
“What has happened, Herr Reames?” he asked uneasily. “The—Ragged Men?”
“I saw men,” said Tommy briefly, “shaking clenched fists at an aircraft flying overhead. And Denham and his daughter have hidden the globe behind a screen of foliage.”
Von Holtz licked his lips fascinatedly.
“The Ragged Men,” he said in a hushed voice. “The Herr Professor called them that, because they cannot be of the people who live in the Golden City. They hate the people of the Golden City. I think that they are bandits; renegades, perhaps. They live in the tree-fern forests and scream curses at the airships which fly overhead. And they are afraid of those airships.”
“How long did Denham use this thing to look through, before he built his globe?”
Von Holtz considered.
“Immediately it worked,” he said at last, “he began work on a small catapult. It took him one week to devise exactly how to make that. He experimented with it for some days and began to make the large globe. That took nearly two months—the globe and the large catapult together. And also the dimensoscope was at hand. His daughter looked through it more than he did, or myself.”
“He should have known what he was up against,” said Tommy, frowning. “He ought to have taken guns, at least. Is he armed?”
Von Holtz shook his head.
“He expected to return at once,” he said desperately. “Do you see, Herr Reames, the position it puts me in? I may be suspected of murder! I am the Herr Professor’s assistant. He disappears. Will I not be accused of having put him out of the way?”
“No,” said Tommy thoughtfully. “You won’t.” He glanced through the brass tube and paced up and down the room. “You telephone for someone to repair my car,” he said suddenly and abruptly. “I am going to stay here and work this thing out. I’ve got just the glimmering of an idea. But I’ll need my car in running order, in case we have to go out and get materials in a hurry.”
Von Holtz bowed stiffly and went out of the laboratory. Tommy looked after him. Even moved to make sure he was gone. And then Tommy Reames went quickly to the work bench on which were the littered notes and calculations Von Holtz had been using and which were now at his disposal. But Tommy did not leaf through them. He reached under the blotter beneath the whole pile. He had seen Von Holtz furtively push something out of sight, and he had disliked and distrusted Von Holtz from the beginning. Moreover, it was pretty thoroughly clear that Denham had not trusted him too much. A trusted assistant should be able to understand, at least, any experiment performed in a laboratory.
A folded sheet of paper came out. Tommy glanced at it.
“You messed things up right! Denham marooned and you got nothing. No plans or figures either. When you get them, you get your money. If you don’t you are out of luck. If this Reames guy can’t fix up what you want it’ll be just too bad for you.”
There was no salutation nor any signature beyond a scrawled and sprawling “J.”
Tommy Reames’ jaw set grimly. He folded the scrap of paper and thrust it back out of sight again.
“Pretty!” he said harshly. “So a gentleman named ‘J’ is going to pay Von Holtz for plans or calculations it is hoped I’ll provide! Which suggests—many things! But at least I’ll have Von Holtz’s help until he thinks my plans or calculations are complete. So that’s all right.…”
Tommy could not be expected, of course, to guess that the note he had read was quite astounding proof of the interest taken in non-Euclidean geometry by a vice king of Chicago, or that the ranking beer baron of that metropolis was the man who was so absorbed in abstruse theoretic physics.
* * * *
Tommy moved toward the great solenoid which lay askew upon its wrecked support. It had drawn the steel globe toward it, had made that globe vibrate madly, twice, and then go hazy and vanish. It had jerked the globe in each of five directions, each at right angles to all the others, and had released it when started in the fifth dimension. The huge coil was quite nine feet across and would take the steel globe easily. It was pivoted in concentric rings which made up a set of gymbals far more elaborate than were ever used to suspend a mariner’s compass aboard ship.
There were three rings, one inside the other. And two rings will take care of any motion in three dimensions. These rings were pivoted, too, so that an unbelievably intricate series of motions could be given to the solenoid within them all. But the device was broken, now. A pivot had given away, and shaft and socket alike had vanished. Tommy became absorbed. Some oddity bothered him.…
He pieced the thing together mentally. And he exclaimed suddenly. There had been four rings of metal! One was gone! He comprehended, very suddenly. The third mirror in the dimensoscope was the one so strangely distorted by its position, which was at half of a right angle to all the dimensions of human experience. It was the third ring in the solenoid’s supports which had vanished. And Tommy, staring at the gigantic apparatus and summoning all his theoretic knowledge and all his brain to work, saw the connection between the two things.
“The time dimension and the world-line,” he said sharply, excited in spite of himself. “Revolving in the time dimension means telescoping in the world-line.… It would be a strain no matter could endure.…”
The mirror in the dimensoscope was not pointing in a fourth dimension. It did not need to. It was reflecting light at a right angle, and hence needed to be only at half of a right angle to the two courses of the beam it reflected. But to whirl the steel globe into a fifth dimension, the solenoid’s support had for one instant to revolve in time! For the fraction of a second it would have literally to pass through its own substance. It would be required to undergo precisely the sort of strain involved in turning a hollow seamless metal globe, inside out! No metal could stand such a strain. No form of matter known to man could endure it.
“It would explode!” said Tommy excitedly to himself, alone in the great bare laboratory. “Steel itself would vaporize! It would wreck the place!”
And then he looked blank. Because the place had very obviously not been wrecked. And yet a metal ring had vanished, leaving no trace.…
Von Holtz came back. He looked frightened.
“A—a repairman, Herr Reames,” he said, stammering, “is on the way. And—Herr Reames.…”
Tommy barely heard him. For a moment, Tommy was all scientist, confronted with the inexplicable, yet groping with a blind certainty toward a conclusion he very vaguely foresaw. He waved his hand impatiently.…
“The Herr Jacaro is on the way here,” stammered Von Holtz.
* * * *
Tommy blinked, remembering that Von Holtz had told him he could make a certain metal, the only metal which could be moved in the fourth dimension.
“Jacaro?” he said blankly.
“The—friend of the Herr Professor Denham. He advanced the money for the Herr Professor’s experiments.”
Tommy heard him with only half his brain, though that half instantly decided that Von Holtz was lying. The only Jacaro Tommy knew of was a prominent gangster from Chicago, who had recently cemented his position in Chicago’s underworld by engineering the amalgamation of two once-rival gangs. Tommy knew, in a vague fashion, that Von Holtz was frightened. That he was terrified in some way. And that he was inordinately suspicious of someone, and filled with a queer desperation.
“Well?” said Tommy abstractedly. The thought he needed was coming. A metal which would have full tensile strength up to a certain instant, and then disrupt itself without violence into a gas, a vapor.… It would be an alloy, perhaps. It would be.…
He struck at his own head with his clenched fist, angrily demanding that his brain bring forth the thought that was forming slowly. The metal that could be revolved in time without producing a disastrous explosion and without requiring an impossible amount of power.…
* * * *
He did not see Von Holtz looking in the eyepiece of the dimensoscope. He stared at nothing, thinking concentratedly, putting every bit of energy into sheer thought. And suddenly, like the explosion he sought a way to avoid, the answer came, blindingly clear.
He surveyed that answer warily. A tremendous excitement filled him.
“I’ve got it!” he said softly to himself. “By God, I know how he did the thing!”
And as if through a mist the figure of Von Holtz became clear before his eyes. Von Holtz was looking into the dimensoscope tube. He was staring into that other, extraordinary world in which Denham and his daughter were marooned. And Von Holtz’s face was utterly, deathly white, and he was making frantic, repressed gestures, and whispering little whimpering phrases to himself. They were unintelligible, but the deathly pallor of his cheeks, and the fascinated, dribbling fullness of his lips brought Tommy Reames suddenly down to earth.
“What’s happening?” demanded Tommy sharply.
Von Holtz did not answer. He made disjointed, moaning little exclamations to himself. He was twitching horribly as he looked through the telescope into that other world.…
Tommy flung him aside and clapped his own eye to the eyepiece. And then he groaned.
The telescope was pointed at the steel globe upon that ferny bank, no more than a few hundred yards away but two dimensions removed from Earth. The screening mass of tree-fronds had been torn away. A swarm of ragged, half-naked men was gathered about the globe. They were armed with spears and clubs, in the main, but there were other weapons of intricate design whose uses Tommy could not even guess at. He did not try. He was watching the men as they swarmed about and over the steel sphere. Their faces were brutal and savage, and now they were distorted with an insane hate. It was the same awful, gibbering hatred he had sensed in the caperings of the four he had seen bellowing vituperation at an airplane.
They were not savages. Somehow he could not envision them as primitive. Their features were hard-bitten, seamed with hatred and with vice unspeakable. And they were white. The instant impression any man would have received was that here were broken men; fugitives, bandits, assassins. Here were renegades or worse from some higher, civilized race.
They battered hysterically upon the steel globe. It was not the attack of savages upon a strange thing. It was the assault of desperate, broken men upon a thing they hated. A glass pane splintered and crashed. Spears were thrust into the opening, while mouths opened as if in screams of insane fury. And then, suddenly, the door of the globe flew wide.
The Ragged Men did not wait for anyone to come out. They fought each other to get into the opening, their eyes glaring madly, filled with the lust to kill.
CHAPTER III
A battered and antiquated flivver came chugging down the wire-fenced lane to the laboratory, an hour later. It made a prodigious din, and Tommy Reames went out to meet it. He was still a little pale. He had watched the steel globe turned practically inside out by the Ragged Men. He had seen them bringing out cameras, cushions, and even the padding of the walls, to be torn to bits in a truly maniacal fury. But he had not seen one sign of a human being killed. Denham and his daughter had not been in the globe when it was found and ransacked. So far, then, they were probably safe. Tommy had seen them vanish into the tree-fern forest. They had been afraid, and with good reason. What dangers they might encounter in the fern forest he could not guess. How long they would escape the search of the Ragged Men, he could not know. How he could ever hope to find them if he succeeded in duplicating Denham’s dimension-traveling apparatus he could not even think of, just now. But the Ragged Men were not searching the fern forest. So much was sure. They were encamped by the steel sphere, and a scurvy-looking lot they were.
Coming out of the brick laboratory, Tommy saw a brawny figure getting out of the antiquated flivver whose arrival had been so thunderous. That brawny figure nodded to him and grinned. Tommy recognized him. The red-headed, broad-shouldered filling station attendant in the last village, who had given him specific directions for reaching this place.
“You hit that gate a lick, didn’t you?” asked the erstwhile filling station attendant amiably. “Mr. Von Holtz said you had a flat and a busted radiator. That right?”
Tommy nodded. The red-headed man walked around the car, scratched his chin, and drew out certain assorted tools. He put them on the grass with great precision, pumped a gasoline blow-torch to pressure and touched a match to its priming-basin, and while the gasoline flamed smokily he made a half dozen casual movements with a file, and the broken radiator tube was exposed for repair.
He went back to the torch and observed placidly:
“The Professor ain’t around, is he?”
Tommy shook his head.
“Thought not,” said the red-headed one. “He gen’rally comes out and talks a while. I helped him build some of them dinkuses in the barn yonder.”
Tommy said eagerly:
“Say, which of those things did you help him build? That big thing with the solenoid—the coil?”
“Yeah. How’d it work?” The red-headed one set a soldering iron in place and began to jack up the rear wheel to get at the tire. “Crazy idea, if you ask me. I told Miss Evelyn so. She laughed and said she’d be in the ball when it was tried. Did it work?”
“Too damn well,” said Tommy briefly. “I’ve got to repair that solenoid. How about a job helping?”
The red-headed man unfastened the lugs of the rim, kicked the tire speculatively, and said, “Gone to hell.” He put on the spare tire with ease and dispatch.
“Um,” he said. “How about that Mr. Von Holtz? Is he goin’ to boss the job?”
“He is not,” said Tommy, with a shade of grimness in his tone.
The red-headed man nodded and took the soldering iron in hand. He unwound a strip of wire solder, mended the radiator tube with placid ease, and seemed to bang the cooling-flanges with a total lack of care. They went magically back into place, and it took close inspection to see that the radiator had been damaged.
“She’s all right,” he observed. He regarded Tommy impersonally. “Suppose you tell me how come you horn in on this,” he suggested, “an’ maybe I’ll play. That guy Von Holtz is a crook, if you ask me about him.”
Tommy ran his hand across his forehead, and told him.
“Um,” said the red-headed man calmly. “I think I’ll go break Mr. Von Holtz’s neck. I got me a hunch.”
He took two deliberate steps forward. But Tommy said:
“I saw Denham not an hour ago. So far, he’s all right. How long he’ll be all right is a question. But I’m going after him.”
The red-headed man scrutinized him exhaustively.
“Um. I might try that myself. I kinda like the Professor. An’ Miss Evelyn. My name’s Smithers. Let’s go look through the dinkus the Professor made.”
They went together into the laboratory. Von Holtz was looking through the dimensoscope. He started back as they entered, and looked acutely uneasy when he saw the red-headed man.
“How do you do,” he said nervously. “They—the Ragged Men—have just brought in a dead man. But it is not the Herr Professor.”
Without a word, Tommy took the brass tube in his hand. Von Holtz moved away, biting his lips. Tommy stared into that strange other world.
The steel sphere lay as before, slightly askew upon a bank of glossy ferns. But its glass windows were shattered, and fragments of everything it had contained were scattered about. The Ragged Men had made a camp and built a fire. Some of them were roasting meat—the huge limb of a monstrous animal with a scaly, reptilian hide. Others were engaged in vehement argument over the body of one of their number, lying sprawled out upon the ground.
Tommy spoke without moving his eyes from the eyepiece.
“I saw Denham with a club just now. This man was killed by a club.”
The Ragged Men in the other world debated acrimoniously. One of them pointed to the dead man’s belt, and spread out his hands. Something was missing from the body. Tommy saw, now, three or four other men with objects that looked rather like policemen’s truncheons, save that they were made of glittering metal. They were plainly weapons. Denham, then, was armed—if he could understand how the weapon was used.
The Ragged Men debated, and presently their dispute attracted the attention of a man with a huge black beard. He rose from where he sat gnawing at a piece of meat and moved grandly toward the disputatious group. They parted at his approach, but a single member continued the debate against even the bearded giant. The bearded one plucked the glittering truncheon from his belt. The disputatious one gasped in fear and flung himself desperately forward. But the bearded man kept the truncheon pointed steadily.… The man who assailed him staggered, reached close enough to strike a single blow, and collapsed. The bearded man pointed the metal truncheon at him as he lay upon the ground. He heaved convulsively, and was still.
The bearded man went back to his seat and picked up the gnawed bit of meat again. The dispute had ceased. The chattering group of men dispersed.
Tommy was about to leave the eyepiece of the instrument when a movement nearby caught his eye. A head peered cautiously toward the encampment. A second rose beside it. Denham and his daughter Evelyn. They were apparently no more than thirty feet from the dimensoscope. Tommy could see them talking cautiously, saw Denham lift and examine a metal truncheon like the bearded man’s, and force his daughter to accept it. He clutched a club, himself, with a grim satisfaction.
Moments later they vanished quietly in the thick fern foliage, and though Tommy swung the dimensoscope around in every direction, he could see nothing of their retreat.
He rose from that instrument with something approaching hopefulness. He’d seen Evelyn very near and very closely. She did not look happy, but she did look alert rather than worn. And Denham was displaying a form of competence in the face of danger which was really more than would have been expected in a Ph.D., a M.A., and other academic distinctions running to most of the letters of the alphabet.
“I’ve just seen Denham and Evelyn again,” said Tommy crisply. “They’re safe so far. And I’ve seen one of the weapons of the Ragged Men in use. If we can get a couple of automatics and some cartridges to Denham, he’ll be safe until we can repair the big solenoid.”
“There was the small catapult,” said Von Holtz bitterly, “but it was dismantled. The Herr Professor saw me examining it, and he dismantled it. So that I did not learn how to calculate the way of changing the position—”
Tommy’s eyes rested queerly on Von Holtz for a moment.
“You know how to make the metal required,” he said suddenly. “You’d better get busy making it. Plenty of it. We’ll need it.”
Von Holtz stared at him, his weak eyes almost frightened.
“You know? You know how to combine the right angles?”
“I think so,” said Tommy. “I’ve got to find out if I’m right. Will you make the metal?”
Von Holtz bit at his too-red lips.
“But Herr Reames!” he said stridently, “I wish to know the equation! Tell me the method of pointing a body in a fourth or a fifth direction. It is only fair—”
“Denham didn’t tell you,” said Tommy.
Von Holtz’s arms jerked wildly.
“But I will not make the metal! I insist upon being told the equation! I insist upon it! I will not make the metal if you do not tell me!”
Smithers was in the laboratory, of course. He had been surveying the big solenoid-catapult and scratching his chin reflectively. Now he turned.
But Tommy took Von Holtz by the shoulders. And Tommy’s hands were the firm and sinewy hands of a sportsman, if his brain did happen to be the brain of a scientist. Von Holtz writhed in his grip.
“There is only one substance which could be the metal I need, Von Holtz,” he said gently. “Only one substance is nearly three-dimensional. Metallic ammonium! It’s known to exist, because it makes a mercury amalgam, but nobody has been able to isolate it because nobody has been able to give it a fourth dimension—duration in time. Denham did it. You can do it. And I need it, and you’d better set to work at the job. You’ll be very sorry if you don’t, Von Holtz!”
Smithers said with a vast calmness.
“I got me a hunch. So if y’want his neck broke.…”
Tommy released Von Holtz and the lean young man gasped and sputtered and gesticulated wildly in a frenzy of rage.
“He’ll make it,” said Tommy coldly. “Because he doesn’t dare not to!”
Von Holtz went out of the laboratory, his weak-looking eyes staring and wild, and his mouth working.
“He’ll be back,” said Tommy briefly. “You’ve got to make a small model of that big catapult, Smithers. Can you do it?”
“Sure,” said Smithers. “The ring’ll be copper tubing, with pin-bearings. Wind a coil on the lathe. It’ll be kinda rough, but it’ll do. But gears, now.…”
“I’ll attend to them. You know how to work that metallic ammonium?”
“If that’s what it was,” agreed Smithers. “I worked it for the Professor.”
Tommy leaned close and whispered:
“You never made any gears of that. But did you make some springs?”
“Uh-huh!”
Tommy grinned joyously.
“Then we’re set and I’m right! Von Holtz wants a mathematical formula, and no one on earth could write one, but we don’t need it!”
* * * *
Smithers rummaged around the laboratory with a casual air, acquired this and that and the other thing, and set to work with an astounding absence of waste motions. From time to time he inspected the great catapult thoughtfully, verified some impression, and went about the construction of another part.
And when Von Holtz did not return, Tommy hunted for him. He suddenly remembered hearing his car motor start. He found his car missing. He swore, then, and grimly began to hunt for a telephone in the house. But before he had raised central he heard the deep-toned purring of the motor again. His car was coming swiftly back to the house. And he saw, through a window, that Von Holtz was driving it.
The lean young man got out of it, his face white with passion. He started for the laboratory. Tommy intercepted him.
“I—went to get materials for making the metal,” said Von Holtz hoarsely, repressing his rage with a great effort. “I shall begin at once, Herr Reames.”
Tommy said nothing whatever. Von Holtz was lying. Of course. He carried nothing in the way of materials. But he had gone away from the house, and Tommy knew as definitely as if Von Holtz had told him, that Von Holtz had gone off to communicate in safety with someone who signed his correspondence with a J.
Von Holtz went into the laboratory. The four-cylinder motor began to throb at once. The whine of the dynamo arose almost immediately after. Von Holtz came out of the laboratory and dived into a shed that adjoined the brick building. He remained in there.
Tommy looked at the trip register on his speedometer. Like most people with methodical minds, he had noted the reading on arriving at a new destination. Now he knew how far Von Holtz had gone. He had been to the village and back.
“Meaning,” said Tommy grimly to himself, “that the J who wants plans and calculations is either in the village or at the end of a long-distance wire. And Von Holtz said he was on the way. He’ll probably turn up and try to bribe me.”
* * * *
He went back into the laboratory and put his eye to the eyepiece of the dimensoscope. Smithers had his blow-torch going and was busily accumulating an apparently unrelated series of discordant bits of queerly-shaped metal. Tommy looked through at the strange mad world he could see through the eyepiece.
The tree-fern forest was still. The encampment of the Ragged Men was nearly quiet. Sunset seemed to be approaching in this other world, though it was still bright outside the laboratory. The hours of day and night were obviously not the same in the two worlds, so close together that a man could be flung from one to the other by a mechanical contrivance.
The sun seemed larger, too, than the orb which lights our normal earth. When Tommy swung the vision instrument about to search for it, he found a great red ball quite four times the diameter of our own sun, neatly bisected by the horizon. Tommy watched, waiting for it to sink. But it did not sink straight downward as the sun seems to do in all temperate latitudes. It descended, yes, but it moved along the horizon as it sank. Instead of a direct and forthright dip downward, the sun seemed to progress along the horizon, dipping more deeply as it swam. And Tommy watched it blankly.
“It’s not our sun.… But it’s not our world. Yet it revolves, and there are men on it. And a sun that size would bake the earth.… And it’s sinking at an angle that would only come at a latitude of—”
That was the clue. He understood at once. The instrument through which he regarded the strange world looked out upon the polar regions of that world. Here, where the sun descended slantwise, were the high latitudes, the coldest spaces upon all the whole planet. And if here there were the gigantic growths of a carboniferous era, the tropic regions of this planet must be literal infernos.
And then he saw in its gradual descent the monster sun was going along behind the golden city, and the outlines of its buildings, the magnificence of its spires, were limned clearly for him against the dully glowing disk.
Nowhere upon earth had such a city ever been dreamed of. No man had ever envisioned such a place, where far-flung arches interconnected soaring, towering columns, where curves of perfect grace were united in forms of utterly perfect proportion.…
* * * *
The sunlight died, and dusk began and deepened, and vividly brilliant stars began to come out overhead, and Tommy suddenly searched the heavens eagerly for familiar constellations. And found not one. All the stars were strange. These stars seemed larger and much more near than the tiny pinpoints that blink down upon our earth.
And then he swung the instrument again and saw great fires roaring and the Ragged Men crouched about them. Within them, rather, because they had built fires about themselves as if to make a wall of flame. And once Tommy saw twin, monstrous eyes, gazing from the blackness of the tree-fern forest. They were huge eyes, and they were far apart, so that the head of the creature who used them must have been enormous. And they were all of fifteen feet above the ground when they speculatively looked over the ring of fires and the ragged, degraded men within them. Then that creature, whatever it was, turned away and vanished.
But Tommy felt a curious shivering horror of the thing. It had moved soundlessly, without a doubt, because not one of the Ragged Men had noted its presence. It had been kept away by the fires. But Denham and Evelyn were somewhere in the tree-fern forest, and they would not dare to make fires.…
Tommy drew away from the dimensoscope, shivering. He had been looking only, but the place into which he looked was real, and the dangers that lay hidden there were very genuine, and there was a man and a girl of his own race and time struggling desperately, without arms or hope, to survive.
Smithers was casually fitting together an intricate array of little rings made of copper tubing. There were three of them, and each was fitted into the next largest by pins which enabled them to spin noiselessly and swiftly at the touch of Smithers’ finger. He had them spinning now, each in a separate direction, and the effect was bewildering.
As Tommy watched, Smithers stopped them, oiled the pins carefully, and painstakingly inserted a fourth ring. Only this ring was of a white metal that looked somehow more pallid than silver. It had a whiteness like that of ivory beneath its metallic gleam.
Tommy blinked.
“Did Von Holtz give you that metal?” he asked suddenly.
Smithers looked up and puffed at a short brown pipe.
“Nope. There was some splashes of it by the castin’ box. I melted ’em together an’ run a ring. Pressed it to shape; y’ can’t hammer this stuff. It goes to water and dries up quicker’n lightning—an’ you hold y’nose an’ run. I used it before for the Professor.”
Tommy went over to him excitedly. He picked up the little contrivance of many concentric rings. The big motor was throbbing rhythmically, and the generator was humming at the back of the laboratory. Von Holtz was out of sight.
With painstaking care Tommy went over the little device. He looked up.
“A coil?”
“I wound one,” said Smithers calmly. “On the lathe. Not so hot, but it’ll do, I guess. But I can’t fix these rings like the Professor did.”
“I think I can,” said Tommy crisply. “Did you make some wire for springs?”
“Yeah!”
Tommy fingered the wire. Stout, stiff, and surprisingly springy wire of the same peculiar metal. It was that metallic ammonium which chemists have deduced must exist because of the chemical behavior of the compound NH3, but which Denham alone had managed to procure. Tommy deduced that it was an allotropic modification of the substance which forms an amalgam with mercury, as metallic tin is an allotrope of the amorphous gray powder which is tin in its normal, stable state.
He set to work with feverish excitement. For one hour, for two he worked. At the end of that time he was explaining the matter curtly to Smithers, so intent on his work that he wholly failed to hear a motor car outside or to realize that it had also grown dark in this world of ours.
“You see, Smithers, if a two-dimensioned creature wanted to adjust two right angles at right angles to each other, he’d have them laid flat, of course. And if he put a spring at the far ends of those right angles—they’d look like a T, put together—so that the cross-bar of that T was under tension, he’d have the equivalent of what I’m doing. To make a three-dimensioned figure, that imaginary man would have to bend one side of the cross-bar up. As if the two ends of it were under tension by a spring, and the spring would only be relieved of tension when that cross-bar was bent. But the vertical would be his time dimension, so he’d have to have something thin, or it couldn’t be bent. He’d need something ‘thin in time.’
“We have the same problem. But metallic ammonium is ‘thin in time.’ It’s so fugitive a substance that Denham is the only man ever to secure it. So we use these rings and adjust these springs to them so they’re under tension which will only be released when they’re all at right angles to each other. In our three dimensions that’s impossible, but we have a metal that can revolve in a fourth, and we reinforce their tendency to adjust themselves by starting them off with a jerk. We’ve got ’em flat. They’ll make a good stiff jerk when they try to adjust themselves. And the solenoid’s a bit eccentric—”
“Shut up!” snapped Smithers suddenly.
He was facing the door, bristling. Von Holtz was in the act of coming in, with a beefy, broad-shouldered man with blue jowls. Tommy straightened up, thought swiftly, and then smiled grimly.
“Hullo, Von Holtz,” he said pleasantly. “We’ve just completed a model catapult. We’re all set to try it out. Watch!”
He set a little tin can beneath the peculiar device of copper-tubing rings. The can was wholly ordinary, made of thin sheet-iron plated with tin as are all the tin cans of commerce.
“You have the catapult remade?” gasped Von Holtz. “Wait! Wait! Let me look at it!”
For one instant, and one instant only, Tommy let him see. The massed set of concentric rings, each one of them parallel to all the others. It looked rather like a flat coil of tubing; certainly like no particularly obscure form of projector. But as Von Holtz’s weak eyes fastened avidly upon it, Tommy pressed the improvised electric switch. At once that would energize the solenoid and release all the tensed springs from their greater tension, for an attempt to reach a permanent equilibrium.
As Von Holtz and the blue-jowled man stared, the little tin can leaped upward into the tiny coil. The small copper rings twinkled one within the other as the springs operated. The tin can was wrenched this way and that, then for the fraction of a second hurt the eyes that gazed upon it—and it was gone! And then the little coil came spinning down to the work bench top from its broken bearings and the remaining copper rings spun aimlessly for a moment. But the third ring of whitish metal had vanished utterly, and so had the coiled-wire springs which Von Holtz had been unable to distinguish. And there was an overpowering smell of ammonia in the room.
Von Holtz flung himself upon the still-moving little instrument. He inspected it savagely, desperately. His full red lips drew back in a snarl.
“How did you do it?” he cried shrilly. “You must tell me! I—I—I will kill you if you do not tell me!”
The blue-jowled man was watching Von Holtz. Now his lips twisted disgustedly. He turned to Tommy and narrowed his eyes.
“Look here,” he rumbled. “This fool’s no good! I want the secret of that trick you did. What’s your price?”
“I’m not for sale,” said Tommy, smiling faintly.
The blue-jowled man regarded him with level eyes.
“My name’s Jacaro,” he said after an instant. “Maybe you’ve heard of me. I’m from Chicago.”
Tommy smiled more widely.
“To be sure,” he admitted. “You were the man who introduced machine-guns into gang warfare, weren’t you? Your gunmen lined up half a dozen of the Buddy Haines gang against a wall and wiped them out, I believe. What do you want this secret for?”
The level eyes narrowed. They looked suddenly deadly.
“That’s my business,” said Jacaro briefly. “You know who I am. And I want that trick y’did. I got my own reasons. I’ll pay for it. Plenty. You know I got plenty to pay, too. Or else—”
“What?”
“Something’ll happen to you,” said Jacaro briefly. “I ain’t sayin’ what. But it’s damn likely you’ll tell what I want to know before it’s finished. Name your price and be damn quick!”
Tommy took his hand out of his pocket. He had a gun in it.
“The only possible answer to that,” he said suavely, “is to tell you to go to hell. Get out! But Von Holtz stays here. He’d better!”
CHAPTER IV
Within half an hour after Jacaro’s leaving, Smithers was in the village, laying in a stock of supplies and sending telegrams that Tommy had written out for transmission. Tommy sat facing an ashen Von Holtz and told him pleasantly what would be done to him if he failed to make the metallic ammonium needed to repair the big solenoid. In an hour, Smithers was back, reporting that Jacaro was also sending telegrams but that he, Smithers, had stood over the telegraph operator until his own messages were transmitted. He brought back weapons, too—highly illegal things to have in New York State, where a citizen is only law-abiding when defenseless. And then four days of hectic, sleepless labor began.
On the first day one of Tommy’s friends drove in in answer to a telegram. It was Peter Dalzell, with men in uniform apparently festooned about his car. He announced that a placard warning passersby of smallpox within, had been added to the decorative signs upon the gate, and stared incredulously at the interior of the big brick barn. Tommy grinned at him and gave him plans and specifications of a light steel globe in which two men might be transported into the fifth dimension by a suitably operating device. Tommy had sat up all night drawing those plans. He told Dalzell just enough of what he was up against to enlist Dalzell’s enthusiastic cooperation without permitting him to doubt Tommy’s sanity. Dalzell had known Tommy as an amateur tennis player, but not as a scientist.
He marveled, refused to believe his eyes when he looked through the dimensoscope, and agreed that the whole thing had to be kept secret or the rescue expedition would be prevented from starting by the incarceration of both Tommy and Smithers in comfortable insane asylums. He feigned to admire Von Holtz, deathly white and nearly frantic with a corroding rage, and complimented Tommy on his taste for illegality. He even asked Von Holtz if he wanted to leave, and Von Holtz snarled insults at him. Von Holtz was beginning to work at the manufacture of metallic ammonium.
It was an electrolytic process, of course. Ordinarily, when—say—ammonium chloride is broken down by an electric current, ammonium is deposited at the cathode and instantly becomes a gas which dissolves in the water or bubbles up to the surface. With a mercury cathode, it is dissolved and becomes a metallic amalgam, which also breaks down into gas with much bubbling of the mercury. But Denham had worked out a way of delaying the breaking-down, which left him with a curiously white, spongy mass of metal which could be carefully melted down and cast, but not under any circumstances violently struck or strained.
Von Holtz was working at that. On the second day he delivered, snarling, a small ingot of the white metal. He was imprisoned in the lean-to-shed in which the electrolysis went on. But Tommy had more than a suspicion that he was in communication with Jacaro.
“Of course,” he said drily to Smithers, who had expressed his doubts. “Jacaro had somebody sneak up and talk to him through the walls, or maybe through a bored hole. While there’s a hope of finding out what he wants to know through Von Holtz, Jacaro won’t try anything. Not anything rough, anyhow. We mustn’t be bumped off while what we are doing is in our heads alone. We’re safe enough—for a while.”
Smithers grumbled.
“We need that ammonium,” said Tommy, “and I don’t know how to make it. I bluffed that I could, and in time I might, but it would need time and meanwhile Denham needs us. Dalzell is going to send a plane over today, with word of when we can expect our own globe. We’ll try to have the big catapult ready when it comes. And the plane will drop some extra supplies. I’ve ordered a sub-machine gun. Handy when we get over there in the tree-fern forests. Right now, though, we need to be watching.…”
Because they were taking turns looking through the dimensoscope. For signs of Denham and Evelyn. And Tommy was finding himself thinking wholly unscientific thoughts about Evelyn, since a pretty girl in difficulties is of all possible things the one most likely to make a man romantic.
* * * *
In the four days of their hardest working, he saw her three times. The globe was wrecked and ruined. Its glass was broken out and its interior ripped apart. It had been pillaged so exhaustively that there was no hope that whatever device had been included in its design, for its return, remained even repairably intact. That device had not worked, to be sure, but Tommy puzzled sometimes over the fact that he had seen no mechanical device of any sort in the plunder that had been brought out to be demolished. But he did not think of those things when he saw Evelyn.
The Ragged Men’s encampment was gone, but she and her father lingered furtively, still near the pillaged globe. The first day Tommy saw her, she was still blooming and alert. The second day she was paler. Her clothing was ripped and torn, as if by thorns. Denham had a great raw wound upon his forehead, and his coat was gone and half his shirt was in ribbons. Before Tommy’s eyes they killed a nameless small animal with the trunchionlike weapon Evelyn carried. And Denham carted it triumphantly off into the shelter of the tree-fern forest. But to Tommy that shelter began to appear extremely dubious.
That same afternoon some of the Ragged Men came suspiciously to the globe and inspected it, and then vented a gibbering rage upon it with blows and curses. They seemed half-mad, these men. But then, all the Ragged Men seemed a shade less than sane. Their hatred for the Golden City seemed the dominant emotion of their existence.
And when they had gone, Tommy saw Denham peering cautiously from behind a screening mass of fern. And Denham looked sick at heart. His eyes lifted suddenly to the heavens, and he stared off into the distance again, and then he regarded the heavens again with an expression that was at once of the utmost wistfulness and the uttermost of despair.
Tommy swung the dimensoscope about and searched the skies of that other world. He saw the flying machine, and it was a swallow-winged device that moved swiftly, and now soared and swooped in abrupt short circles almost overhead. Tommy could see its pilot, leaning out to gaze downward. He was no more than a hundred feet up, almost at the height of the tree-fern tops. And the pilot was moving too swiftly for Tommy to be able to focus accurately upon his face, but he could see him as a man, an indubitable man in no fashion distinguishable from the other men of this earth. He was scrutinizing the globe as well as he could without alighting.
He soared upward, suddenly, and his plane dwindled as it went toward the Golden City.
And then, inevitably, Tommy searched for the four Ragged Men who had inspected the globe a little while since. He saw them, capering horribly behind a screening of verdure. They did not shake their clenched fists at the flying machine. Instead, they seemed filled with a ghastly mirth. And suddenly they began to run frantically for the far distance, as if bearing news of infinite importance.
And when he looked back at Denham, it seemed to Tommy that he wrung his hands before he disappeared.
* * * *
But that was the second day of the work upon our own world, and just before sunset there was a droning in the earthly sky above the laboratory, and Tommy ran out, and somebody shot at him from a patch of woodland a quarter of a mile away from the brick building. Isolated as Denham’s place was, the shot would go unnoticed. The bullet passed within a few feet of Tommy, but he paid no attention. It was one of Jacaro’s watchers, no doubt, but Jacaro did not want Tommy killed. So Tommy waited until the plane swooped low—almost to the level of the laboratory roof—and a thickly padded package thudded to the ground. He picked it up and darted back into the laboratory as other bullets came from the patch of woodland.
“Funny,” he said dryly to Smithers, inside the laboratory again; “they don’t dare kill me—yet—and Von Holtz doesn’t dare leave or refuse to do what I tell him to do; and yet they expect to lick us.”
Smithers growled. Tommy was unpacking the wrapped package. A grim, blued-steel thing came out of much padding. Boxes tumbled after it.
“Sub-machine gun,” said Tommy, “and ammunition. Jacaro and his little pals will try to get in here when they think we’ve got the big solenoid ready for use. They’ll try to get it before we can use it. This will attend to them.”
“An’ get us in jail,” said Smithers calmly, “for forty-’leven years.”
“No,” said Tommy, and grinned. “We’ll be in the fifth dimension. Our job is to fling through the catapult all the stuff we’ll need to make another catapult to fling us back again.”
“It can’t be done,” said Smithers flatly.
“Maybe not,” agreed Tommy, “especially since we ruin all our springs and one gymbal ring every time we use the thing. But I’ve got an idea. I’ll want five coils with hollow iron cores, and the whole works shaped like this, with two holes bored so.…”
He sketched. He had been working on the idea for several days, and the sketch was ready in his mind to be transferred to paper.
“What you goin’ to do?”
“Something crazy,” said Tommy. “A mirror isn’t the only thing that changes angles to right ones.”
“You’re the doctor,” said the imperturbable Smithers.
He set to work. He puzzled Tommy sometimes, Smithers did. So far he hadn’t asked how much his pay was going to be. He’d worked unintermittantly. He had displayed a colossal, a tremendous calmness. But no man could work as hard as Smithers did without some powerful driving-force. It was on the fourth day that Tommy learned what it was.
The five coils had been made, and Tommy was assembling them with an extraordinary painstaking care behind a screen, to hide what he was doing. He’d discovered a peep-hole bored through the brick wall from the lean-to where Von Holtz worked. He was no longer locked in there. Tommy abandoned the pretense of imprisonment after finding an automatic pistol and a duplicate key to the lock in Von Holtz’s possession. He’d had neither when he was theoretically locked up, and Tommy laughed.
“It’s a farce, Von Holtz,” he said dryly, “this pretending you’ll run away. You’re here spying now, for Jacaro. Of course. And you don’t dare harm either of us until you find out from me what you can’t work out for yourself, and know I have done. How much is Jacaro going to pay you for the secret of the catapult, Von Holtz?”
Von Holtz snarled. Smithers moved toward him, his hands closing and unclosing. Von Holtz went gray with terror.
“Talk!” said Smithers.
“A—a million dollars,” said Von Holtz, cringing away from the brawny red-headed man.
“It would be interesting to know what use it would be to him,” said Tommy dryly. “But to earn that million you have to learn what we know. And to learn that, you have to help us do it again, on the scale we want. You won’t run away. So I shan’t bother to lock you up hereafter. Jacaro’s men come and talk to you at night, don’t they?”
Von Holtz cringed again. It was an admission.
“I don’t want to have to kill any of them,” said Tommy pleasantly, “and we’ll all be classed as mad if this thing gets out. So you go and talk to them in the lane when you want to, Von Holtz. But if any of them come near the laboratory, Smithers and I will kill them, and if Smithers is hurt I’ll kill you; and I don’t imagine Jacaro wants that, because he expects you to build another catapult for him. But I warn you, if I find another gun on you I’ll thrash you.”
Von Holtz’s pallor changed subtly from the pallor of fear to the awful lividness of rage.
“You—Gott! You dare threaten—” He choked upon his own fury.
“I do,” said Tommy. “And I’ll carry out the threat.”
Smithers moved forward once more.
“Mr. Von Holtz,” he said in a very terrible steadiness, “I aim to kill you some time. I ain’t done it yet because Mr. Reames says he needs you a while. But I know you got Miss Evelyn marooned off in them fern-woods on purpose! And—God knows she wouldn’t ever look at me, but—I aim to kill you some time!”
His eyes were flames. His hands closed and unclosed horribly. Von Holtz gaped at him, shocked out of his fury into fear again. He went unsteadily back to his lean-to. And Smithers went back to the dimensoscope. It was his turn to watch that other world for signs of Denham and Evelyn, and for any sign of danger to them.
Tommy adjusted the screen before the bench on which he was working, so Von Holtz could not see his task, and went back to work. It was a rather intricate task he had undertaken, and before the events of the past few days he would have said it was insane. But now he was taking it quite casually.
Presently he said:
“Smithers.”
Smithers did not look away from the brass tube.
“Yeah?”
“You’re thinking more about Miss Denham than her father.”
Smithers did not reply for a moment. Then he said:
“Well? What if I am?”
“I am, too,” said Tommy quietly. “I’ve never spoken to her, and I daresay she’s never even heard of me, and she certainly has never seen me, but—”
Smithers said with a vast calmness:
“She’ll never look at me, Mr. Reames. I know it. She talks to me, an’ laughs with me, but she’s never sure-’nough looked at me. An’ she never will. But I got the right to love her.”
Tommy nodded very gravely.
“Yes. You have. So have I. And so, when that globe comes, we both get into it with what arms and ammunition we can pack in, and go where she is, to help her. I intended to have you work the switch and send me off. But you can come, too.”
Smithers was silent. But he took his eyes from the dimensoscope eye-piece and regarded Tommy soberly. Then he nodded and turned back. And it was a compact between the two men that they should serve Evelyn, without any rivalry at all.
* * * *
Tommy went on with his work. The essential defect in the catapult Denham had designed was the fact that it practically had to be rebuilt after each use. And, moreover, the metallic ammonium was so fugitive a substance that it was hard to keep. Once it had been strained by working, it gradually adverted to a gaseous state and was lost. And while he still tried to keep the little catapult in a condition for use, he was at no time sure that he could send a pair of automatics and ammunition through in a steel box at any moment that Denham came close enough to notice a burning smoke-fuse attached.
But he was working on another form of catapult entirely, now. In this case he was using hollow magnets placed at known angles to each other. And they were so designed that each one tended to adjust its own hollow bore at right angles to the preceding one, and each one would take any moving, magnetic object and swing it through four successive right angles into the fifth dimension.
He fitted the first magnet on twin rods of malleable copper, which also would carry the current which energized the coil. He threaded the second upon the same twin supports. When the current was passed through the two of them, the magnetic field itself twisted the magnets, bending the copper supports and placing the magnets in their proper relative positions. A third magnet on the same pair of rods, and a repetition of the experiment, proved the accuracy of the idea. And since this device, like the dimensoscope, required only a forty-five degree angle to our known dimensions, instead of a right angle as the other catapult did, Tommy was able to work with ordinary and durable materials. He fitted on the last two coils and turned on the current for his final experiment. And as he watched, the twin three-eighths-inch rods twisted and writhed in the grip of the intangible magnetic force. They bent, and quivered, and twisted.… And suddenly there seemed to be a sort of inaudible snap, and one of the magnets hurt the eyes that looked at it, and only the edge of the last of the series was visible.
Tommy drew in his breath sharply. “Now we try it,” he said tensely. “I was trying to work this as the mirrors of the dimensoscope were fitted. Let’s see.”
He took a long piece of soft-iron wire and fed it into the hollow of the first magnet. He saw it come out and bend stiffly to enter the hollow of the second. It required force to thrust it through. It went still more stiffly into the third magnet. It required nearly all his strength to thrust it on, and on.… The end of it vanished. He pushed two feet or more of it beyond the last place where it was visible. It went into the magnet that hurt one’s eyes. After that it could not be seen.
Tommy’s voice was strained.
“Swing the dimensoscope, Smithers,” he ordered. “See if you can see the wire. The end of it should be in the other world.”
It seemed an age, an aeon, that Smithers searched. Then:
“Move it,” he said.
Tommy obeyed.
“It’s there,” said Smithers evenly. “Two or three feet of it.”
Tommy drew a deep, swift breath of relief.
“All right!” he said crisply. “Now we can fling anything we need through there, when our globe arrives. We can built up a dump of supplies, all sent through just before we slide through in the globe.”
“Yeah,” said Smithers. “Uh—Mr. Reames. There’s a bunch of Ragged Men in sight, hauling something heavy behind them. I don’t know what it’s all about.”
Tommy went to the brass tube and stared through it. The tree-fern forest, drawing away in the distance. The vast and steaming morass. The glittering city, far, far in the distance.
And then a mob of the Ragged Men, hauling at some heavy thing. They were a long way off. Some of them came capering on ahead, and Tommy swung the dimensoscope about to see Denham and Evelyn dart for cover and vanish amid the tree-ferns. Denham was as ragged as the Ragged Men, by now, and Evelyn’s case was little better.
Frightened for them, Tommy swung the instrument about again. But they had not been seen. The leaders who ran gleefully on ahead were merely in haste. And they were followed more slowly by burly men and lean ones, whole men and limping men, who hauled frantically on long ropes of hide, dragging some heavy thing behind them. Tommy saw it only indistinctly as the filthy, nearly naked bodies moved. But it was an intricate device of a golden-colored metal, and it rested upon the crudest of possible carts. The wheels were sections of tree trunks, pierced for wooden axles. The cart itself was made of the most roughly-hewed of timbers. And there were fifty or more of the Ragged Men who dragged it.
The men in advance now attacked the underbrush at the edge of the forest. They worked with a maniacal energy, clearing away the long fern-fronds while they capered and danced and babbled excitedly.
Irrelevantly, Tommy thought of escaped galley slaves. Just such hard-bitten, vice-ridden men as these, and filled with just such a mad, gibbering hatred of the free men they had escaped from. Certainly these men had been civilized once. As the golden-metal device came nearer, its intricacy was the more apparent. No savages could utilize a device like this one. And there was a queer deadliness in the very grace of its outlines. It was a weapon of some sort, but whose nature Tommy could not even guess.
And then he caught the gleam of metal also in the fern-forest. On the ground. In glimpses and in fragments of glimpses between the swarming naked bodies of the Ragged Men, he pieced together a wholly incredible impression. There was a roadway skirting the edge of the forest. It was not wide; not more than fifteen feet at most. But it was a solid road-bed of metal! The dull silver-white of aluminum gleamed from the ground. Two or more inches thick and fifteen feet wide, there was a seamless ribbon of aluminum that vanished behind the tree-ferns on either side.
The intricate device of golden metal was set up, now, and a shaggy, savage-seeming man mounted beside it grinning. He manipulated its levers and wheels with an expert’s assurance. And Tommy saw repairs upon it. Crude repairs, with crude materials, but expertly done. Done by the Ragged Men, past doubt, and so demolishing any idea that they came of a savage race.
“Watch here, Smithers,” said Tommy grimly.
He sat to work upon the little catapult after Denham’s design. His own had seemed to work, but the other was more sure. This would be an ambush the Ragged Men were preparing, and of course they would be preparing it for men of the Golden City. The plane had sighted Denham’s steel globe. It had hovered overhead, and carried news of what it had seen to the Golden City. And here was a roadway that must have been made by the folk of the Golden City at some time or another. Its existence explained why Denham remained nearby. He had been hoping that some vehicle would travel along its length, containing civilized people to whom he could signal and ultimately explain his plight. And, being near the steel globe, his narrative would have its proofs at hand.
And now it was clear that the Ragged Men expected some ground-vehicle, too. They were preparing for it. They were setting a splendid ambush, with a highly-treasured weapon they ordinarily kept hidden. Their triumphant hatred could apply to nothing else than an expectation of inflicting injury on men of the Golden City.
So Tommy worked swiftly upon the catapult. A new little ring of metallic ammonium was ready, and so were the necessary springs. The Ragged Men would lay their ambush. The men of the Golden City might enter it. They might. But the aviator who had spotted the globe would have seen the shredded contents of the sphere about. He would have known the Ragged Men had found it. And the men who came in a ground-vehicle from the Golden City should be expecting just such an ambush as was being laid.
There would be a fight, and Tommy, somehow, had no doubt that the men of the Golden City would win. And when they had cleared the field he would fling a smoking missile through the catapult. The victors should see it and should examine it. And though writing would serve little purpose, they should at least recognize it as written communication in a language other than their own. And mathematical diagrams would certainly be lucid, and proof of a civilized man sending the missile, and photographs.…
* * * *
The catapult was ready, and Tommy prepared his message-carrying projectile. He found snapshots and included them. He tore out a photograph of Evelyn and her father, which had been framed above a work bench in the laboratory. He labored, racking his brain for a means of conveying the information that the globe was of any other world.… And suddenly he had an idea. A cord attached to his missile would lead to nothingness from either world, yet one end would be in that other world, and the other end in this. A wire would be better. Tugs upon it would convey the idea of living beings nearby but invisible. The photograph would identify Denham and his daughter as associated with the phenomenon and competent to explain it.…
Tommy worked frantically to get the thing ready. He almost prayed that the men of the Golden City would be victors, would find his little missile when the fray was over, and would try to comprehend it.…
All he could do was try.
Then Smithers said, from the dimensoscope:
“They’re all set, Mr. Reames. Y’better look.”
Tommy stared through the eye-piece. Strangely, the golden weapon had vanished. All seemed to be exactly as before. The cleared-away underbrush was replaced. Nothing was in any way changed from the normal in that space upon a mad world. But there was a tiny movement and Tommy saw a Ragged Man. He was lying prone upon the earth. He seemed either to hear or see something, because his lips moved as he spoke to another invisible man beside him, and his expression of malevolent joy was horrible.
Tommy swung the tube about. Nothing.… But suddenly he saw swiftly-moving winkings of sunlight from the edge of the tree-fern forest. Something was moving in there, moving with lightning swiftness along the fifteen-foot roadway of solid aluminum. It drew nearer, and more near.…
* * * *
The carefully camouflaged ambuscade was fully focussed and Tommy was watching tensely when the thing happened.
He saw glitterings through the tree-fronds come to a smoothly decelerated stop. There was a pause; and suddenly the underbrush fell flat. As if a single hand had smitten it, it wavered, drooped, and lay prone. The golden weapon was exposed, with its brawny and horribly grinning attendant. For one-half a split second Tommy saw the wheeled thing in which half a dozen men of the Golden City were riding. It was graceful and stream-lined and glittering. There was a platform on which the steel sphere would have been mounted for carrying away.
But then there was a sudden intolerable light as the men of the Golden City reached swiftly for peculiar weapons beside them. The light came from the crudely mounted weapon of the Ragged Men, and it was an unbearable actinic glare. For half a second, perhaps, it persisted, and died away to a red flame which leaped upward and was not.
Then the vehicle from the Golden City was a smoking, twisted ruin. Four of the six men in it were blasted, blackened crisps. Another staggered to his feet, struggled to reach a weapon and could not lift it, and twitched a dagger from his belt and fell forward; and Tommy could see that his suicide was deliberate.
The last man, alone, was comparatively unharmed by the blast of light. He swept a pistol-like contrivance into sight. It bore swiftly upon the now surging, yelling horde of Ragged Men. And one—two—three of them seemed to scream convulsively before they were trampled under by the rest.
But suddenly there were a myriad little specks of red all over the body of the man at bay. The pistol-like thing dropped from his grasp as his whole hand became encrimsoned. And then he was buried beneath the hating, blood-lusting mob of the forest men.
CHAPTER V
An hour later, Tommy took his eyes away from the dimensoscope eye-piece. He could not bear to look any longer.
“Why don’t they kill him?” he demanded sickly, filled with a horrible, a monstrous rage. “Oh, why don’t they kill him?”
He felt maddeningly impotent. In another world entirely, a mob of half-naked renegades had made a prisoner. He was not dead, that solely surviving man from the Golden City. He was bound, and the Ragged Men guarded him closely, and his guards were diverting themselves unspeakably by small tortures, minor tortures, horribly painful but not weakening. And they capered and howled with glee when the bound man writhed.
The prisoner was a brave man, though. Helpless as he was, he presently flung back his head and set his teeth. Sweat stood out in great droplets upon his body and upon his forehead. And he stilled his writhings, and looked at his captors with a grim and desperate defiance.
The guards made gestures which were all too clear, all too luridly descriptive of the manner of death which awaited him. And the man of the Golden City was ashen and hopeless and utterly despairing—and yet defiant.
Smithers took Tommy’s place at the eye-piece of the instrument. His nostrils quivered at what he saw. The vehicle from the Golden City was being plundered, of course. Weapons from the dead men were being squabbled over, even fought over. And the Ragged Men fought as madly among themselves as if in combat with their enemies. The big golden weapon on its cart was already being dragged away to its former hiding-place. And somehow, it was clear that those who dragged it away expected and demanded that the solitary prisoner not be killed until their return.
It was that prisoner, in the agony which was only the beginning of his death, who made Smithers’ teeth set tightly.
“I don’t see the Professor or Miss Evelyn,” said Smithers in a vast calmness. “I hope to Gawd they—don’t see this.”
Tommy swung on his heel, staring and ashen.
“They were near,” he said stridently. “I saw them! They saw what happened in the ambush! They’ll—they’ll see that man tortured!”
Smithers’ hand closed and unclosed.
“Maybe the Professor’ll have sense enough to take Miss Evelyn—uh—where she—can’t hear,” he said slowly, his voice level. “I hope so.”
Tommy flung out his hands desperately.
“I want to help that man!” he cried savagely. “I want to do something! I saw what they promised to do to him. I want to—to kill him, even! It would be mercy!”
Smithers said, with still shock in his voice:
“I see the Professor now. He’s got that gun-thing in his hand.… Miss Evelyn’s urging him to try to do something.… He’s looking at the sky.… It’ll be a long time before it’s dark.… He’s gone back out of sight.…”
“If we had some dynamite!” said Tommy desperately, “we could take a chance on blowing ourselves to bits and try to fling it through and into the middle of those devils.…”
* * * *
He was pacing up and down the laboratory, harrowed by the fate of that gray-faced man who awaited death by torture; filled with a wild terror that Evelyn and her father would try to rescue him and be caught to share his fate; racked by his utter impotence to do more than watch.…
Then Smithers said thickly:
“God!”
He stumbled away from the eye-piece. Tommy took his place, dry-throated with terror. He saw the Ragged Men laughing uproariously. The bearded man who was their leader was breaking the arms and legs of the prisoner so that he would be helpless when released from the stake to which he was bound. And if ever human beings looked like devils out of hell, it was at that moment. The method of breaking the bones was excruciating. The prisoner screamed. The Ragged Men rolled upon the ground in their maniacal mirth.
And then a man dropped, heaving convulsively, and then another, and still another.… The grim, gaunt figure of Denham came out of the tree-fern forest, the queer small golden-metal trunchion in his hand. A fourth man dropped before the Ragged Men quite realized what had happened. The fourth man himself was armed—and a flashing slender body came plunging from the forest and Evelyn flung herself upon the still-heaving body and plucked away that weapon.
Tommy groaned, in the laboratory in another world. He could not look away, and yet it seemed that the heart would be torn from his body by that sight. Because the Ragged Men had turned upon Denham with a concentrated ferocity, somehow knowing instantly that he was more nearly akin to the men of the Golden City than to them. But at sight of Evelyn, her garments rent by the thorns of the forest, her white body gleaming through the largest tears, they seemed to go mad. And Tommy’s eyes, glazing, saw the look on Denham’s face as he realized that Evelyn had not fled, but had followed him in his desperate and wholly hopeless effort.
Then the swarming mass of Ragged Men surged over the two of them. Buried them under reaching, hating, lusting fiends who fought even among themselves to be first to seize them.
Then there was only madness, and Denham was bound beside the man of the Golden City, and Evelyn was the center of a fighting group which was suddenly flung aside by the bearded giant, and the encampment of the Ragged Men was bedlam. And somehow Tommy knew with a terrible clarity that a man of the Golden City to torture was bliss unimaginable to these half-mad enemies of that city. But a woman—
He turned from the instrument, three-quarters out of his head. He literally did not see Von Holtz gazing furtively in the doorway. His eyes were fixed and staring. It seemed that his brain would burst.
Then he heard his own voice saying with an altogether unbelievable steadiness:
“Smithers! They’ve got Evelyn. Get the sub-machine gun.”
Smithers cried out hoarsely. His face was not quite human, for an instant. But Tommy was bringing the work bench on which he had installed his magnetic catapult, close over by the dimensoscope.
“This cannot work,” he said in the same incredible calmness. “Not possibly. It should not work. It will not work. But it has to work!”
He was clamping the catapult to a piece of heavy timber.
“Put the gun so it shoots into the first magnet,” he said steadily. “The magnet-windings shouldn’t stand the current we’ve got to put into them. They’ve got to.”
Smithers’ fingers were trembling and unsteady. Tommy helped him, not looking through the dimensoscope at all.
“Start the dynamo,” he said evenly—and marveled foolishly at the voice that did not seem to belong to him at all, talking so steadily and so quietly. “Give me all the juice you’ve got. We’ll cut out this rheostat.”
He was tightening a vise which would hold the deadly little weapon in place while Smithers got the crude-oil engine going and accelerated it recklessly to its highest speed. Tommy flung the switch. Rubber insulation steamed and stank. He pulled the trigger of the little gun for a single shot. The bullet flew into the first hollow magnet, just as he had beforehand thrust an iron wire. It vanished. The series of magnets seemed unharmed.
With a peculiar, dreamlike steadiness, Tommy put his hand where an undeflected bullet would go through it. He pressed the trigger again. He felt a tiny breeze upon his hand. But the bullet had been unable to elude the compound-wound magnets, each of which now had quite four times the designed voltage impressed upon its coils.
Tommy flung off the switch.
“Work the gun,” he ordered harshly. “When I say fire, send a burst of shots through it. Keep the switch off except when you’re actually firing, so—God willing—the coils don’t burn out. Fire!”
He was gazing through the dimensoscope. Evelyn was struggling helplessly while two Ragged Men held her arms, grinning as only devils could have grinned, and others squabbled and watched with a fascinated attention some cryptic process which could only be the drawing of lots.…
Tommy saw, and paid no attention. The machine-gun beside him rasped suddenly. He saw a tree-fern frond shudder. He saw a gaping, irregular hole where a fresh frond was uncurling. Tommy put out his hand to the gun.
“Let me move it, bench and all,” he said steadily. “Now try it again. Just a burst.”
Again the gun rasped. And the earth was kicked up suddenly where the bullets struck in that other world. The little steel-jacketed missiles were deflected by the terribly overstrained magnets of the catapult, but their energy was not destroyed. It was merely altered in direction. Fired within the laboratory upon our own and normal world, the bullets came out into the world of tree-ferns and monstrous things. They came out, as it happened, sideways instead of point first, which was due to some queer effect of dimension change upon an object moving at high velocity. Because of that, they ricocheted much more readily, and where they struck they made a much more ghastly wound. But the first two bursts caused no effect at all. They were not even noticed by the Ragged Men. The noise of the little gun was thunderous and snarling in the laboratory, but in the world of the fifth dimension there was no sound at all.
“Like this,” said Tommy steadily. “Just like this.… Now fire!”
He had tilted the muzzle upward. And then with a horrible grim intensity he traversed the gun as it roared.
And it was butchery. Three Ragged Men were cut literally to bits before the storm of bullets began to do real damage. The squabbling group, casting lots for Evelyn, had a swathe of dead men in its midst before snarls begun had been completed.
“Again,” said Tommy coldly. “Again, Smithers, again!”
And again the little gun roared. The burly bearded man clutched at his throat—and it was a gory horror. A Thing began to run insanely. It did not even look human any longer. It stumbled over the leader of the Ragged Men and died as he had done. The bullets came tumbling over themselves erratically. They swooped and curved and dispersed themselves crazily. Spinning as they were, at right angles to their line of flight, their trajectories were incalculable and their impacts were grisly.
The little gun fired ten several bursts, aimed in a desperate cold-bloodedness, before the smell of burnt rubber became suddenly overpowering and the rasping sound of an electric arc broke through the rumbling of the crude-oil engine in the back.
Smithers sobbed.
“Burnt out!”
But Tommy waved his hand.
“I think,” he said savagely, “that maybe a dozen of them got away. Evelyn’s staggering toward her father. She’ll turn him loose. That prisoner’s dead, though. Didn’t mean to shoot him, but those bullets flew wild.”
He gave Smithers the eye-piece. Sweat was rolling down his forehead in great drops. His hands were trembling uncontrollably.
He paced shakenly up and down the laboratory, trying to shut out of his own sight the things he had seen when the bullets of his own aiming literally splashed into the living flesh of men. He had seen Ragged Men disemboweled by those spinning, knifelike projectiles. He had turned a part of the mad world of that other dimension into a shambles, and he did not regret it because he had saved Evelyn, but he wanted to shut out the horror of seeing what he had done.
“But now,” he said uncertainly to himself, “they’re no better off, except they’ve got weapons.… If that man from the Golden City hadn’t been killed.…”
He was looking at the magnetic catapult, burned out and useless. His eyes swung suddenly to the other one. Just a little while since he had made ready a missile to be thrown through into the other world by that. It contained snapshots, and diagrams, and it was an attempt to communicate with the men of the Golden City without any knowledge of their language.
“But—I can communicate with Denham!”
He began to write feverishly. If he had looked out of the laboratory window, he would have seen Von Holtz running like a deer, waving his arms jerkily, and—when out of earshot of the laboratory—shouting loudly. And Von Holtz was carrying a small black box which Tommy would have identified instantly as a motion picture camera, built for amateurs but capable of taking pictures indoors and with a surprisingly small amount of light. And if Tommy had listened, he might possibly have heard the beginnings of those shoutings to men hidden in a patch of woodland about a quarter of a mile away. The men, of course, were Jacaro’s, waiting until either Von Holtz had secured the information that was wanted, or until an assault in force upon the laboratory would net them a catapult ready for use—to be examined, photographed, and duplicated at leisure.
But Tommy neither looked nor listened. He wrote feverishly, saying to Smithers at the dimensoscope:
“Denham’ll be looking around to see what killed those men. When he does, we want to be ready to shoot a smoke-bomb through to him, with a message attached.”
Smithers made a gesture of no especial meaning save that he had heard. And Tommy went on writing swiftly, saying who he was and what he had done, and that another globe was being built so that he and Smithers could come with supplies and arms to help.…
“He’s lookin’ around now, Mr. Reames,” said Smithers quietly. “He’s picked up a ricocheted bullet an’ is staring at it.”
The crude-oil engine was running at a thunderous rate. Tommy fastened his note in the little missile he had made ready. He placed it under the solenoid of the catapult after Denham’s design, with the springs and rings of metallic ammonium. He turned to Smithers.
“I’ll watch for him,” said Tommy unsteadily. “You know, watch for the right moment to fling it through. Slow up the generator a little. It’ll rack itself to pieces.”
He put his eye to the eye-piece. He winced as he saw again what the bullets of his aiming had done. But he saw Denham almost at once. And Denham was scratched and bruised and looked very far indeed from the ideal of a professor of theoretic physics, with hardly more than a few shreds of clothing left upon him, and a ten-day’s beard upon his face. He limped as he walked. But he had stopped in the task of gathering up weapons to show Evelyn excitedly what it was that he had found. A spent and battered bullet, but indubitably a bullet from the world of his own ken. He began to stare about him, hopeful yet incredulous.
Tommy took his eye from the dimensoscope just long enough to light the fuse of the smoke-bomb.
“Here it goes, Smithers!”
He flung the switch. The missile with its thickly smoking fuse leaped upward as the concentric rings flickered and whirled bewilderingly. The missile hurt the eyes that watched it. It vanished. The solenoid dropped to the floor from the broken small contrivance.
Then Tommy’s heart stood still as he gazed through the eye-piece again. He could see nothing but an opaque milkiness. But it drifted away, and he realised that it was smoke. More, Denham was staring at it. More yet, he was moving cautiously towards its source, one of the strange golden weapons held ready.…
Denham was investigating.
* * * *
The generator at the back of the laboratory slowed down. Smithers was obeying orders. Tommy hung close by the vision instrument, his hands moving vaguely and helplessly, as one makes gestures without volition when anxious for someone else to duplicate the movements for which he sets the example.
He saw Denham, very near, inspecting the smoking thing on the ground suspiciously. The smoke-fuse ceased to burn. Denham stared. After an age-long delay, he picked up the missile Tommy had prepared. And Tommy saw that there was a cord attached to it. He had fastened that cord when planning to try to communicate with the men of the Golden City, when he had expected them to be victorious.
But he saw Denham’s face light up with pathetic hope. He called to Evelyn. He hobbled excitedly to her, babbling.…
Tommy watched, and his heart pounded suddenly as Evelyn turned and smiled in the direction in which she knew the dimensoscope must be. A huge butterfly, its wings a full yard across, fluttered past her head. Denham talked excitedly to her. A clumsy batlike thing swooped by overhead. Its shadow blanketed her face for an instant. A running animal, small and long, ran swiftly in full view from one side of the dimensoscope’s field of vision to the other. Then a snake, curiously horned, went writhing past.…
Denham talked excitedly. He turned and made gestures as of writing, toward the spot where he had picked up Tommy’s message. He began to search for a charred stick where the Ragged Men had built a fire some days now past. A fleeing furry thing sped across his feet, running.…
* * * *
Denham looked up. And Evelyn was staring now. She was staring in the direction of the Golden City. And now what was almost a wave of animals, all wild and all fleeing, swept across the field of vision of the dimensoscope. There were gazelles, it seemed—slender-limbed, graceful animals, at any rate—and there were tiny hoofed things which might have been eohippi, and then a monstrous armadillo clanked and rattled past.…
Tommy swung the dimensoscope. He gasped. All the animal world was in flight. The insects had taken to wing. Flying creatures were soaring upward and streaking through the clear blue sky, and all in the one direction. And then out of the morass came monstrous shapes; misshapen, unbelievable reptilian shapes, which fled bellowing thunderously for the tree-fern forest. They were gigantic, those things from the morass. They were hideous. They were things out of nightmares, made into flabby flesh. There were lizards and what might have been gigantic frogs, save that frogs possess no tails. And there were long and snaky necks terminating in infinitesimal heads, and vast palpitating bodies following those impossible small brain-cases, and long tapering tails that thrashed mightily as the ghastly things fled bellowing.…
And the cause of the mad panic was a slowly moving white curtain of mist. It was flowing over the marsh, moving with apparent deliberation, but, as Tommy saw, actually very swiftly. It shimmered and quivered and moved onward steadily. Its upper surface gleamed with elusive prismatic colors. It had blotted out the horizon and the Golden City, and it came onward.…
Denham made frantic, despairing gestures toward the dimensoscope. The thing was coming too fast. There was no time to write. Denham held high the cord that trailed from the message-bearing missile. He gesticulated frantically, and raced to the gutted steel globe and heaved mightily upon it and swung it about so that Tommy saw a great steel ring set in its side, which had been hidden before. He made more gestures, urgently, and motioned Evelyn inside.
Tommy struck at his forehead.
“It’s poison gas,” he muttered. “Revenge for the smashed-up vehicle.… They knew it by an automatic radio signal, maybe. This is their way of wiping out the Ragged Men.… Poison gas.… It’ll kill Denham and Evelyn.… He wants me to do something.…”
He drew back, staring, straining every nerve to think.… And somehow his eyes were drawn to the back of the laboratory and he saw Smithers teetering on his feet, with his hands clasped queerly to his body, and a strange man standing in the door of the laboratory with an automatic pistol in his hand. The automatic had a silencer on it, and its clicking had been drowned out, anyhow, by the roaring of the crude-oil engine.
The man was small and dark and natty. His lips were drawn back in a peculiar mirthless grin as Smithers teetered stupidly back and forth and then fell.…
The explosion of Tommy’s own revolver astounded him as much as it did Jacaro’s gunman. He did not ever remember drawing it or aiming. The natty little gunman was blotted out by a spouting mass of white smoke—and suddenly Tommy knew what it was that Denham wanted him to do.
There was rope in a loose and untidy coil beneath a work bench. Tommy sprang to it in a queer, nightmarish activity. He knew what was happening, of course. Von Holtz had seen the magnetic catapult at work. That couldn’t be destroyed or its workings hidden like the ring catapult of Denham’s design. He’d gone out to call in Jacaro’s men. And they’d shot down Smithers as a cold-blooded preliminary to the seizure of the instrument Jacaro wanted.
It was necessary to defend the laboratory. But Tommy could not spare the time. That white mist was moving upon Evelyn and her father, in that other world. It was death, as the terror of the wild things demonstrated. They had to be helped.…
He knotted the rope to the end of the cord that vanished curiously somewhere among the useless mass of rings. He tugged at the cord—and it was tugged in return. Denham, in another world, had felt his signal and had replied to it.…
A window smashed suddenly and a bullet missed Tommy’s neck by inches. He fired at that window, and absorbedly guided the knot of the rope past its vanishing point. The knot ceased to exist and the rope crept onward—and suddenly moved more and more swiftly to a place where abruptly it was not. For the length of half an inch, the rope hurt the eyes that looked at it. Beyond that it was not possible to see it at all.
Tommy leaped up. He plunged ahead of two separate spurts of shots from two separate windows. The shots pierced the place where he had been. He was racing for the crude-oil engine. There was a chain wound upon a drum, there, and a clutch attached the drum to the engine.
He stopped and seized the repeating shotgun Smithers had brought as his own weapon against Jacaro’s gangsters. He sent four loads of buckshot at the windows of the laboratory. A man yelled.
And Tommy had dropped the gun to knot the rope to the chain, desperately, fiercely, in a terrible haste.
The chain began to pay out to that peculiar vanishing point which was here an entry-way to another world—perhaps another universe.
A bullet nicked his ribs. He picked up the gun and fired it nearly at random. He saw Smithers moving feebly, and Tommy had a vast compassion for Smithers, but— He shuddered suddenly. Something had struck him a heavy blow in the shoulder. And something else battered at his leg. There was no sound that could be heard above the thunder of the crude-oil motor, but Tommy, was queerly aware of buzzing things flying about him, and of something very warm flowing down his body and down his leg. And he felt very dizzy and weak and extremely tired.… He could not see clearly, either.
But he had to wait until Denham had the chain fast to the globe. That was the way he had intended to come back, of course. The ring was in the globe, and this chain was in the laboratory to haul the globe back from wherever it had been sent. And Von Holtz had disconnected it before sending away the globe with Denham in it. If the chain remained unbroken, of course it could be hauled in, as it would turn all necessary angles and force the globe to follow those angles, whatever they might be.…
Tommy was on his hands and knees, and men were saying savagely:
“Where’s that thing, hey? Where’s th’ thing Jacaro wants?”
He wanted to tell them that they should say if the chain had stopped moving to a place where it ceased to exist, so that he could throw a clutch and bring Denham and his daughter back from the place where Von Holtz had marooned them when he wanted to steal Denham’s secret. Tommy wanted to explain that. But the floor struck him in the face, and something said to him:
“They’ve shot you.”
But it did not seem to matter, somehow, and he lay very still until he felt himself strangling, and he was breathing in strong ammonia which made his eyes smart and his tired lungs gasp.
Then he saw flames, and heard a motor car roaring away from close by the laboratory.
“They’ve stolen the catapult and set fire to the place,” he remembered dizzily, “and now they’re skipping out.…”
Even that did not seem to matter. But then he heard the chain clank, next to him on the floor. The white mist! Denham and Evelyn waiting for the white mist to reach them, and Denham jerking desperately on the chain to signal that he was ready.…
The flames had released ammonia from the metal Von Holtz had made. That had roused Tommy. But it did not give him strength. It is impossible to say where Tommy’s strength came from, when somehow he crawled to the clutch lever, with the engine roaring steadily above him, and got one hand on the lever, and edged himself up, and up, and up, until he could swing his whole weight on that lever. That instant of dangling hurt excruciatingly, too, and Tommy saw only that the drum began to revolve swiftly, winding the chain upon it, before his grip gave way.
And the chain came winding in and in from nowhere, and the tall laboratory filled more and more thickly with smoke, and lurid flames appeared somewhere, and a rushing sound began to be audible as the fire roared upward to the inflammable roof, and the engine ran thunderously.…
Then, suddenly, there was a shape in the middle of the laboratory floor. A huge globular shape which it hurt the eyes to look upon. It became visible out of nowhere as if evoked by magic amid the flames of hell. But it came, and was solid and substantial, and it slid along the floor upon small wheels until it wound up with a crash against the winding drum, and the chain shrieked as it tightened unbearably—and the engine choked and died.
Then a door opened in the monstrous globe. Two figures leaped out, aghast. Two ragged, tattered, strangely-armed figures, who cried out to each other and started for the door. But the girl stumbled over Tommy and called, choking, to her father. Groping toward her, he found Smithers. And then Tommy smiled drowsily to himself as soft arms tugged bravely at him, and a slender, glorious figure staggered with him to fresh air.
“It’s Von Holtz,” snapped Denham, and coughed as he fought his way to the open. “I’ll blast him to hell with these things we brought back.…”
* * * *
That was the last thing Tommy knew until he woke up in bed with a feeling of many bandages and an impression that his lungs hurt.
Denham seemed to have heard him move. He looked in the door.
“Hullo, Reames. You’re all right now.”
Tommy regarded him curiously until he realized. Denham was shaved and fully clothed. That was the strangeness about him. Tommy had been watching him for many days as his clothing swiftly deteriorated and his beard grew.
“You are, too, I see,” he said weakly. “I’m damned glad.” Then he felt foolish, and querulous, and as if he should make some apology, and instead said, “But five dimensions does seem extreme. Three is enough for ordinary use, and four is luxurious. Five seems to be going a bit too far.”
Denham blinked, and then grinned suddenly. Tommy had admired the man who could face so extraordinary a situation with such dogged courage, and now he found, suddenly, that he liked Denham.
“Not too far,” said Denham grimly. “Look!” He held up one of the weapons Tommy had seen in that other world, one of the golden-colored truncheons. “I brought this back. The same metal they built that wagon of theirs with. All their weapons. Most of their tools—as I know. It’s gold, man! They use gold in that world as we use steel here. That’s why Jacaro was ready to kill to get the secret of getting there. Von Holtz enlisted him.”
“How did you know—” began Tommy weakly.
“Smithers,” said Denham. “We dragged both of you out before the lab went-up in smoke. He’s going to be all right, too. Evelyn’s nursing both of you. She wants to talk to you, but I want to say this first: You did a damned fine thing, Reames! The only man who could have saved us, and you just about killed yourself doing it. Smithers saw you swing that clutch lever with three bullets in your body. And you’re a scientist, too. You’re my partner, Reames, in what we do in the fifth dimension.”
* * * *
Tommy blinked. “But five dimensions does seem extreme.…”
“We are the Interdimensional Trading Company,” said Denham, smiling. “Somehow, I think we’ll find something in this world we can trade for the gold in that. And we’ve got to get there, Reames, because Jacaro will surely try to make use of that catapult principle you worked out. He’ll raise the devil; and I think the people of that Golden City would be worth knowing. No, we’re partners. Sooner or later, you’ll know how I feel about what you’ve done. I’m going to bring Evelyn in here now.”
He vanished. An instant later Tommy heard a voice—a girl’s voice. His heart began to pound. Denham came back into the room and with him was Evelyn. She smiled warmly upon Tommy, though as his eyes fell blankly upon the smart sport clothes she was again wearing, she flushed.
“My daughter Evelyn,” said Denham. “She wants to thank you.”
And Tommy felt a warm soft hand pressing his, and he looked deep into the eyes of the girl he had never before spoken to, but for whom he had risked his life, and whom he knew he would love forever. There were a thousand things crowding to his lips for utterance. He had watched Evelyn, and he loved her—
“H-how do you do?” said Tommy, lamely. “I’m—awfully glad to meet you.”
But before he was well he learned to talk more sensibly.



JUJU
Originally published in The Thrill Book, October 15, 1919.
CHAPTER I
AN AFRICAN NIGHT.
From the juju house the witch doctor emerged, bedaubed with colored earths and bright ashes. The drums renewed their frantic, resounding thunder. The torchbearers capered more actively, and yelled more excitedly. The drumming had gone on all day and its hypnotic effect had culminated in a species of ecstasy in which the blacks yelled and capered, and capered and yelled, without any clear notion of why or what they yelled.
With great solemnity, the witch doctor led forward a young native girl, her face bedaubed with high juju signs. She was in the last stage of panic. If she did not flee, it was because she believed a worse fate awaited her flight than if she submitted to whatever was in store for her now.
Two men stepped forward and threw necklaces of magic import about her neck. Two other men who upon occasion acted as the assistants of the chief witch doctor seized the girl’s hands. The shouting mass of blacks formed themselves into a sort of column.
At the front were the drums, those incredible native drums hollowed out of a single log, and which come from the yet unknown fastnesses of the darkest interior, far back of Lake Tchad. Behind them came the torchbearers, yelling a rhythmic chant and capering in almost unbelievable attitudes as they passed along. Next came the witch doctor, important and mysterious. Behind him came more torchbearers, yelling hysterically at the surrounding darkness. Then came the two assistants, dragging the young girl who was almost paralyzed with terror. And the entire population of the village followed in their wake, carrying flaming lights and yelling, yelling, yelling at the eternally unamazed African forest.
The tall, dank tree trunks loomed mysteriously above the band of vociferous natives, with their thumping, rumbling, booming drums sounding hollowly from the front of the procession. The lights wound into the forest, deep into the unknown and unknowable bush. The yelling became fainter, but the drums continued to boom out monotonously through the throbbing silence of the African night. Boom, boom, boom, boom! Never a variation from the steady beat, though the sound was muted by the distance it had to travel before reaching us.
I glanced across to where Evan Graham sat smoking. We were on the veranda of the casa on his plantation, four weeks’ march from the city of Ticao, in the province of Ticao, Portuguese West Africa. From the veranda we could see through the cleared way to the village, a half mile away, and the whole scene of the juju procession had been spread before our eyes like a play.
It puzzled me. I knew Evan made no faintest attempt to Christianize his slaves—and the villagers were surely his slaves—and yet, white men do not often allow witch doctors to flourish in their slave quarters. And the girl who had been led away—I had no idea what might become of her. Voodoo still puts out its head in strange forms in strange places. It might well be that some hellish ceremony would take place far back in the bush that night.
Whatever was to happen had been planned long before, because I had arrived some four hours previously from a trip up beyond the Hungry Country, and the drums were beating then. I looked curiously at Evan to see what he thought of the open practice of juju by his slaves under their master’s eyes. His expression was inscrutable. I knew better than to ask questions, but I could not help wondering what it all meant. Evan was a queer sort, at best, but to allow his natives to practice black magic—as was evidently the case here—before his very nose was queerer than anything he had done before.
He was not taken by surprise, I know. I had heard the drums that afternoon, long before I entered the village. They were beating with the rhythmic monotony that is so typical of the African when he is disturbed in spirit and wants to be comforted, or when he is comfortable and wants excitement. Either way will do.
My “boys,” wandering along in a more or less listless fashion with the conventional forty-five pounds on their backs, had heard the drumming and became more interested. My caravan did not close up, however. It was spread out over anywhere from a mile to a mile and a half of the old slave trail that goes down to Venghela, and those in the rear hastened by precisely the same degree as those in front.
According to instructions, the foremost pair halted while still half a mile away from the village and waited for the rest of us to come up. For three months I had been back inland, a part of the time back even of the Hungry Country, where the grass is bitter to the taste, and all the world is half mad for salt. For three months I had been moving quickly and constantly.
Having quit the country—I fervently hope for good—it will do no harm to admit that my constant moving was due less to the demands of business than to a desire to be elsewhere when the Belgian officials arrived. The Belgian Kongo is just north of the province of Ticao, and I had been skimming its edges, buying ivory and rubber from the natives across the line. The colonial government does not encourage independent traders, and it would not have been pleasant for me had I been caught. In Ticao, of course, I was not molested. A small honorarium to the governor of the province made him my friend, and my conscience did not bother me. I paid ten times the prices the natives usually got and I imposed no fines or contributions on the villages. If you know anything about the Kongo, you will regard me as I regarded myself—as more or less of a benefactor.
After three months of that, though, and two or three close shaves from a choice of fighting or capture, I was glad to get back to civilization, even such civilization as Evan Graham’s casa. Away from Ticao, Evan Graham would have been shunned for the sort of man he was. In Ticao, one is not particular. There are few enough Anglo-Saxon white men of any sort—the two consuls, half a dozen missionaries, and about three men like myself, who take chances in the interior. The rest of the population is either Portuguese or black, preponderatingly black, with a blending layer of half- and quarter-breeds.
Evan was a cad and several different kinds of an animal, but he was a white man, he talked English such as one hears at home, and he had a pool table and civilized drinks all of four weeks’ march from the city of Ticao. I always stopped overnight with him on my way back from the interior. I knew that he had bribed the governor to overlook the law which prescribes that no white man shall settle more than forty kilometers from a fort, because he wanted to have a free hand with his natives. I knew, too, that he had no shred of title to the land he tilled, or to the services of the natives he forced to work in his fields. He had come out there with four or five of the dingy-brown half-castes that are overseers for half the rocas in Ticao, had frightened or coerced the inhabitants of three villages into signing the silly little contracts that bind them to work for a white man for so many years at ridiculous wage, and now had a plantation that was tremendously profitable.
I never had understood just how he made the blacks serve him so well. He seemed to have them frightened nearly to death. Most plantations have the slave quarters—the blacks are officially “contrahidos,” or contract laborers, but in practice they are slaves—most plantations have the slave quarters surrounded by a barbed-wire fence, and let savage dogs loose outside the fence at night, but Graham allowed his natives to live in the villages they had occupied before his coming and seemed to take no precautions against their running away.
This open practice of juju before his eyes and apparently with his consent was of a piece with the rest of his queerness. My own boys always seemed to be glad to get away from the neighborhood of his plantation. I had heard a word or two passed among them that seemed to hint at a juju house in some secret clearing near the village. I had thought it possible that it was by means of some mummery in that temple that he kept his natives in hand, but juju is a dangerous thing for a white man to meddle with.
In any event it was none of my business. I was sitting on his porch, one of his drinks at my elbow, smoking one of his cigarettes especially imported from London, and it behooved me to display no curiosity unless he should choose to speak. He looked over at me and smiled quizzically.
“I wonder what those poor devils think they get by all that juju palaver,” he said ruminatively.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “My own boys are constantly at it, of course. There’s a witch doctor just outside of Venghela who’ll be rich when my caravan gets there, for his services in bringing my bearers back without falling into the tender hands of our neighbors.”
My carriers were free men, whom I hired and paid. It would have been cheaper to adopt the servaçal system and buy contract slaves for carriers, but being free men they served my purpose better. For one thing, they gave the Kongo natives more confidence in me, and for another, they traveled faster when there was danger of pursuit. A slave would merely have changed masters if I had been caught, but these men had something to lose.
“I’m going to stop this juju sooner or later,” said Graham lazily. “My brother Arthur has come out and is up after a gorilla in the Kongo—probably around where you’ve been—and he’s been asking me to hold on to a real juju doctor for him to interview. When he’s through, I think I’ll stop all that. Queer old duck of a witch doctor here.”
He clapped his hands and one of the house servants came out with a siphon and bottle of gin. The man was trembling as he stood beside his master’s chair. Graham snapped two or three words in the local dialect and the man’s knees threatened to give way. He fled precipitately into the house and came out again—trembling more violently—with limes.
“Never can train blacks properly,” Graham grumbled, as he sliced a lime in half and squeezed it into his tumbler. “Now, a Japanese servant is perfect.”
He poured his gin and the seltzer fizzed into the glass. He lifted it to his lips and drained it.
“Japan?” I asked. “I’ve never been there.”
“I have,” said Graham morosely. “Been everywhere. England, America, Japan, India. All rotten places.”
“No rottener than this,” I said disgustedly. “I had three weeks of fever up in the Kongo, with a Belgian Kongo Company agent after me the whole time. I’m still shaky from it. When I can go back to white man’s country again—”
I stopped. Graham was lighting a cigarette, and I noticed that the flame wavered as he held the match. There are some men who are cold sober up to a certain point, and then what they have drunk takes hold of them all at once. Graham was such a person. When he spoke again his words were slurred and sluggish.
“White man’s country,” he repeated uncertainly, and then made an effort to speak clearly. “I’m goin’ back some day. Got dear old home, family servants, broad lawn—everything. Not mine though. Younger son. Had to win hearth an’ saddle of m’own. Arthur’s got it all, damn him. Always was lucky beggar. Got all family estates, all income, I got nothing. Then I liked girl. Second cousin. Arthur got her, or goin’ to. Engaged. Damn lucky beggar. Always was lucky chap. Steady and dependable. Damn stodgy, I think. Told him so. Called him a —— —— an’ he kicked me out. All because I got into trouble and signed his name to somethin’, to get out.”
“Easy there, Graham,” I warned. “I don’t want to hear anything, you know.”
“You better not,” he said suddenly, in a clear voice. He turned beastlike eyes on me. “If anybody tries to pry into my affairs, they don’t get far.”
I blew a cloud of smoke over the railing of the veranda and said nothing. Through the moonlit night the throbbing of the drums came clearly to us sitting there. They beat on steadily, monotonously, hypnotically. There was something strangely menacing in the rhythmic, pulsing rumble. The cries of night birds and insects, and occasionally an animal sound, seemed natural and normal, but the muttering of those drums with that indescribable hollow tone they possess, seemed to portend a strange event.
“Juju,” said Graham abruptly, “is the key to the African mind. I don’t give a damn for the natives. All I care about is what I can get out of this country, but I say that juju is the key to the African mind.”
I smoked on a moment in silence. “I’d rather not meddle with it,” I remarked. “Sooner or later it means ground glass in your coffee of a morning. Just before I left Ticao, Da Cunha found some in his. He shot his cook and then found it was another boy entirely.”
“I’d have whipped him to death with a chiboka,” said Graham viciously.
“That’s what Da Cunha did,” I informed him mildly. “But the governor’s made him leave Ticao for six months. He’s over in Mozambique.”
“My boys’ll never dare try to poison me,” declared Graham. He leaned toward me in drunken confidence. “They believe that if they did—”
“The procession has started again,” I said, interrupting him. “I hear the yelling.”
It was so. The drums still beat monotonously and rhythmically, but beneath their deep bass muttering, a faint, high, continuous sound could be heard. The procession seemed to be making its way back to the village.
“I’m goin’ to bed,” announced Graham sharply. “You go t’ bed too. Don’t sit out here an’ smoke. Go to bed.”
He stood up and waited for me to enter the house. Puzzled, and rather annoyed, I went inside. I heard Graham walk heavily and uncertainly through to the rear and heard him speak to several of the servants. The contrast between his rasping, harsh tones and the frightened voices of his servants was complete. They were very evidently in deadly fear of him.
The sound of the procession grew louder and louder. Something about it perplexed me for a moment, but then I realized that it was not making direct for the village. It was coming toward the house. I frowned a moment, and looked to make sure that my automatic was handy and in proper working order.
The procession was very near. I looked out of the window and saw the twinkling lights of the torches through the bush. The drums were thunderous now, but the beat was not the war beat. It was purely ceremonial. The yelling was high-pitched and continuous.
The head of the procession emerged from the bush and advanced across the clearing about the house. It swung and headed for the rear of the house, and the long line of capering, torch-bearing humanity followed it.
The witch doctor came into view, and the girl. Her panic had reached its pitch now. I have never seen such ultimate fear as was expressed on that girl’s face, outlined by the flickering light of the torches. The procession moved until the end had passed beyond the rear corner of the casa, then turned, and evidently turned again.
I saw it moving back toward the village. A pregnant fact impressed me. The native girl was missing. She had evidently been left behind somewhere about the rear of the house. The yelling mass of black humanity capered and shrilled its way down the cleared way to the village and gathered in front of the juju house.
Then some dance or ceremony seemed to begin. What it was, I do not know. I was very tired and presently I went to sleep. But the drums beat steadily, all night long. They entered the fabric of my dreams and made my rest uneasy. It could not have been long before morning when I awoke with a start and found myself sitting up with every nerve tense. There was no sound, but I had a feeling as if I had been awakened by a scream, somewhere about the house.
CHAPTER II
THE SEEKER OF VENGEANCE.
The consul listened gravely while I told him about it. He had asked me to give all the information I could about Graham. We were on the porch of the consulate and the whole city of Ticao was spread out before us. The sea pounded restlessly against the low bluffs upon which the city was built, and surged angrily about the peninsula on which the fort is situated.
“I woke in the middle of the night,” I concluded, “feeling that there had been a scream somewhere in the house, but not another sound came. I couldn’t get to sleep again, and in the morning I noticed that the girl who had seemed to be the center of interest in the juju procession had been installed as a servant at the house. Another one of the servants had vanished. The new girl looked pitifully scared, perpetually panic-stricken, though the rest of the servants look frightened enough, in all conscience. That’s all I know.”
The consul tugged thoughtfully at his mustache.
“Now why—” he began, and stopped. “The mail boat dropped two Englishwomen here on her last trip, a Mrs. Braymore and a Miss Dalforth. Charming women, both of them. They are calling on the governor’s wife this afternoon. They came to me and asked me to assist them in getting up to Graham’s plantation. They told me he was Miss Dalforth’s cousin.”
I nodded, frowning. “He said that his cousin—second cousin—would possibly turn up. His brother is up in the Kongo somewhere trying to bag gorillas and is going to come from there on through and stop at his place. Miss Dalforth is probably the second cousin and is engaged to the brother who is hunting.”
“Hm.” The consul looked somewhat relieved. “I see. But why on earth should two women want to go up there? Do you think they’d be safe?”
“I don’t know,” I said dubiously. “There’s no fort anywhere near, and the natives are scared stiff. They might bolt, but Graham seems to have them thoroughly in hand. If the ladies once reached the plantation, they’d probably be safe enough, and Graham’s brother could bring them down to the coast again. The plantation is a queer place, though. I think there’s juju in the air. I’d discourage them from going, if I could.”
“I’ve tried,” said the consul. “I’ve informed them what sort the Portuguese traders are, and told them I simply wouldn’t let them go up alone, or with one of those chaps as escort. I didn’t know anything about Graham. They inquired around for an escort, and one of the missionaries mentioned you.”
“As a respectable person?” I asked with a smile.
The consul nodded, matching my smile. “They have quite decided that you are to escort them to Graham’s plantation. I don’t think you’ll refuse,” he added, when I shook my head. “Miss Dalforth impressed me as a young woman accustomed to having her way. She saw the governor and smiled at him, and he agreed that you would be the best possible person. In fact, he said he would ask you himself.”
“I’m not leaving for a month,” I told him. “I’ve had enough of the back country for at least that long, and my carriers need a rest.”
“We’ll see,” said the consul ruefully. “I’ll wager she has you setting out in a week.”
He was nearly right at that. I was introduced to the two of them, and Miss Dalforth was all that he had said. I had to give my bearers a rest, however, and it was two weeks before we set out.
It was a hindrance, having women with me. They traveled in an ox cart, and at nearly every stream the wheels had to be taken off and a tarpaulin fixed about the body of the wagon to make it into a raftlike float, in which they were ferried across. Had Miss Dalforth—or Alicia, as I heard Mrs. Braymore call her—had Alicia been less charming, or less anxious to cause as little trouble as possible, I would have cursed them nearly the entire time. As it was, I bore the delays with equanimity.
They were delighted the first day when we went up the trail to Venghela. I showed them the street lamp at which the great slave trail from the interior ended, and they looked dubious. When I showed them the Padre Silvestre’s mission, with its three villages of redeemed slaves, they grew a little bit white and quiet.
The padre tried to persuade them not to go on, but as luck would have it, a runner came in on his way to Ticao with a message from Graham. His brother had arrived from the interior. That strengthened their resolution. We continued the journey.
While on the trail I could not speak to them, being busily engaged in the supervision of my caravan. At night, however, we conversed. It was good to hear cultivated white women talk again and talk about something besides the slave traffic, the missionary women’s sole topic when they find a listener who can be trusted not to repeat their views to the governor.
The natives are kidnaped or captured far in the interior, brought down to the coast, and frankly sold. Then they are interviewed and, after making a mark upon a bit of printed paper, are considered to have made a contract to serve a white man for four years at one milreis—about a dollar—a month.
To call it slave traffic is highly insulting to the Portuguese, but to call it the servaçal system is inadequate. They are servaçaes, or contrahidos, which means contract laborers, in theory, but in practice they are slaves. They never see their native villages again. The slave trail from the interior is littered with the manacles used to confine them, and there are gruesome relics all along the way, of those natives who were unable to bear the hardships of the journey.
I told them of these things. I told them of how the Padre Silvestre sacrificed his very soul to keep his villagers from being sold again as servaçaes, how the blacks rose on Da Vega’s plantation and sacked it, and all I knew of the whole disgusting system. I had no intention of making myself a hero—and my conscience still hurts me when I think of some of the things I grew absolutely accustomed to—but I did allow myself to show my feelings on the subject of Portuguese government.
Alicia listened, and one night when I had explained to them precisely what it means for a black to be sent to the island of San Felipe or Gomé, she held out her hand to me very gravely.
“I think it is very brave of you,” she said, “to stay here and do what you can to help the poor blacks.”
I stared at her, tempted to laugh. “My dear young lady,” I told her, “I am an outlaw, practically, who trades with the Kongo natives and attempts to elude the Belgian officials as much as possible. I’m tolerated here in Ticao because I bribe the Portuguese. I’m no hero. To the Belgians I am practically what an I. D. B. is in the Transvaal. And you know what an illicit diamond buyer is considered.”
“I don’t believe it,” she said firmly. “I think you stay here to help the poor natives.”
She was so beautifully sincere in attributing the noblest motives to me that I could not laugh at her. Her blessed incomprehension made me forbear to kick Mboka, who is my official gun bearer and lieutenant, when he lost the bolt of my best rifle and threw away the weapon to conceal his misdoing. I had to kick him twice over the day following for the lapse, when he took advantage of my lenience and stole half of my jam.
She was a charming girl. Mrs. Braymore was suffering in the journeying and stoically relapsed into silence to conceal her emotion, but Alicia was perpetually lively and eager for new things of interest.
She soon grew to adopt a tone of frank friendliness with me, and I had to remind myself more than once that she was engaged to Graham’s brother, and that it would not do for me to fall in love with her. It was odd about her engagement, though. She spoke of her fiancé quite simply, but without any excess of affection. In fact, she confessed that she thought of him more as a brother than anything else. All three of them, Graham, his brother and Alicia, had been raised together and were very much like brothers and sister.
I told myself sternly that, no matter how she felt about her fiancé, she was engaged to him, and I had better forget that she was delightful to look upon and an amazingly good companion. I could not manage it, however, and the last week of the trip was not easy for me. I had to be friendly and no more.
In a way I was very glad when we saw two khaki sun helmets coming toward us, though I was much depressed at the thought of parting from Alicia. I had sent a runner on ahead, and Graham and his brother met us some four miles down the trail. I was pleasantly surprised at the sight of Graham’s brother. Years before he had been at a little English seaside resort where I was spending the summer and we had grown very friendly. He kissed Alicia in a brotherly fashion and shook hands with me.
“I perpetrate a bromide,” he said quizzically. “The world is a small place.”
“Arthur Graham!” I exclaimed. “I knew you in Clovelly six years ago.”
“You’re right,” he said cheerfully. “How are you now? Then you were flirting mildly with a buxom Devon lassie.”
“And now we meet in darkest Africa,” I said, smiling. “Let’s move on.”
We went forward again, Alicia, in the ox cart, gayly retailing to the two brothers our adventures on the trip up. I was rather surprised to notice that both of them were heavily armed, and it bothered me a little. It looked as if there were trouble with the natives. Each of the two brothers carried a heavy repeating rifle besides an automatic pistol in his belt, and Arthur looked decidedly worn, though I saw that he was trying to conceal it from Alicia.
My suspicion was confirmed when I observed that, though he tried not to let Alicia see it, he was keenly searching the way ahead of us with his eyes. He seemed particularly worried when we passed near a tree and his grasp on his rifle tightened. Even after we were well away from it, he looked back nervously.
We passed around the village and reached the casa by another route, Alicia chatting cheerfully with all of us from her seat in the cart. Evan Graham seemed quite at ease and entered into her talk with real interest, but Arthur—who as her fiancé should have been overjoyed to see her—was nervous and preoccupied. His rifle was never far from a position in readiness to fling it to his shoulder, and his eyes roved restlessly about with a species of dread in them. I walked close to him.
“Arthur,” I said in a low tone that Alicia would not catch. “You’re nervous. Natives?”
“They’re acting queerly, but it’s worse than that,” he said in the same low tone, glancing at Alicia to make sure her attention was elsewhere. “I’d give anything I possess to have Alicia somewhere else. I’ll tell you later. Just keep your eyes open and, if you see anything, shoot quickly.”
Evan did not seem to be worried. He was strolling leisurely along, using his rifle as a walking stick, talking casually to Alicia. His manners were very good and his voice was soft, very unlike the rasping snarl I had heard him use to his servants. Looking closely at him, I could see unmistakable signs that he had been drinking heavily of late. He seemed quite sober today, though. The contrast between his careless attitude and Arthur’s worried air was striking. We saw one or two natives on our way to the house, and they promptly hid themselves in the bush. Arthur paid no attention to them. Whatever the trouble might be, it was not the blacks that he feared, though he had said they were acting queerly.
He led me aside almost as soon as we reached the casa. I told Mboka to pile and count the loads, and sent the carriers to the quarters they would find ready for them. Evan was inside the house, installing Alicia and Mrs. Braymore in their rooms, and showing them the servants who would wait on them. Arthur came over to me with a worried frown.
“I say, Murray,” he told me nervously. “I’d ask you to take Alicia back to the coast tomorrow if I dared, but she’s here now, and it would be just as dangerous for her to go back.”
“What’s the matter?” I demanded. “It isn’t the natives. What is the matter?”
He looked about anxiously. “I shot a female gorilla up in the Kongo,” he said jerkily, “and her mate got away. He’s followed my caravan ever since, up to two weeks ago. Then I hit him with a lucky shot, but he escaped. You know they will try to kill the slayer of their mate.”
“I know,” I replied. “One of them followed me for three weeks once, until I bushwhacked and killed him.”
“I shot this female,” said Arthur quickly. “I shot her through the hip and she screamed for her mate. She couldn’t get away. He came crashing through the trees, and I fired at him. I thought he’d vanished and went up to the female. I finished her off, and then the male came for me. I shot him through the arm and he made off. All that night he moaned and shrieked around my camp. My boys were badly frightened. Next morning he dropped from a tree inside the camp, knocked the heads of two of my carriers together, and crushed in their skulls. I rushed out with a gun and he disappeared. Three days later he dropped straight out of a tree almost over my head and made for me. One of my boys was cleaning a spear, directly in the path of the gorilla. He tried to run the beast through, but it stopped long enough to break his neck and by that time I’d got a gun. The gorilla disappeared again. From that time on it haunted me. If one or two of my boys strayed from the camp, they didn’t come back. The beast has killed six of my best carriers and my gun bearer. And I never got a fair shot at it! I fired at it two weeks ago and I found blood where it had been, but no sign of the beast itself. Since then I’ve been left in peace.”
“The animal may have dropped the trail, or it may be dead,” I commented thoughtfully, “but I don’t blame you for wanting to be careful.”
“The thought of that huge ape perhaps lurking outside, perhaps about to drop down at any moment, with Alicia here,” said Arthur desperately, “it’s enough to drive a man insane. You know they carry off native women sometimes. We’ve got to protect Alicia. If it kills me, it doesn’t matter. Evan won’t believe it’s around. He’s going armed to humor me, but the beast is near; it’s somewhere about.”
I felt myself growing pale. A monstrous ape, lingering about the place with malignant intent, and Alicia laughing unconsciously inside the house, was enough to make me feel squeamish. I unconsciously tightened my grasp on my rifle. Alicia came out on the porch at that moment and beckoned to us.
“We’ll not mention this—yet,” said Arthur, as we went up.
I nodded. Alicia was all enthusiasm about the comforts Evan had managed to put into his house so far inland, and when we sat down to dinner, the bright silver and white tablecloth did give an effect of civilization. When one looked at the black faces of the servants who waited on us, and at the tattooing and nose rings that disfigured them, however, the illusion vanished at once.
I was a long time getting to sleep that night. The next morning would see me going on my way into the interior, and I would in all likelihood never see Alicia again. When I at last fell asleep, I was uneasy, and when I woke, it was in a strangely silent house. Evan Graham’s voice aroused me. He was calling me to get up. His ease of manner and absence of worry had vanished. Arthur, over his shoulder, looked even more apprehensive than before.
“Get up,” said Evan briefly. “The servants skipped out during the night. Your boys have gone, too. There’s juju business going on. And the oxen that pulled Alicia’s cart have been clubbed to death in their stalls.”
The servants had fled from the house. There was not another white man within a hundred and fifty miles. All about us were natives who might fear Evan Graham but certainly hated him, and somewhere in the woods, we had reason to believe, a monstrous ape lurked, awaiting an opportunity to wreak his bestial vengeance upon the slayer of his mate.
CHAPTER III
EVAN’S SORTIE.
We explored the house first and came upon a surprise. The native girl I had seen conducted to the house by the juju procession two months before crouched in one corner. She was too much frightened to give any coherent account of the other servants’ leaving.
They had simply gone, she said. No one had said anything to her, and she had been left behind. The oxen lay in their stalls, their heads beaten in with blows from a heavy iron bar that lay bent on the ground beside them. Even my own boys had vanished. That struck me most forcibly of all, because I had treated them well and had thought I could count on as much loyalty from them as any white man can expect from the average native.
Mboka’s defection really bothered me. I had believed well of him and was in a way genuinely fond of him. He had gone with the rest, though. The loads of the carriers lay in a huge pile. Small and precious possessions of my boys lay about them. That was perhaps the queerest part of the whole affair. In leaving secretly in the middle of the night, the servants had not stopped to steal, or even to take with them what was their own. They had apparently risen and stolen away in shivering fear.
We went back to the house from the servants’ quarters full of rather uneasy speculations. Juju was obviously at the bottom of whatever was happening, and there is no telling what may enter the head of a juju doctor. Passing through the rear rooms, Evan paused to order the solitary native girl to prepare food for us. We went on to find Alicia and Mrs. Braymore up and curious. They were on the front porch when they heard us, and Alicia came inside to smile at all of us and ask questions.
“Where are all the servants, Evan?” she demanded. “We had not a drop of water this morning. And what’s happened to the native village? On the way up here we saw lots of villages, but none of them were quite like yours.”
We looked down at the squalid huts of the village. Not a sign of life could be seen. Not one of the usually innumerable tiny fires of a native village was burning, and the single street was absolutely deserted.
“We’ll take a look at it,” said Arthur grimly. “I don’t like this business. Murray, you’ll come?”
I picked up my rifle and moved forward. As we walked across the clearing before the casa, Arthur turned to me.
“Don’t forget about that big ape, either. He’s probably waiting for a chance to drop out of a tree on top of us.”
It was a pleasant prospect. If we went down the cleared way toward the village, we would be perfect targets for bowmen or spear throwers from the bush on either side. If we went through the bush, we ran an amazingly good chance of running up against the gorilla. And the gorilla had learned cunning, too, and would not expose himself to a shot if he could help it. He would wait patiently until the chance came for him to rush upon us and crack our skulls together without our having time to raise a firearm, or else, until he could reach a hairy arm down and seize us—
I have seen iron bars bent and twisted by the hands of those big apes. A sudden thought came to me. The iron bar in the stables, with which the oxen had been clubbed to death!
We made our way cautiously down to the center of the cleared space, searching the bush on either side with our eyes, but affecting an unconcerned air in case hidden watchers saw us. We came to the village and strolled inside. It was absolutely deserted. Not one man, woman, or child remained within it. Their possessions were undisturbed, save that all their arms were gone, but cooking pots, carved stools, skin robes, ornaments, minor fetishes, children’s toys, everything else lay as it had last been used by its owners. Only a few native dogs skulked around the silent huts. There was not a single sign that gave a hint of the reason for the mysterious exodus of the natives.
“I’ve not been out here long,” said Arthur crisply, “but I’ve learned that when natives do inexplicable things, juju is at the bottom of it. What do you say?”
“I agree with you. I wish I could see some signs, though. I can read some juju palaver. But there isn’t a sign. No charms, no spoor whatever. We’ll go back to the house and talk it over with Evan.”
We started slowly back toward the house. I was walking on ahead, puzzling over the oddities of the situation and trying to piece together a meaning in it all when Arthur stopped short. His voice reached me, little more than a whisper.
“Murray,” he said sharply, “that pongo is trailing us.”
I listened, but could hear nothing. One would hardly expect a white man’s ears to detect a gorilla taking special pains to be quiet. Arthur seemed to hear something, however. He quietly raised his rifle. I followed the direction in which he was pointing, but could see nothing. He fired. A branch swayed slightly where his bullet had grazed it, but aside from that there was no sign.
“I didn’t see a thing,” I remarked.
Arthur shook his head. “It may be nerves,” he said quietly. “That damned beast has haunted me, but I think I saw it.”
We went on up to the house slowly. Just before we reached the porch Arthur looked at me pitifully.
“I heard it following us all the way,” he told me. The perspiration was standing out on his forehead. “It is there, and it is waiting for a chance to revenge itself on me. And the beast has learned cunning! We must look out for Alicia.”
I nodded. Evan was waiting for us.
“Find anything?” he called down. “What did you shoot at?”
“The gorilla,” said Arthur in a low tone. “It’s there and it’s determined. We’d better warn Alicia and Mrs. Braymore.”
Evan looked dubious. “Did Murray see it?”
I shook my head.
Evan frowned thoughtfully. “Arthur, old chap, it may be just nerves. The women have enough to worry them with the way the natives are acting, anyway. We’ll keep a sharp lookout, of course. I’m going to hunt up those natives, though.”
“They’re your natives,” I said, “but I question whether that’s a wise move. If it’s just native foolishness, they’ll come back. If not, they’re liable to be pretty—well, reckless.”
“They’re my natives,” said Evan angrily. “I don’t intend to humor them. I’ll throw a scare into them that will last them ten years. If I know anything of juju—”
“What?” I asked.
“They’ll never dare breathe without permission hereafter,” Evan said grimly.
He seemed to be in a cold fury. Remembering the abject fear in which his slaves seemed to be all the time, I wondered what he might have in store for them. I opened my mouth to protest against his trying to look for his natives, but stopped. That juju house at which my boys had hinted, concealed in some hidden clearing near the village, might hold a secret by which he controlled them. In any event, he knew his own natives best.
We went into the house and sat down to breakfast. We must have made a queer sight, sitting there before that spotless table, our clothing disheveled and hastily donned, our rifles leaning against our chairs. Neither Arthur nor myself could eat more than a little, but Evan’s appetite seemed undiminished. The native girl waited on us, the lurking panic in her eyes never very far from the surface. It seemed nearest when she looked at Evan.
I was most worried about my own boys. It was decidedly queer that they had deserted me, especially Mboka. He had been with me for all of a year, and I had really grown to trust him. He had gone with the others, though, and the very mystery of his disappearance seemed to add somewhat to the menace of the silence that surrounded us.
When I thought of it, however, it was no less odd that Evan’s overseers had vanished. From the nature of their position, they would be hated by the other and full-blooded natives, and it was singular in the extreme that they had gone with them.
Then I remembered a tale I had once heard, of a mystic voodoo worship that was spreading secretly over the whole of West Africa. The story ran that an attempt was being made to band all the natives possible together in this voodoo worship, and then at a given signal they were all to rise. The Indian Mutiny would be repeated. Every white man on the West Coast would be rushed by the nearest blacks, and the dominance of the white race made a thing of the past, in Africa any rate.
I felt cold at the thought that the attempt—which I had thought dead these many years—might have been secretly and insidiously winning converts all this time, and that all the blacks between us and the coast might be risen and only waiting for courage to attack us. We were the only whites in a hundred and fifty miles anyway, and if the strange behavior of the natives meant mischief, we were probably doomed as it was. It gave me a sickish feeling to think that the other might be true, though, that a second mutiny was in progress.
As if to confirm my belief, at just that moment, drums began to beat, far off in the bush. To the south of us they began their monotonous, rhythmic rumble. Boom, boom, boom, boom! Never a pause, never skipping a beat, never altering in the slightest the hypnotic muttering. We stopped eating and stared at each other. The drums throbbed on, sullenly, far, far away. Evan grew angry at the insolence of his slaves. I looked at Alicia and made a mental vow that my last cartridge should be saved for her. Arthur listened with an air of detachment, and then went on with his breakfast.
The first drums had been beating for perhaps fifteen minutes when, to the northeast, more drums took up the rhythmic pounding. Evan’s eyes narrowed. He went to a window and looked out. As he moved, he passed close to the native girl, and she shrank back fearfully. While he stared out across the clearing, a third set of drums began to beat—to the northwest, this time. We were ringed in.
Evan came to the table with a grim expression on his face. “The black fools!” he said furiously. “They dared not come to me! I’ll go to them and put a stop to this!”
“Evan!” exclaimed Alicia, frightened. “You’ll stay here with us!”
“This is no time for caution,” said Evan grimly. “If we leave them alone, they’ll hold a juju palaver until they’ve gathered nerve to rush us. I’ll walk in on their council, and we’ll see what happens.”
“I’ll go,” said Arthur, quickly sensing the psychology of the move Evan proposed to make. “I’d better go.”
“It would be suicide!” Alicia exclaimed again. “One white man among all those blacks. They could kill you in an instant.”
“That is precisely why they would be afraid to,” I interposed. “The mere fact that a white man dared walk into their palaver and order them about, would frighten them. No negro would dare do it, and they would not understand how a white man could. It’s quite possible that a sheer bluff may win out. Of course we’ve got to do something. I think I’d better go, though. My boys are in that crowd and they’re rather fond of me, I believe. I’ll have some of them halfway with me at the start.”
Evan shook his head. “Your boys are in that crowd,” he said curtly, “but the very fact that they’re fond of you will make them kill you that much quicker. You know natives. Now my natives hate me like poison, and there’s not one of them but would kill me like a shot if he dared. They’ll be afraid when I drop in on them. I’m the one to go and I’m going. Besides, I know the local dialect. You don’t. You’ll hear one set of drums stop in half an hour.”
He picked up his rifle and went out of the door. Alicia watched him leave, her face utterly pale.
“He’s going to his death!” she said in a whisper. “Stop him, oh, please stop him!”
“We’re all in just as much danger as he is, dear,” said Arthur tenderly. “He’s taking the one chance that may bring us out of this without fighting. He’ll go into the middle of that bunch of natives and by sheer nerve frighten them into doing as he says. If all three of us went, we’d be rushed on sight.”
Alicia’s lips trembled, and Arthur tried to comfort her. I went to the door and stood looking after Evan. It was illogical, but with all of us very probably facing death, and certainly a siege, I was struck with a pang of jealousy when I saw Arthur put his arms about Alicia’s shoulder to comfort her. Mrs. Braymore was white to the lips, but gamely tried to be casual and cheerful. She came and stood by me as I looked out of the door.
“Quite frankly,” she asked me quietly, “what are our chances?”
“I don’t know,” I told her gloomily. “We don’t even know what the natives are up to yet. Those drums do not sound well. They may mean anything and they may mean nothing.”
Mrs. Braymore looked at me searchingly. Any one could see that she was frightened, but she was doing her best not to show it.
“And if they mean—anything?”
“There is a Portuguese fort a hundred and fifty miles away,” I answered grimly. “They might send soldiers to lift the siege on us if they hear about it. I’m assuming we’ll be besieged. Things look that way. Evan must have treated his slaves worse than usual. Usually they simply run away. It’s not often they try anything of this kind. I don’t like the sound of those drums. That means organization and purpose. All I can say is that I hope Evan succeeds with the natives.”
Mrs. Braymore blanched a little more, but smiled as bravely as she could.
“Well,” she said quietly, “I know Alicia well enough to promise you that we’ll be as little of a drawback as possible. If you decide to try anything drastic, such as attempting to escape through the bush, we’ll do our best to keep up. And I think both of us are fairly good shots.”
“I’m hoping there’ll be no need for anything on that order,” I said with more respect than before in my tone. “We’ll try to stick it out here. My boys are loyal, I think, at least they’ve been loyal up to now, and even if we are besieged, one of them will probably take a message to the fort.”
I had little enough hope of that, Heaven knows, but I did not want Mrs. Braymore to worry more than was necessary. She seemed to realize that I was speaking more from my hopes than my beliefs, because she shrugged her shoulders.
“There’s really no need to soften things for me,” she said, “Alicia and I won’t—”
She stopped and caught her breath. A shot had sounded, off in the bush from the direction in which Evan had vanished. A second’s interval, and another shot. Then there was a horrid outcry, and a maniacal shrieking.
“The gorilla,” I snapped, and started down the steps with my rifle at full cock.
We heard a second outburst of the same beastlike sounds and a crashing in the bushes. I raised my rifle. A figure showed dimly through the bush. I fired vindictively. Evan stumbled and fell in the clearing, just out of the jungle!
CHAPTER IV
THE FIRST VICTIM.
In a second he was up again, and ran desperately until he reached my side. Blood was flowing down his cheeks from five deep scratches.
“The pongo,” he gasped. “Nearly did for me. Jumped me, but I got in two shots. Then he grabbed for me but I got away. Stumbled just as you fired. Damn lucky.”
I stood still, facing the menacing jungle, but not a sound came from it except the monotonous, rhythmic beating of the drums from three sides, where juju priests worked their followers into a frenzy of hatred against the white men. Evan went slowly up to the house, exhausted and shaken by his narrow escape from death.
We held a council immediately. The drums on every side of us meant evil brewing. So much was certain. For a white man to attempt to stop the juju councils would be perilous in the extreme, but it was our only chance. On the other hand, for one of us to get through the jungle to take that desperate chance meant eluding the watchfulness of the hate-mad gorilla, whose cunning was increasing.
“I don’t know how he got to me,” said Evan, still shaking from the unexpectedness of the whole affair. “I heard a snarl, and he was coming for me not ten paces away. Startled, I pulled the trigger without aiming, and he came on. I got my rifle halfway to my shoulder, when he reached me. One of his great, hairy paws grasped the muzzle as I fired the second time, while the other reached for my throat. When the rifle went off, he started back and burst out in his screaming. It must have burned or injured his paw. I turned and ran, but he had done this to me in the meantime.”
His coat was half torn from him, and the deep scratches on his cheek showed where the claws had just grazed his face.
“I don’t mind facing natives,” Evan admitted in conclusion, “but I’ll tell you frankly I don’t care to go through that jungle again while that beast is in it.”
The eternal menace of the drums came to our ears, borne to us through the open windows. Arthur began to pace up and down the room, cursing under his breath. Alicia bit her lip and tapped nervously on the floor with her foot. Mrs. Braymore carefully began to fold and refold her handkerchief. Quite suddenly, I noticed that it was falling into shreds beneath her fingers. Struggle as any of us would, our nerves were badly worn.
The strain grew worse during the day. There were two or three dogs about the place, and it was curious to see them puzzled over our abstraction. They kept alertly out of Evan’s way, but they were obviously disconcerted by the absence of the servants who usually attended to them, and they looked at us with perplexity in their eyes. They could get no attention from the solitary native girl who remained. She had withdrawn into panic-stricken silence, serving us when necessary, but spending most of her time in the room to which she had been assigned. We had ordered her to leave the servants’ quarters and stay in the house itself.
All the morning the drums beat rhythmically. During lunch they continued their hypnotic muttering. And all afternoon they kept on, kept on, until it seemed as if we would be crushed by their regular, pulselike, ominous rumbling. Far off in the bush, where we could never reach them, we knew juju councils were going on. Weirdly painted and tattooed witch doctors whirled in their mystic dances and inflamed the minds of the blacks against us.
Men beat upon the drums and yelled and yelled, closing their eyes and surrendering themselves to the ecstasy of the rhythm until they became all but unconscious of the words they reiterated. Slowly and surely the blacks were nerving themselves to lift their hands against their masters. Given time, a drum and a rhythmic phrase, a native can convince himself of anything simply by pounding on the drum and yelling over and over the phrase that contains the idea. He will luxuriate in the rhythm, he will hypnotize himself by the monotony of the drum beats. He will go into an ecstasy, simply yelling over and over the one phrase.
Dinner that night was a repetition of breakfast and lunch. We sat down to the table, our rifles by our sides, our movements jerky and uncertain from the strain of waiting for we knew not what. The dogs lay about on the floor, watching us anxiously. The single servant waited on us, her face dull with apathy, though flickers of panic lighted her eyes from time to time. And always we heard the drums beating far off in the bush. I caught myself sitting with a fork full of food in mid-air, listening to their sullenly menacing rumble.
Arthur, Evan, and myself divided the night into watches. I took the first, and waited tensely until after one o’clock. I heard nothing but the muffled drumming to the northeast, northwest, and south. The moon shone brightly down and made the clearing about the casa like a lake of molten silver. I heard the noises of insects—the loud-voiced African insects—and the cries of the night birds. I heard nothing else. The night was quiet and peaceful, save for the ceaseless throbbing of the drums all about.
Evan relieved me. He came out on the porch and lit a cigarette.
“That drumming gets monotonous.” He yawned. “I wish they’d come on and have the suspense over with.”
“If they come,” I remarked, “we’re done for.”
“Not necessarily. If we hold them off for a week and kill enough of them, they’ll get tired and go away.”
“That wouldn’t help us much. I hardly see how we could make a hundred and fifty miles through the bush with two women and no carriers.”
“We might try, anyway. Some of us would get through. You’ve heard nothing?”
“No,” I replied. “Just the drums.”
I went indoors and lay down to sleep. When I surrendered myself to the rhythm of the drumming, it put me quickly into a deep slumber. I knew what the sound meant, that naked savages yelled and danced themselves into a frenzy of hatred against us, but if one allowed it to become so, it was very soothing.
At one time I half started from my sleep. Some sound within the house aroused me, but a moment later I heard Evan’s footstep on the veranda and recognized the sound of his shoe soles on the flooring. He was humming a little tune to himself. I was reassured and slept again.
I heard when Arthur relieved Evan, too. Their voices came clearly in to me as they exchanged greetings.
“Nothing new?” asked Arthur nervously.
“No. I say, Arthur, the natives are taking a deuced long time to get worked up to the sticking point. I had them pretty thoroughly frightened. Perhaps they’ll hold a big palaver for several days, yell and dance themselves into exhaustion, and let it go at that. I’ve known such things to happen. Our primitive ancestors used to hold hee-hee councils and work off their surplus emotions in the same way. If this juju festival lasts two days more, I think it will peter out and wind up in a palm-wine debauch. Then they’ll come back and be good!”
“It’s the gorilla I’m worried most about just now,” said Arthur grimly. “The natives are men, and you can anticipate their moves, but there’s no telling what an animal will do, particularly a pongo.”
Evan laughed. “I had a start just now,” he said. “I heard a queer sound in Biheta’s room.” Biheta was the native girl. “She gave a queer gurgle. I didn’t know what was up, and I went and peered in the door. She was lying there quite still, evidently sound asleep. She must have had a nightmare, but it gave me the creeps for an instant.”
Arthur seemed to pick up his rifle.
“Well, I’m going indoors to get some beauty sleep,” said Evan with a yawn. “Cheer up, Arthur. There’s a damn good chance that the natives will just yell themselves hoarse and come peaceably back to work. As long as the drums stay at a distance, we’re all right. But wake all of us if they stop.”
He came into the house and went into his own room. I dozed off again. When I woke, it was well after daylight. Evan had stuck his head inside my door and was grinning cheerfully.
“Get up,” he ordered. “Breakfast will be ready in a minute or two.”
I rolled out of bed and heard him go to the rear of the house. He rasped out an order in the local dialect, but there was no reply. He spoke again, harshly. There was still no reply. I heard him fling open a door. Then he exclaimed aloud.
“Arthur! Murray! Come here!”
We went quickly, and into the room in which he was. It was the room assigned to the native girl. Evan was standing over her couch, looking grimly down at the figure lying there.
The dull features of the girl were twisted into an expression of the most horrible fear. It was appalling that such ultimate terror could show itself upon a human face. The eyes were wide and staring, the mouth was drawn back in a voiceless shriek of utter, despairing fright. The hands were clenched so that the nails bit into the flesh of the palms, and the head was oddly askew. The girl was dead.
Evan lifted up her shoulders and the head fell back.
“Neck broken,” he said laconically. “The gorilla!”
“Great Heaven!” said Arthur desperately, white as a sheet. “What next? How did he get in here? Alicia!” He ran from the room and called hoarsely.
Alicia’s voice answered instantly. “What’s the matter?”
“The native girl’s dead, killed by the gorilla during the night. Are you safe?”
Alicia appeared in person and proved it. She was pale, but composed.
“Where? What—?”
I lost the rest of her question. Evan and myself were searching for the gorilla’s means of ingress and exit. The flimsily screened window was intact. The door had been unlocked, but Evan remembered that he had found it closed and had closed it again after peering into the room during the night.
Was it possible that the monstrous animal possessed the cunning to unlatch the door gently before entering, and then the diabolical forethought to latch it again on leaving? It seemed impossible, but what other explanation was there?
“He’s been in the house,” said Evan grimly. “Where is he now?”
I went out and got one of the dogs. We brought it into the room and it sniffed at the dead body. Then we led it about the house. Once we thought it showed some excitement. It sniffed at the door of a room that was used as a storeroom.
With our rifles at the ready, we flung open the door. No sound came from within. The dog, bristling, walked slowly into the room. Cautiously, we followed. Boxes and bales were scattered all about, but there was no sign of the animal that had killed the native girl. The dog growled, and moved about, stiff-legged, but soon grew puzzled and sniffed perplexedly all over the place. He could find nothing.
We explored the room thoroughly, though with our hearts in our mouths. Three men and a gorilla in a small store room would be unpleasant for the men, armed though they might be. We could find no niche in which the beast might have hidden, nor any evidence of his presence. After a time the dog gave it up, and lay down on the floor with his tongue lolling out.
“Do you suppose it could be a black that killed her?” asked Arthur suddenly. “A native would have known about the latch. One of them might have crept into the house and killed the girl in punishment for her having stayed behind when the rest left.”
“If he did,” I remarked grimly, “it’s safe to say we’d better not touch any of the food he could have got at. Those voodoo poisons are deadly things, and you can bank on it he was prepared to use them.”
“Hardly likely,” said Evan.
“It must have been a native,” insisted Arthur anxiously. “No animal would have had the cunning to creep in, kill the poor girl silently, and then creep out again. It must have been one of the blacks.”
“Gorilla,” said Evan, shaking his head.
Arthur suddenly looked up.
“I’ve got it! We’ll take a photo of the girl’s eyes. I saw a cloudy form on the retina. I’ve got an insect camera in my luggage, and can make sure what it was that frightened her that last moment of her life.”
The expression on the girl’s face had been one of terrible fear. Whatever it was that had killed her, she had seen it before she died—seen and known it for a deadly and horrible thing.
“Try it,” I urged. “We can’t be sure otherwise. If it was a native, our food is poisoned for a certainty.”
Arthur went to his room and presently appeared with the queer camera. It was a long box, and evidently the lens was one of great focal length. It took Arthur a long time to adjust it properly. He proposed to take advantage of the fact that the eye of a dead person will retain for from twenty-four to forty-eight hours the impression of what it saw last while living. A great many people think that the shining image on the outer surface of the eye retains that picture, and wonder at it. As a matter of fact the picture is kept on the retina, in the inside of the eyeball. It is extremely difficult to photograph the retina without dissecting the eye, but it can be done—as Arthur proceeded to prove.
I went outside and searched around the house for possible footprints. After a preliminary search, I got Evan to help me. We could find no single sign of tracks leading toward or away from the house. There had been a heavy dew, and the top layer of the earth was dark and damp. Footprints would inevitably have been shown. When we had completed our search, we stared at each other. Whatever or whoever had killed the native girl must be still in the house. There were absolutely no signs of his having left.
We went inside. Beast or man, something had been in the house, moving quietly and undiscovered despite our watching. It had entered the room occupied by the native girl and had awakened her. She had seen it, and it had been a thing she recognized as frightful. Her horror-stricken face was proof of that. It had been cunning enough to latch the door of the room after the killing. That meant a native. On the other hand, it had broken the girl’s neck, a feat that would require incredible strength. That spoke of a monstrous animal. We heard Arthur shuffling about in his improvised dark room, and the clink of the dishes in which he had mixed his solutions.
How had the creature—man or beast—reached the house? How had it made its way silently through the rooms at midnight, with one of us awake and on guard? Could it be that one of the servants had remained, hidden in some secret place while the others had left, and now prowled about at night while the rest far off in the bush yelled and howled, drummed and danced, and gradually became ripe to attack us?
Arthur came out of his dark room with a glass plate in his hand. His face was pale.
“Look at this,” he said quietly. “If you’ll hold it so the light strikes it diagonally, you’ll see it in its proper lights and shades, instead of reversed.”
The plate was still wet, where he had just taken it from the fixing bath. We looked. We saw, running aimlessly here and there, curiously like the branches of a tree, little dark lines. Those were the blood vessels that nourished the eye. We gave no heed to them, however. The sight that made both Evan and myself gasp was the strange picture that we saw amid all those little blood vessels.
There, distorted and hideous, menacing and terrible, we saw the cause of the native girl’s death, and of her terror. We saw the head of a gorilla, with its horrible, discolored fangs protruding from blackened lips in a grimace of unspeakable ferocity.
CHAPTER V
AS BY MAGIC.
“And it’s in the house,” observed Evan grimly. “A full-grown beast will weigh three hundred pounds, and he’d leave plenty of sign when he walked. There are no tracks leading away from here. Murray and I looked.”
Arthur was ashen as he stared at us. I felt rather shaky myself. The thought of a creature like that in the same house, with Alicia exposed to its insane rage at any moment it might choose to emerge from its hiding place, was appalling.
The two ladies were in the large front room. I went in and remained with them, my rifle in my hand, while Arthur and Evan went over the house again. They had the dogs with them, and they went into every room and every corner, ready at any instant to face what is possibly the most terrible of all wild beasts at close quarters.
A full-grown gorilla has easily the strength of six or eight men, and in a confined space firearms would be almost useless. I heard the dogs pattering all through the house, sniffing eagerly everywhere they were taken, but finding nothing. Again they seemed excited at the door of the storeroom, and again they gave up the search after they had entered.
Arthur rejoined me and Alicia with discouragement on every feature.
“He isn’t here,” he said wearily, “and he is here. He was here and he wasn’t here. I don’t know where he is!”
Evan slumped into a chair, though it was noticeable that he kept his rifle in his hands. Through the window came the menacing rumble of the drums from all sides.
“I think,” said Alicia, with a ghastly attempt at a smile, “I think a fit of hysterics would be a relief.”
She looked as if she meant it. All of us looked thoroughly on edge. To have hostile drums beating all about you and to realize that a hundred and fifty miles of jungle lie between you and the nearest help is bad enough in itself. When you add to that the consciousness of having hidden in the same house with you a beast almost human in its cunning and fiendish in its hatred, with the face of the devil and the strength of seven men, hysterics seem excusable. She did not give way, however, though we all felt on the verge of hysteria from the strain.
That day was one of the most terrible I have ever spent. It was not that anything happened to make it terrible. The strain came from the fact that nothing happened. If the beast were hidden about the house, it did not show itself, but we did not hear a board creak or a curtain swish against the window without turning with a start, prepared to face anything and to fire vengefully into a hideous, furry form.
The bush outside the casa seemed to take on a threatening aspect. The house was built on a small elevation and we looked for miles over the tops of trees, broken here and there by gaps which meant the existence of clearings and open fields. The treetops were dancing from the heat. The sun beat down with fierce intensity. Blasts of hot, humid wind blew upon us and scorched us, but we paid no attention. And always, from the mysterious, unknown and unknowable bush all around us, drums beat and beat and beat tirelessly and ominously.
When one of us went back to get food for the rest, he went with an automatic held ready in his hand, and the other two were prepared at any instant to hear a shot or the snarl that would mean the reappearance of the gorilla. We were doubly besieged, by the natives without and by the gorilla within. For fear of the natives in the bush, we kept to the house. For fear of the gorilla in the house, we kept to the one room.
Toward evening insensibly we relaxed. No one could keep to such an intensity of attention as we had maintained during the day. We ate a sketchy meal at nightfall and dragged two cots into one of the rooms adjoining the large front one in which we had stayed all day. We explored the room thoroughly, and Alicia and Mrs. Braymore went in to lie down.
None of us thought of taking off our clothes. We three men prepared for a night-long vigil. One of us would keep thoroughly awake, and the other two would snatch such sleep as they could.
Long hours passed. We felt sure that some time during the night the beast would make his appearance. I sat alertly by a window, a dog at my feet, listening to the night sounds outside and the ceaseless drumming that meant the juju councils were debating whether the blacks were sufficiently worked up to attempt an attack.
Arthur and Evan reclined in their chairs and tried to doze, but there was little rest for any of us. We could think of nothing but the animal we felt sure would make some attempt upon us during the night.
At one o’clock Evan took my place by the window with the dog at his feet. I sat in one of the easier chairs and tried to relax, but it was impossible. I was suddenly conscious of the overpowering heat and humidity. I was bathed in perspiration.
“I’ve got to have a drink,” I said abruptly. “I need it.”
Arthur looked up wearily.
“We all need a drink,” he said. “It’s in the back of the house, isn’t it?”
We looked at each other uncertainly.
“I’ll go,” said Arthur quietly.
I interposed. “We’ll both go. Here, in the light, Evan can see to shoot if necessary. We’ll use a flash lamp.”
It was curious that neither of us cared to walk through three rooms and a hallway inside a house we had been in for days. That animal had fretted our nerves badly.
Slowly and cautiously we made our way through the dark rooms, searching before us with the flash light. I can’t speak for Arthur, but my breath was coming quickly, and I heartily regretted having expressed a wish for a drink. I would not back out now, though.
We went cautiously and slowly out to the rear of the house. I was in the act of reaching for the siphon of seltzer when we heard the dog scream in pain and a shout from Evan. We rushed madly for the front, our hearts in our mouths, and cursing our absence at such a critical time. When we burst into the room, Evan was dashing out on the veranda, and Alicia was in the act of emerging from the room into which she and Mrs. Braymore had retired. Alicia had an automatic in her hand and, though her face was full of dread, she was evidently prepared to face anything.
Arthur and myself were quickly by Evan’s side and found him staring about the darkness, his rifle half raised.
“What is it?” Arthur demanded quickly.
Evan’s breath was coming in gasps. “I heard you two moving,” he said sharply, as one whose nerves are strained to the breaking point. “I heard a noise from your direction. I turned to look at the door and caught a movement at the window by my side. I jerked back and the dog screamed. A long, hairy arm had reached in the window and seized him. He was drawn through the window before I could lift my rifle, and the arm vanished. It’s the gorilla!”
We listened, but the house was still. A faint moan came from the courtyard, and I flashed the lamp down. The dog, flung bodily from the porch, stirred feebly and stiffened. Its neck was broken. There on the shadowed veranda, with the bright African moon shining pitilessly down upon the hot, dank, fevered earth, the three of us swore nervously while we stood with our rifles pointing in as many directions, hoping, even praying for that monstrous ape to rush upon us.
“He must have gone somewhere!” said Arthur despairingly. “Where did the beast go?”
“Into the house, no,” said Evan crisply. “Under the house, perhaps. The roof, perhaps. We’ll see.”
My legs crawled as I descended the stairs to the ground. The house was raised from the ground on piles, and I could look clear underneath it. The moon was shining down whitely, and I saw the pillars silhouetted against the brightness on the other side. Half a dozen steps convinced me that the animal was not beneath. It would have shown as a dark outline. I tried to see up, over the roof, but could not. The roof slanted just a little and I could not see the center. The house being on an elevation, moreover, prevented me from backing off and getting a clear view of the top. I called up to the other two on the porch.
“He’s not under the house, but I can’t see the roof. He must be there.”
The tree trunks of the forest all about us echoed my words strangely. I could see dim white blurs where the faces of the two brothers showed their position. One of them moved oddly, and in a moment I saw that Evan was swinging himself up the pillar before him. He grasped the edge of the roof and drew himself up. In a second he dropped down again. He spoke quietly enough to Arthur, but I heard his voice.
“He’s there, squatting on the ridge pole. Lord! What a monster he is!”
“We must get the women out of the house,” said Arthur sharply. “He may tear up the roof and come inside. Alicia!”
She had heard and came quickly out, Mrs. Braymore following her. We built a small fire to keep insects away from them, and sat them on chairs while we patroled the area about the house. The drums still beat on all sides of us, but they had been relegated to a minor position now. We subconsciously counted on their remaining a potential menace only, until they stopped or drew nearer. The moon made the whole world bright and shining. We could see clearly and distinctly. Nothing the size of a rabbit could escape across that stretch of sward without our observing it.
Alicia and Mrs. Braymore watched the fringe of jungle while we posted ourselves so that not even a cat could escape from the house without being seen. I leaned on my rifle near the two ladies, my eyes fixed on the edge of the roof, straining to catch a glimpse of the beast that squatted up there. When I thought of it, it seemed stupid of us not to have suspected that as a hiding place before. True, it was in clear view of the sky, but a beast cunning enough to creep about the casa at midnight as he had done, might possess the intelligence to reason that there was the ideal hiding place for him.
“Do you think there is any real danger from the natives?” Alicia inquired hesitatingly.
“When natives do inexplicable things, it is usually juju,” I said grimly. “And where there is juju there is usually danger. There is one thing that can be said, though. While a native is making a noise, he is rarely dangerous in bulk. As Evan pointed out, they may simply exhaust themselves in yelling and dancing. I do not think it would be wise to count on that, however.”
“Wouldn’t it be the wisest thing to do, to simply try to make our way secretly through the jungle to the nearest fort?”
“It would be impossible,” I told her frankly. “You don’t know African undergrowth. We might make four or five miles a day, with luck. And at any moment in the twenty-four the natives might trail us. We’d have to make a new trail, or use the native ones. Making a new trail, we’d be followed and probably speared, besides the fact that our animal friend would be haunting the treetops overhead, waiting for a moment when one of us would be off our guard.”
Alicia shuddered. “But would you three try that if we weren’t here?” she insisted.
“I think we’d wade into one of those juju councils,” I remarked vindictively. “I know I’d gladly join such a party. We’d probably appear as suddenly as we could and start shooting. We might stampede them, and a show of boldness would be our best play in any event. Of course, if they rushed us, we’d be out of luck.”
“You mean—?”
“There would be four or five hundred of them, and we might get ten or perhaps fifteen apiece. They’d overwhelm us if they tried, but the psychology would probably make us win out. The fact that we were hunting them, instead of their hunting us, would frighten them.”
“Couldn’t you do that now?”
I shook my head. “Not with our friend the gorilla about. And we wouldn’t expose you two to the possibility of our failing. There’d be nothing left for you but your own pistols.”
Alicia relapsed into silence. I saw her brow knitted as she tried desperately to work out some plan by which we might fight the incredible circumstances in which we found ourselves. Overhead, the broad moon sailed serenely across the sky, shedding its rays impartially down upon us, upon the shaggy, beastly ape squatting like some demoniacal creature upon the ridgepole of the roof, and upon yelling, capering blacks about the great fires they would have lit for their juju ceremonies.
Behind us, the busy, secretive life of the bush went on—all the feedings and drinkings and matings and killings, all the comedies and all the tragedies of the jungle. Things went on, sublimely indifferent to our petty frights and fancies. The jungle attended to its business, ignoring alike our strained attitudes as we sat in the moonlight and waited for the sun to rise that we might slay a malignant ape, and the yelling of self-hypnotism of the blacks as they danced about their juju fires, working themselves into a frenzy of hatred against the white man.
At last the moon dipped down toward the west, and the stars that had watched our vigil in mild, blinking surprise grew pale at the signs of dawn. The sky grew gray, then white. A high pallid veil hid the deep-blue arch of the night, and turned slowly to golden yellow as the sun rolled up.
The mist curled aloft from the treetops as the first rays of the morning swept across the land. We became aware that we had been cold and that we now were warm. We waited eagerly until we should see the roof of the casa, and be able to pick off with our rifles the beast that lurked there.
Morning had barely come when Evan clambered cautiously to the roof of the servants’ quarters behind the house itself. We had left several of the dogs shut up in the house during the night. We knew that if the beast came down into the place, they would make an outcry before all were killed, at least. They had made no sound, but now one or two of them came out on the veranda, wagging their tails amiably.
Evan clambered to the roof of the servants’ quarters, and Arthur passed up his rifle. Evan stood erect and raised the weapon. Then he stopped. From the ground, we saw him looking blankly at the roof of the house. From where he stood, he could see it clearly. His expression was at once amazed and apprehensive.
The beast had not left the house, or we would have seen it. It had not crossed the clearing. It had not entered the house, because the dogs were unalarmed. It had not in any discoverable fashion escaped from its position astride the ridge pole, but Evan told us and we immediately verified the fact that it was no longer on the roof. It had not escaped to the jungle. It had not secreted itself in the house; yet the monstrous ape had vanished!
CHAPTER VI
THE FORM THAT CREPT.
Again we searched the house from top to bottom. Again we led the dogs into every nook and cranny. Again they sniffed anxiously in the storeroom, but gave up the quest after a moment or so. In our search of the greater part of the house the dogs had seemed more bored than anything else. We had led them to the dog that had been killed, before attempting to enter the house, and they smelled at his neck cautiously and drew back with low growls. If the gorilla had been in the house, they would surely have scented him and warned us. The only time they gave any indication at all of interest, far less of excitement, was when they sniffed at the storeroom door. Once inside, they moved about aimlessly.
We debated our next move. The gorilla simply could not be in the house. With his ferocity, he would surely have made a move to attack one or another of us during our searchings. At last Arthur found a sign that reassured us as to his absence without lessening in the least the mystery of his means of escape. Something had led him to scout around the edge of the clearing surrounding the house. He straightened up with a shout.
“Look here!”
We ran to him and looked where he pointed. There, on the earth, just beneath the overhanging limb of the first of the jungle trees, were the prints of strangely handlike toes.
“Here’s where he jumped for the lowest limb there,” said Evan excitedly. “See?”
Directly above us a heavy limb spread out from the trunk of the tree. Evidently the gorilla had leaped from that spot. How he had run across the moonlit lawn under our very eyes remained inexplicable. Thinking back, however, I remembered that once or twice wisps of infrequent cloud had temporarily obscured the moon. Could he have seized one of those moments of darkness? It seemed impossible, but there was no other explanation that could be made.
Somewhat reassured, we entered the house again. One of us stayed out on the veranda, however, and watched to make sure the beast would attempt no daring daylight rush on our stronghold. We planned to tether several of the dogs that night to the piles which raised the house from the ground.
Evan was on the porch. He peered in at the window suddenly.
“I’m going to take a look in the servants’ quarters,” he said abruptly. “It’s just occurred to me that the beast may have hidden in there and made his break for the jungle from there. That would shorten the run he would have to make.”
He moved away. I went back and tried to help Alicia prepare some food for us all. We had had nothing since the night before and all were ravenous. Arthur was sitting in the big front room, his head buried in his hands, his rifle leaning on the arm of his chair. I put my rifle against the wall and began to open the tins of preserved food, while Alicia donned an apron and with a quaintly housewifely air lighted a spirit lamp and heated water for our tea. Mrs. Braymore was gravely tasting the tinned butter and making a wry face. It is poor stuff until you get used to it.
As I worked, I watched Alicia appreciatively, and far back in my mind a little germ of hope sprang up. It suddenly occurred to me that she had never shown that intense affection for Arthur one expects a woman to show for the man she is going to marry. She appeared fond enough of him, but she seemed nearly as fond of Evan. I remembered what I had been told, that the three of them had been raised together as children so they were little less than brothers and sister.
That was Alicia’s attitude. She treated Arthur as an elder brother of whom she was immensely fond, but she did not treat him as a lover. It was queer that, with drums beating rhythmically night and day in the bush all around us, and in momentary danger from a monstrous gorilla, I should stop and think of romance and the peculiarly trivial shades of affection Alicia might show.
She turned and smiled at me just then.
“You look like a sword,” she said mischievously, “a sword beaten into a can opener.”
Mrs. Braymore joined in her smile. I suppose I must have looked rather queer. A heavy cartridge belt was slung about my waist, and two dull-metal automatics were stuck rakishly into it. I had not shaved for three days. Every moment was too full of suspense to allow for thinking of such minor things as shaving.
“Well,” I remarked amiably, “since it looks as if our friends in the bush are going to do as Evan has suggested and yell themselves into exhaustion without bothering us, and I shall soon revert to peaceable pursuits, that doesn’t matter. A sword is only useful on occasion, but a can opener links us with civilization.”
“It would seem odd,” said Alicia, “to have some one bring one’s mail in the morning, or to use a telephone.”
“There’s a mail once in two weeks at Ticao,” I said, “but it’s four weeks from England usually and often six.”
Mrs. Braymore joined in the conversation. “I should like to receive an invitation to tea,” she said wistfully. “I should like to go somewhere to tea and have people talk interestedly of poetry, and the approaching marriage of somebody’s daughter, and what the curate said about the possibility of repairing the parish house.”
We all laughed at the idea. I set down one of the tins of potted meat and reached for another.
“For myself—” I began and stopped short, every muscle tense.
On the veranda outside the house I had heard a sound, the creaking of a board as a heavy weight was put cautiously upon it. There was something infinitely furtive in the sound. I listened and heard nothing more, but was oppressed by a sense of danger. The sound had come from the front of the house. I drew an automatic from my belt and silently passed it to Alicia. She had heard nothing, but my expression warned her and she took it quickly. Mrs. Braymore took the other. I picked up my rifle from the side wall and tiptoed through the house toward the front. I heard an almost unbelievable slight sound again from the porch. The door into the front room was standing open. I slipped silently up to the threshold.
Arthur had heard. He was still sitting in the chair, but he was alert and ready. His eyes were fixed on the window some fifteen feet from him, and he was slowly and carefully bringing his rifle to bear. The sun was shining from without and struck upon the curtains that hung inside. Evan had made his house ready for the visitors he expected, and every window was curtained.
There was a moment of breath-taking suspense. Arthur, still seated lest the sound of his rising alarm whoever or whatever was outside, was bringing his rifle to his shoulder. I slipped into the room and came to his side, my own rifle ready. Our eyes were fixed upon the window. Then the slanting rays of the sun flung a shadow upon the curtain. The thing was not yet before the window, but its shadow moved on before it because of the position of the rising sun. We saw, cast in perfect clearness upon the flimsy cloth, the silhouette of the head of the gorilla! Its small ears lay back, its jaw protruded in that fearful ferocity of the anthropoid tribe, and we saw it peering from right to left in suspicious cunning. I held my breath, waiting for the moment when we could fire.
The head turned sharply, and I thought I saw the nostrils quivering. Then, abruptly, it vanished, and a dog burst into frantic barking and hysterical yelping on the veranda. Another instant and the dog screamed in terror. There was a crash against the wall of the house, and the yelping became a moan.
Arthur and I had dashed for the door and now rushed down the veranda with hearts thumping madly. One of the dogs was writhing in agony on the floor. It had been flung against the house with terrific force and now lay with broken ribs and backbone, dying. The gorilla had vanished.
Evan appeared with his rifle ready, out of breath. “What’s up?” he demanded. “The beast again?”
Arthur swore hysterically. “The damned beast is here!” he cried. “It’s here! It’s hiding somewhere about!”
We were all thoroughly reckless by now. We went after the huge ape with the temerity that would have made the blood of any of us run cold in a sober moment. We penetrated every corner of the house. We went over every bit of the grounds. We clambered upon the roof and searched there in foolhardy indifference to the danger we might be in if we only located the animal.
“I think it was hiding in the servants’ quarters,” said Evan grimly. “I saw signs of its having been there. It must have grown shy when I explored the place and it probably slipped off toward the house to escape me. I don’t see why it didn’t make for the woods, though.”
None of us understood, but we went about our search as before. We found absolutely nothing. At last we stopped and stared at one another.
“We would have killed it in another moment,” said Arthur despairingly, “but the dog saw it and yelped. Then it ran.”
“Could it have made the woods before we got outside?”
“Heaven only knows,” said Arthur wearily. “I begin to believe the natives have bewitched the thing to kill us all.”
“How many dogs have we left?” asked Evan suddenly.
There were four or five of Evan’s animals, and one or two of the village dogs had begun to lurk about the house in hopes of food. There was none left for them in the deserted village.
“We’ll tie up the dogs,” said Evan. “We’ll fasten one on the veranda at the front, and another in the rear of the house. We’ll put two on the ground below, tethered to the piles, and spread the others in the rooms here. Then the beast will have to kill them before it can get at as, and we’ll have some warning.”
We began to improvise collars for the native dogs and scattered the others about as Evan had suggested. When we had finished, as far as we could see there was absolutely no way for the gorilla to emerge from his hiding place—if he were hiding in the house—without being instantly detected by a dog. Certainly, he could not reach the house from the bush without discovery and an alarm being given.
With a dog in every room, dogs on the veranda, and others underneath the building, we should have felt safe, but did not. There was something uncanny in the appearances and disappearances of the monstrous ape that left us apprehensive even when we had taken every possible precaution to provide for its instant discovery if it made another attempt to reach us.
The pertinacity of the beast was appalling. To think of a colossal anthropoid with the cunning of the devil himself, the strength of seven men, and all the malignant hatred that possessed this one, to think of such an animal lurking about seeking an opportunity to wreak vengeance on one of our number was horrible. And it would not stop with one of us if more than one were within its reach. Once in a killing rage, a gorilla goes mad with blood lust. It would tear and rend, would crush and utterly destroy.
We were white and nervous from the strain long before. Now we went about with something akin to hysteria just beneath the surface. There was nothing we could do! We had to wait for the beast to reappear, knowing that when it did, its coming would be cautious and cunning, its patience infinite, its strength colossal and its hatred fiendish. Any or all of us might expect at any instant to be gripped by a hairy arm of incredible power, to see the bestial face of that demoniacal animal grimacing at us in utter malignance. And we had before us the picture of the vision that would confront us in such a case. The picture taken from the native girl’s retina was warning. Little, evil eyes glittering fiercely, flat, horrible nose above a terrible mouth parted in insane rage, and discolored fangs showing above the blackened lips.
Action of any sort would have been a relief. We went through the morning, making desperate efforts to stave off hysteria, and aware that at any moment one of us might crack beneath the strain.
Noon came. We ate mechanically. Evan was standing up better than any of the rest of us. Alicia was quiet and still. Her eyes alone showed the tension she felt. We were all keyed up to an almost unbearable pitch. Queerly enough, in our absorption in the threat of the gorilla, we had almost forgotten the drums that resounded on every side of us from the bush. It was Mrs. Braymore who called our attention to them.
“I wonder what’s the matter with the drums?” she said wearily. “I’ve been noticing them for the last ten minutes.”
We listened. The monotonous rhythm was still going on, rolling through the hot midday air in muffled waves of sound. The drums seemed louder than they had been.
“They’re beating more rapidly,” Evan remarked in a puzzled tone. “They were going along slowly. Now they’re quite fast.”
Only one of the drums had quickened its beat, however. The others thumped on monotonously. About four o’clock in the afternoon—allowing the length of time necessary for a runner to get from the first village to another—a second began to beat more furiously, and shortly after dark, the third joined in the trilogy. Our dogs were moving restlessly about, chafing because of being tied. We all were increasingly anxious, but this new danger had, strangely enough, the effect of steadying us.
We waited a long time, and at last the two women lay down to try to rest. Through the moonlight night the drums rolled and rumbled. Standing out on the veranda with my rifle in my hands, I listened intently. I saw with some disquiet that the night threatened to become cloudy, but hoped that the dogs would give warning of any danger that might impend. For an hour I stood there, looking and listening. There was no mistaking the new note of the drums. They meant resolution, renewed activity. Faintly, beneath their muttering, I caught a high, sustained ululation. The yelling of the natives had not been audible before. Evidently they were in perfect frenzy. That meant that an attack was imminent.
Arthur came out on the veranda beside me. He listened as I was listening.
“They’ll attempt to rush us in the morning, I suppose,” he remarked grimly. “They’ll hardly try it before dawn, though. Blacks don’t like the nighttime.”
One of the dogs tied to a pile below the house growled softly. The dog on the veranda echoed the growl. I glanced at him quickly. He had risen and was standing tense, looking toward the edge of the bush. He growled again.
At just this moment, one of the little wisps of cloud overshadowed the moon and left the courtyard in darkness. I moved quietly over beside the dog and felt the hairs on his neck bristling. Finding him staring steadfastly in one direction, I strained my eyes trying to pierce the darkness. The cloud thinned a trifle and objects were dimly visible. I saw a shape coming slowly and cautiously toward the house, a shape that moved hesitatingly and furtively.
Arthur exclaimed softly. “Murray, it’s the gorilla!”
The figure was hunched up and apelike. It moved awkwardly toward us. The cloud thinned still more and we could distinguish its location clearly, though it was still impossible for us to see distinctly.
“For the body,” Arthur whispered.
We raised our rifles together and aimed carefully. Arthur’s rifle flashed, and mine an instant later. We heard a choking, beastlike cry, and the figure toppled and fell.
CHAPTER VII
A STRANGE ALLY.
Evan rushed out from the interior of the house, rifle in hand.
“What’s up? The natives?”
“We’ve got the gorilla, I think,” said Arthur quietly.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a flash light. The three of us started down the steps and approached the fallen figure cautiously. As we drew near, we could hear it moaning. The moans were curiously human. I glanced up at the sky. The last wisp of the cloud was just passing before the face of the moon, and when I looked down again, the figure was outlined in the pitiless glare of the moonlight.
Evan uttered an exclamation. The moaning figure was not that of the gorilla. It was a man, a black man, in the monkey skin of a juju priest, with all the amulets and charms of his calling strung about him. Evan started forward and shot out a string of questions in the local dialect. I could not catch a word, but Evan’s voice was stern and angry. The moaning witch doctor spoke feebly, his voice growing weaker and weaker, and his words interrupted by gasps of pain. At last he choked and coughed weakly and was still.
Evan turned to us in a towering passion.
“Those damned natives are going to try to rush us at dawn! The witch doctor came to put a spell on us so they’d succeed. Oh, when I get at the black animals—”
He burst out into a string of profanity. The slave owner in him had come uppermost, and the news that his blacks were going to attack us aroused his anger at their presumption more than his fear that they might succeed. He stirred the dead figure with his foot.
“They dare to threaten me!” he rasped. “I’ll shoot one man in every four of them! I’ll whip the rest until they can’t stand. I’ll—”
My old dislike of the man returned, I could not doubt his courage, but I had never been particularly fond of the servaçal system and had their effort not imperiled the lives of the four of us, I would have had the best of wishes for the natives in their attempt to liberate themselves.
“We’d better decide how we’re going to stand them off before we decide how we’re going to punish them,” I remarked. “There are three of us. There are at least six hundred of them.”
Arthur suddenly turned with a start.
“Alicia’s in the casa,” he said sharply, “and the beast may come back.”
He started for the house on a run. We heard his voice as he called to Alicia and heard her answer. Evan and I followed more slowly, discussing methods of protecting ourselves against the coming attack.
“There’s one thing,” I observed thoughtfully, “with the bush about the clearing full of natives, the gorilla will either keep a safe distance away—as is most likely—or else will have to fight his way through to get to us.”
“Perhaps,” said Evan gloomily, his voice still full of anger toward the blacks. “We’ll worry about him when we have to. The important thing is the siege we’ll have to stand. If we can stop the first rush, I think we’ll be all right.”
“We’re all right for ammunition?” I asked.
He nodded. “I could outfit a small army from my gun chest and I’ve ammunition to last a year.”
We mounted the steps of the casa.
Alicia greeted us with a white face. “I can shoot,” she told us both bravely, “and I shan’t mind shooting at these people.”
“You shall shoot,” said Evan grimly, “if they get a foothold in the house. Otherwise there’s no need. You know enough not to be taken alive.”
“I know,” said Alicia quietly.
The last I saw of her for an hour or more, she was going through Evan’s assortment of firearms, picking out a light rifle for her own use and another for Mrs. Braymore. She already had a small-caliber automatic pistol hidden in her bosom.
For an hour or more we worked, moving the bundles Evan pointed out in the storeroom to form a breastwork behind which the women would be safe from stray shots. We tore up a section or so of flooring, too, so we could fire down in case any of the blacks found a refuge from our weapons beneath the house. Bars nailed across the openings at once provided us with assurance that they could not climb up, and that we would not accidentally fall through. We brought supplies of food and water where they would be close at hand.
For close quarters, we were depending on repeating shotguns loaded with buckshot. Three of us with those weapons should be able to stop almost any number of blacks. These lay close beside us. We had our rifles and our pistols in addition.
The drums were beating madly now. The high-pitched ululation that was the blended note of all the frantic yelling came clearly to our ears. When we had finished our preparations I went outside to listen. I instantly realized that the drums were nearer, much nearer. The dogs were excited and restless.
“We’d better get the dogs up from the ground,” I suggested. “They’ll only be killed.”
Evan went silently down and unleashed them. They were growling and bristling, particularly those near the back. They seemed to realize the imminence of danger.
I looked at my watch. It lacked two hours of dawn. The drums were growing louder and louder, and the yelling more distinct and defiant. From three sides the drums closed in on us, and from three sides choruses of high-pitched yells informed us of the hatred of the blacks for their masters. Evan interpreted as he caught some of the words.
“They say the juju has declared we are to be killed,” he announced with a faint smile. “We are to be slaughtered and our flesh boiled down until the fat can be collected, when it will be used to light fires. Pigs will feed upon us, and our bones will be scattered among the juju priests of a thousand villages to tell them to rise and slay all white men.”
The drums came up to the very edge of the clearing, and their thunderous voices boomed with a full-throated bellow across the open space in a deafening volume of sound. In the moonlight, we became conscious of darker bodies moving among the bush. Evan sighted from an open window and with compressed lips fired. There was a mocking yell.
“They say our guns have been bewitched so we cannot harm them,” he informed us a second later. “Give me a shotgun.”
The load of buckshot gave better results. Two or three shrieks of pain announced its arrival. Then the drums boomed forth more loudly. Evan fired again and again. There was a yell of rage at the third shot, when the resonant voice of the huge drum became muted and a mere shadow of itself.
“I was trying for the drum,” he remarked. “They were brought from a thousand miles inland, and there’s no way to tell what price was paid for that one.”
The two other drums hastily shifted their positions, and recommenced their devil’s tattoo. Emboldened by the fury of sound, one or two of the more daring spirits ventured to advance a little way out in the clearing to howl maledictions upon us.
Arthur’s rifle cracked spitefully, and mine followed. Two bold spirits ceased to yell.
From time to time, as we saw an opportunity and a target in the moonlight, we shot vengefully into the bush, and several times cries of different timbre from the hysterical yelling of the blacks followed our shots. Once or twice, too, I had that curious feeling of certitude that follows some shots, when one is confident he has hit his mark, though no cry came to assure me.
Evan fired again and again with his heavy shotgun, almost every deep explosion being followed by a cry. The range was hardly more than a hundred yards, and the buckshot carried that distance easily. Spreading as it did, it had a daunting effect.
Our object in taking the initiative was solely that of dampening the blacks’ enthusiasm. Allowed to cheer themselves with yells, they would make a rush that would be formidable in the extreme, but if we began to inflict losses before their attack began, the edge of their determination would be taken off. They would no longer believe in the efficacy of their juju to compass our destruction, and we would have a fraction of that psychological superiority that the white man must possess in order to handle natives, the complete possession of which enables a single fever-ridden white man to cow and rule ten thousand blacks.
Evan made a tour of the house, to make sure that the natives were equally reluctant to advance on all sides. We heard him fire twice back there, and painful yells followed each shot. He rejoined us.
“I’m going to take the rear,” he said briefly. “They’re in the bush all around. I’ll hold them off easily. They’ll make their main rush from this side, so you two stay together.”
Arthur’s answer was a deliberate squeeze of his trigger. A yell followed.
“At a hundred yards,” he commented, looking up, “one can make good practice in moonlight like this.”
“Dawn soon,” said Evan and went once more to the rear. We heard him settling himself for the rush that we expected.
So far, there had been nothing but yells from the natives. We knew they had some firearms, but ammunition is very valuable in the bush. Natives are never supposed to have arms of precision, and when they possess modern rifles, they have to keep them concealed lest they be taken away by the Portuguese; but now and then a black boy will make off with a rifle and a store of shells, and there are other sources of supply.
At that, though, rifles and ammunition are immensely valuable back in the hill country. Up beyond the Hungry Country, I have known slaves to be sold for three rifle cartridges apiece. In fact, my boy Mboka—now run off in the bush with the rest of them—had cost me exactly six .30-.30 shells. I had found him the slave of a portly Kuloga chieftain who was about to sell him to a half-caste Arab for export to the Sudan.
I had wondered why the house servants did not clean out the gun chest when they ran away in the middle of the night, but thanked my luck that they failed to do so. Half a dozen rifles in the hands of the blacks would have made matters awkward for us at close quarters. Off in the bush we could have disregarded them, as the native custom is to fill the barrel with slugs and fire from the hip. Anything like accuracy is impossible to them, of course.
When the sky began to pale toward the east, however, they opened up. No less than six firearms began to bellow at us, from an ancient fowling piece of who knows what ancient lineage to a modern smokeless-powder magazine rifle. The slugs and bullets tore through the flimsy walls of the house, or else imbedded themselves with a thud in one of the posts that supported the roof. Arthur and myself began to concentrate upon those weapons. The black-powder arms showed their position at every fire in the now growing dawnlight, and we fired vengefully at the puffs of smoke.
The sky was growing lighter now. The stars above us were paling and winking feebly in an attempt to outshine the sun. The first dim grayness became nearly white. The east turned from pallid luminosity to rich rose and then to gold. The gold, in its turn, faded to yellow, and the first rays of the sun struck the tips of the highest trees about the clearing. The drumming became fast and furious. The fires of the guns in the bush ceased for a moment, and wild yelling began. We heard Evan firing occasionally from the rear of the house. Now his shots came more rapidly.
With a hideous yell, the fringe of bush about the casa erupted black figures. Ancient spears, knobbed and gnarled war clubs, fiercely pointed arrows, and occasional rusted and long-cherished firearms armed the motley throng that ran yelling toward us.
Arthur dropped his rifle and took up the repeating shotgun by his side. I took my stand at a window and opened on the advancing mob. In such a mass it was impossible to miss, and the buckshot was deadly. If we had had sawed-off shotguns, the loads would have spread more and inflicted more damage, but as it was we had merely to pull the triggers to see one or more figures crumple or spin half around and fall. In their state of frenzy, that did not stop the blacks.
Evan’s gun was booming from the rear of the house. Arthur’s spoke with a shattering roar. My own barked angrily. The drums in the bush were pounding in a mad rhythm that made the universe a place of unbearable sound. The yells, the shots, the cries, and the thunderous drumming created an uproar in which I loaded my weapon and emptied it with a sense of curious detachment. Alicia and Mrs. Braymore were behind the breastwork we had made for them. I cannot speak for Mrs. Braymore, but I glanced once at Alicia and saw her grimly holding her light rifle in readiness.
The blacks came on. The losses we inflicted went unnoticed. They swarmed up the rise on which the house was built. We took heavy toll of them, but from sheer weight of numbers their casualties seemed insignificant. Their yells were deafening as they swept up the last twenty yards. I emptied my shotgun and began to use my two automatics.
A mass of black humanity flowed up the steps, though a gap in the stream widened for a moment as Arthur poured the last shells from his shotgun into them. They clambered the pillars that supported the veranda and made for the windows.
At that distance, barely ten feet, we could not miss. The veranda was a shambles. They could not live there. Arthur and myself with an automatic in each hand swept the place. I heard a shot and a yell behind me. One of the openings in the floor showed the barrel of an ancient musket that was just falling back. Alicia had fired down the opening and undoubtedly saved my life. The musket was aimed directly for my back, and would have torn my head from my body.
There was a crashing, and an antique blunderbuss appeared through a hole smashed in the flimsy side wall of the house. Arthur fired quickly. Then I heard Evan cry out at the rear of the house. Before we could move, there was an outburst of demoniacal, bestial screamings of rage. To one who had once heard that sound, the noise was unmistakable. The gorilla had appeared in a killing fury and was going for the blacks, as their panic testified. In a moment the clearing was dotted with running natives. They dared face our weapons, but the gorilla—
Evan’s rifle was silent. There was an instant of almost unbearable quietness. Then came a triumphant, horrible outcry from the beast. It had slain.
CHAPTER VIII
UNMASKED.
The quiet was deadly. Where five minutes before had been the yelling of the natives and the roaring of the drums, the sharp cracks of our rifles, and the bellowing of the native firearms, now there was not a sound.
Arthur and I, shaken by the suddenness of the transition, waited in cold apprehension. Would the door from the rear of the house burst open and the shaggy beast rage into the room, its colossal arms crushing whatever might come within its grasp? Would we, the four in that one room, fire futilely into its barrellike chest, and then be rent and tore in the huge ape’s hairy arms, while its great discolored fangs sank into our flesh?
The stillness was broken by a feeble sound, and we quivered, gripping our rifles the more tightly. The tension was terrific. Another feeble sound, a scraping sound. Then two or three faint jars, followed by an uncertain, tottering footstep, and a second. We heard Evan’s voice, barely above a whisper, muttering pain-racked imprecations.
The door opened slowly and he limped weakly into the room. His clothes were torn and gory. Blood dripped from a deep cut across the back of his hand. He stared at us uncertainly, and a look of relief came across his face.
“Well,” he said slowly. “They’ve gone.”
Alicia, for the first time, gave way. She burst into sobs, against which she struggled bravely.
“The gorilla!” I snapped, fearful lest I too give way.
Evan shook his head. “The blacks had crept up to and filled the servants’ quarters during the night. I suppose that’s why the dogs were restless. When they made a rush, they dashed out from there and I couldn’t stop them. They were inside, and I was just about gone when the gorilla appeared from nowhere. I dare say I shouted, and then the beast made for the blacks. I suppose it was as frightened as they were, but it charged them, screaming with rage, and they ran. It got one of them. The poor devil is out there now. I’d been knocked down and one of the blacks was just about to finish me off when the brute appeared.”
“Where is it now?”
Evan shook his head again. “I don’t know where it went. It was going for the blacks.”
Alicia stuffed her handkerchief into her mouth and tried desperately to get a grip on herself again.
“We’ll go and look out at the back,” said Arthur grimly. “You stay here, Evan.”
We went cautiously out toward the rear. There lay one of the natives with his neck broken, an expression of infinite horror on his face. Others lay in twisted attitudes about the place, gaping wounds from the buckshot at close range showing how desperately Evan had fought. Of the gorilla there was no sign. We searched the place thoroughly, but found nothing.
We returned to the others, a curious lethargy settling upon us. We had been at such high tension for so long that it was impossible to keep keyed up. I, for one, felt an almost-overpowering desire to sleep. Alicia had recovered her composure by now and was trying to bandage Evan’s hand. He was indifferently submitting, but after she had finished, he looked at it and took the bandage off, substituting a mere strip of adhesive for the many turns of the cloth.
“I can handle my rifle like this,” he said dully.
Mrs. Braymore made coffee and we drank it in silence. Presently Arthur motioned to the women to leave the room and began to tug at the bodies lying on the floor. It was absurd for us to think of trying to bury them. He dragged them to the edge of the veranda and dropped them over the edge to the ground below. He moved jerkily, almost like a man asleep.
“No need to do that,” said Evan suddenly, a little while later.
Arthur stopped and looked at him questioningly.
“We’ll have to start for the coast,” Evan explained uninterestedly. “We can’t stick it out here. The natives won’t bother us now. The fight’s taken out of them.”
“But the gorilla?”
“Have to chance it,” said Evan slowly. “There’s nothing else to do.”
“He’ll get us within the first ten miles,” I remarked, speaking with difficulty because of the peculiar lethargy that affected us all. “You know how he trailed Arthur.”
There was a moment’s silence, then Arthur automatically resumed his task. Alicia came into the room and silently gave us something to eat. Arthur stopped dumbly and began to chew on his food, forgetting the grisly labor he had been performing but a moment before.
“We can’t start today, anyway,” he said after a little. “We’ve got to rest. We’re all in bad shape and we’ve two weeks’ travel before we reach another white man’s house.”
Evan made some reply, but I did not catch it. I fell asleep with food in my hands and slept like a dead man for hours. Alicia waked me at noon to eat again.
All that day we were possessed by a peculiar indifference, the result of the reaction from the tension at which we had lived for so many days. I woke with a start at three o’clock, hearing the dogs bark. Evan came slowly into the room.
“I let the dogs loose,” he said, noticing my expression. “They were whining.”
“We’ll need them tonight, in case the beast comes back.” I rose stiffly and went back to douse my head with water. It roused me a little and, after a cup of coffee, I joined the other two. We were all languid and tired, but thoroughly awake now.
“Of course we can’t stay on here,” Arthur was admitting, “but we wouldn’t have one chance in a hundred to make it through the jungle with that ape following us. You’ve seen how it manages to reach the house here.”
“I’ve figured,” said Evan thoughtfully, “that it was in the fringe of bush, and when the drums began to close in from three sides, it was flushed out and came on to hide here in or about the house. It had hidden here before.”
“Probably,” Arthur agreed. “But that doesn’t say how we’re going to elude it during a journey of a hundred and fifty miles without carriers.”
Evan threw out his hands. “But what are we going to do?” He appealed to me. “What do you think, Murray?”
“If we stay here,” I reasoned, “either we’ll get him or he’ll get us. If we go, he’ll probably get one or more of us and we may get him. But we can’t stay here. The only thing I can think of is that we had better try for him tonight. With the dogs to warn us, we’ll have a better chance than before. If he doesn’t come tonight, try tomorrow night. Hang on here as long as we dare and then, if we must, try the trail. If we could strike a caravan coming down from the Hungry Country, now—”
Evan shook his head. “I haven’t been very hospitable to the Portuguese traders,” he remarked. “They steal my slaves and sell them in Ticao. They don’t turn off the main slave trail to my villages any more.”
We were, silent for a moment or two.
“Are there any of the rest barricades any short distance away?” asked Arthur. “We might reach one of them and wait for a caravan to come.”
From time to time along the great slave trail from the interior, you will find big inclosures made of tree trunks and filled with grass huts. They were originally built for halting places for the caravans that go up and down from beyond the Hungry Country. Of course they are in ill repair because of the attacks of insects and rot upon dead timber in that climate, but the carriers feel safer in them after nightfall, and the slave traders find them convenient to avoid possible attempts to escape off the part of the “voluntary labor recruits” they are escorting to the coast.
“We might try,” I said doubtfully. “Frankly, I think the beast would have as much chance at us there as here. If we happened on a caravan right away, though, it would help.”
“Why doesn’t the damned thing go away?” Arthur looked at us with something of dread in his eyes. “I shot its mate four hundred miles away, up in the Kongo. It trailed me those four hundred miles, making attempt after attempt on me. I wounded it once, and got a fair shot at it two weeks before Murray brought Alicia and Mrs. Braymore here. I thought I had killed it then. It went off through the trees as if it were badly injured. I’d made sure it was dead.”
He began to pace up and down the room nervously.
“I’ve never known one so far from Kongo before,” I said, in an attempt to encourage him. “You know what animals are. They’ll stick at a thing for an amazing length of time and then will drop it like a shot. He may get a touch of homesickness any day and swing off to the north again.”
“If he only would!” Arthur burst out. “I’m beginning to feel that he’s going to get me yet. Something tells me he’s going to get me.”
“Nonsense,” said Evan heartily. “Get a grip on yourself, old man.”
“If he killed me,” Arthur muttered morosely, “he’d be satisfied. I’m the one he’s after. If he killed me, he might go off and leave the rest of you in peace.”
“Don’t be an ass, Arthur,” I told him sharply. “The beast can’t distinguish between white men. He’d be just as apt to try to wipe out the lot of us, and I have a strong objection to being wiped out.”
Arthur walked out on the veranda and stood there, leaning against the side of the house and staring moodily off into the bush. Evan looked at me significantly.
“Nerves,” he said quietly. “I feel the same way, but I’m trying not to show it. I’ll go and round up the dogs. I have a feeling that something is due to happen tonight.”
I went out to the back. Alicia saw me passing her door and joined me, leaving Mrs. Braymore behind.
“Have you decided on your course?” she asked in a low voice. “You know both of us are willing to do anything you think wise. You mustn’t hold back for fear we may not be able to stand hardships.”
I shook my head. “The only thing we can do,” I said wearily, “is hope the beast turns up tonight and that we kill him.”
Alicia put out her hand and let it rest on my shoulder in comradely fashion.
“Please don’t be discouraged,” she said urgently. “We’ve stood so much, surely we can endure a little more.”
I tried to smile. “We’ll stick it out. It must be much harder for you and Mrs. Braymore.”
“Don’t worry about us.” Alicia shook her head decidedly. “It’s the waiting for the beast to come that worries you. We’re growing accustomed to grisly sights, but you’ll never be used to just waiting. Why, I’ve got so I can look at those poor natives and not even shiver.”
My eyes followed her glance. I smiled wryly. “It isn’t pleasant for me to look at that particular native,” I remarked. “He was one of my carriers. I bought and freed him when he was to be used for food—a tribe in the interior. All my boys joined Evan’s blacks.”
Alicia looked at me with her large eyes. “Let’s go and talk to Arthur,” she said suddenly. “He needs cheering as much as you do.”
The veranda of the casa went all the way around it. Arthur, when I had seen him, was leaning against the wall before the main door. Alicia and I walked around the outside.
“I didn’t thank you for shooting down the hole in the flooring—” I began, then quickly snapped my hand to the pistol at my belt.
From inside the house had come a snarl! Before I could take another step, I heard a queer, gurgling gasp and a sickening crack. In a second I had bolted around the corner of the casa, rushing madly, my automatic in my hand. Arthur had been leaning against the wall near one of the windows. Now he was crumpling limply to the floor, while the curtains behind him were still fluttering where the arms that had broken his neck had beat jerked back. I dashed through the door, absolutely desperate and utterly reckless. A dark form was bounding down the hall that led to the rear. A frightened cry came from the room in which Mrs. Braymore had been left. I ran down the passageway, furious and desperate, I heard a door slam shut—the door of the storeroom! I made for it, stumbled, and fell into the room on all fours.
Evan Graham was in the room, trying to stuff a furry something into an open box! As I sprawled on the floor he whirled and saw me. From his lips issued the identical snarl I had heard five seconds before, and he raised his automatic pistol and fired!
CHAPTER IX
THE GORILLA’S SCREAM.
I came slowly back to consciousness, feeling weak and giddy. I essayed to move and found I could not. I opened my eyes. Despite the gathering darkness, I discovered that I was seated in a chair in the large room of the casa. A second attempt to move disclosed the fact that I was tied tightly.
Alicia stared at me dumbly from an opposite chair, and Mrs. Braymore sat in one corner, her face white and set and her eyes full of horror. Evan was standing at his ease by the doorway, smoking with evident enjoyment.
In one of his hands he held a shaggy object that for some seconds held, weakly, my half-focused attention. It was a baglike object, that yet seemed to contain a framework. Not yet awake to full consciousness, I saw that it was strangely animal. It was a mask in the perfect, horrible likeness of a gorilla.
Evan turned and saw my eyes open. “Well, Murray, old top,” he said amiably. “You caught me, didn’t you?”
My throat was dry and parched, and my shoulder ached abominably. “What the devil?” I croaked weakly.
“Give him some water, Alicia,” said Evan cheerfully. “He’s thirsty.”
Alicia gave me water. “He has my pistol,” she whispered despairingly as she bent over me.
Full consciousness returned with a jerk. Evan had shot me. Evan had snarled at me as he fired. Evan—why Evan must have killed Arthur! He grinned approvingly as he saw me straighten in an instinctive effort to break my bonds.
“Ah, feeling better,” he commented. “I’m sorry you caught me. I’d have liked to take you back to Ticao and hear you tell the tale of this week’s work of ours. You always were a great one for telling tales, Murray.”
He puffed luxuriously at his cigarette and looked at the gathering darkness outside.
“You’re a connoisseur of tales, Murray, so I think I’ll tell you one. I’m going off to get in touch with my natives in a little while, as soon as it’s dark, but I’ve a few minutes to spare and might as well be pleasant during that little while. I’m afraid I’ll have to be unpleasant later on, you know.”
“I didn’t know.”
I have never found that losing one’s head is an advantage under any circumstances, so I prepared to make an effort to keep mine. Evan waved his hand airily.
“Oh, I’m going to be put to the unpleasant necessity of disposing of you and Mrs. Braymore. No one could regret it more than I do, but the necessity is there. You see, I was the gorilla.” He indicated the gorilla mask. “And it wouldn’t do for you to tell that story about.”
“I can believe it,” I admitted. My head was spinning, but I tried to follow what he was saying in the hope of finding something therein to my own advantage.
“You understand, of course,” said Evan cheerfully, “that I don’t mean that I was the beast whose mate Arthur so inconsiderately shot, or the one who followed his caravan all the way here from the Kongo. That was another gorilla altogether. I simply happen to be the one that hung about the house here. Arthur shot the other one two weeks before you came. It got away, but he must have wounded it fatally. Otherwise it would have turned up long before. I’ll admit that I was a little nervous about the animal at first, but I soon realized that it must be dead. I saw to it that Arthur was not similarly convinced, however. I had already made more or less of a plan. You know about my slaves?”
“No,” I said rather weakly. I had lost a lot of blood.
“I’d knocked about the West Coast for quite a while before I came here.” Evan stopped and drew up a chair. He sat down comfortably. “I had learned the secret of controlling natives. As you know, that secret is fear. I knew that if I could get, say, a village full of them thoroughly afraid of me, they would be to all practical purposes my slaves. Normal means of frightening them would have the disadvantage of not frightening them too much to invoke juju to get rid of me. And juju, invoked against a white man, means poison. The obvious solution was to frighten them by means of the very juju they would use against me.”
“Poison?” I asked. My head was spinning, but I tried not to show it.
“No.” Evan puffed casually upon his cigarette. “Poison would be the result of the juju. I went at the fountain head. Kongo natives are deadly afraid of gorillas, but just a little way from gorilla country, the natives fear them vastly more than where familiarity has had time to breed, if not contempt, at least some measure of accustomedness. The natives here would be horribly afraid of them. I made my preparations accordingly. Having bribed his excellency the colonial governor, and having had this mask made and learned how to imitate to a fair degree of perfection the cries of the beasts, I came out here. Have you seen my mask?”
He held it out for me to see, even going so far as to strike a light so that I might examine the thing more closely. He held it before my eyes and turned it about. It was an amazingly perfect bit of work, perhaps larger than a normal skull of one of the beasts would be. For all their size, their skulls are comparatively small. It was lifelike to a surprising degree. The disgustingly human, and yet unhuman ears stuck out against the skull. The jaw protruded in truly simian fashion, and the caked, black lips were drawn back from discolored fangs in a grimace of almost unimaginable ferocity. The broad, flat nostrils were distended in rage, and the eyeholes of the mask sank deep back below the low and beetling forehead. If small, glittering eyes had shone evilly from those now blank holes, I would have been tempted to believe that a live beast was before me.
“Good work, isn’t it?” asked Evan. “I came out here with my four overseers, wandered into the village, and metamorphosed myself before the villagers’ eyes into a gorilla clad as a man, which at one moment spoke with the voice of a man, ordering them to obey, and the next screamed at them in tones of one of the monstrous apes of which they were in such dread. I built myself this casa, demanded tribute of gums and produce, started a small juju house off in a small clearing, and in a couple of weeks had established myself as a deity, demanding to be worshiped and sacrificed to, exacting all sorts of tribute, and so on. Very profitable, I assure you.
“They soon believed that I could change myself into a gorilla at will and respected me immensely. I took care to throw a few scares into them. In Japan, some years ago, I learned a small and very elemental jujutsu trick which requires very little strength to break a man’s neck. A few broken necks, a few snarls, a scream or so of rage, and they’d no more think of crossing my will than they’d think of jumping into the fires of hell.”
“They attacked the house,” I remarked, trying behind my back to wriggle one of my hands free from the bonds that held it fast.
“They’ll suffer for that.” Evan was smiling, but there was something in his tone that made me feel slightly cold. “They’ll suffer for that. I told my juju priests to take the people off into the woods and keep them busy with a juju council until I had finished my business with you. They forced your boys to go with them. They simply got out of hand, that’s all. The witch doctor you and Arthur shot was coming to tell me that they were out of control. If I had gone and appeared among them, wearing my gorilla mask, and snarled at them once, they would have been like lambs. I simply couldn’t, get away from you people without making you suspicious.”
“But what was the object of it all?” I demanded. I had found it impossible to free even one hand.
“Arthur was my elder brother,” said Evan amiably. “Consequently, being English, he had all the money in the family. I do not like West Africa. If I disposed of Arthur, I could go back to England and live with some comfort. I thought of shooting him and calling it an accident, but people would talk, you know. When he came here with his tale of being followed by a gorilla, I saw the possibilities. When I heard you people were coming up, I saw I would have witnesses. My idea was to convince you of the presence of a gorilla, break Arthur’s neck precisely as I did this afternoon, and return to England. I rather thought I would be able to comfort Alicia, in time.”
Alicia shuddered. Evan grinned at her.
“I shall comfort you, Alicia, but presently. My people will return, Murray and your estimable chaperon will be disposed of, and you and I will escape precariously to Ticao, telling the tale of hairbreadth escapes during the uprising of my natives and during the trip.”
“Never!” said Alicia desperately.
“Oh, yes.” Evan was polite, but there was evil determination in his tone. “You never cared much for Arthur, and I more than suspect you’re in love with Murray. You’ll do as I say for his sake.”
There was mute interrogation in my expression.
“Not to save your life, of course, Murray,” Evan hastened to assure me. “I really can’t allow you to spread tales of what happened up here. She’ll be pleasant to make sure that you depart this life, er—comfortably.”
Alicia looked at me in despair.
Evan glanced out the window. “Not time for me to start off yet,” he remarked. “They’ll have to go down and worship me when I turn up in this little fixing.” He indicated the gorilla-head mask in his hand. “Is there anything that isn’t clear to you?”
“I don’t understand anything,” I said.
“I’ll begin at the beginning, in your own fashion. Let’s see. Biheta. You remember you were here the night she was installed in the casa? One of my servants had been insolent. I sent word to the village that Biheta was to be sent here to take the other’s place. She was frightened, and the juju ceremony you saw was for the purpose of heartening her for the time she would spend in proximity to my godlike person. When the other servants left, by my orders, she was too stupid to go with them. She was perpetually frightened, anyway. You see, she saw me dispose of the servant that had been insolent. Jujutsu is useful. I’ll show you how to break a neck.” He started to rise, then sank back in his chair. “Come to think of it, I need you to convince Alicia that she had better do as I tell her. You will depart this life tomorrow. As I was saying, Biheta stayed behind when she should have cleared out with the others. So, in the middle of the night, while on guard, I went into her room, wearing my mask. I made a noise, she woke, saw me—and that was the end of that. The photograph of the retina of her eye showed the face of this mask. Rather clever idea, don’t you think?”
“Very,” I admitted.
“Thanks.” Evan smiled sarcastically. “Well, Arthur just imagined he heard the beast following him through the trees. He shot at nothing, when you and he went down to explore the village. My own ‘encounter’ with the animal when I started off in the jungle alone was purely imaginary. I scratched my own face and jabbered like the gorilla myself. Like this—”
He emitted a succession of incredible sounds, so beastlike and ferocious in their tones that I could hardly believe it was not an animal uttering them. There was a peculiar echo from the bush outside.
“The dogs were excited in the storeroom,” Evan went on easily, “because they could smell the fur of the mask I kept in a small box in there. When I told that wild tale of a hairy arm reaching in at the window and dragging the dog out, to fling it with a broken neck into the courtyard, I need not say that I had done the killing. And my ‘seeing’ the gorilla on the roof was more fiction. Of course he wasn’t there at dawn. I was laughing in my sleeve at you people all night long, while we patrolled the courtyard. The silhouette of the gorilla’s head you two saw on the window curtain was the shadow of your humble servant. I had decided that the play had gone far enough. The presence of the gorilla had been proved. The three of you, my present audience, would corroborate my story of the gorilla’s having killed Arthur. I was on my way to break his neck. You nearly got me that time, and I had to kill the dog to get away. Then the natives got out of hand. I could have stopped them by a simple appearance, but you people would have missed me. I waited until they were near the house, then rushed out in my mask, snarling and raging at them, and they ran. After that I hid the mask quickly and pretended to you that I had been knocked down. It was really very simple. With the natives quieted for a few days, I simply carried out my plans to dispose of Arthur. I’m sorry I’ll have to put you two out of the way, but Arthur’s dead, I’m his heir, I’m going to marry Alicia and become a country gentleman in England, and I can’t let you two people talk.”
“You’ll never dare take me to England,” said Alicia, desperately white.
“You’ll marry me, Alicia,” said Evan coolly. “You won’t split. When you see the preparations my natives will make for the entertainment of Murray and Mrs. Braymore, you’ll swear to anything, and you’ll marry me when we get to Ticao. You’ll corroborate my tales of a slave uprising, too. You don’t know what can be done to Murray, and will be done before he dies, unless you do as I say.”
Alicia moistened her lips. I saw her half close her eyes.
Evan laughed. “It’s about time for me to call on my natives. This will be our wedding night, Alicia. One of the local witch doctors will marry us, and the ceremony will be repeated when we get to Ticao. Murray and Mrs. Braymore will be kept alive until tomorrow lest you refuse to go through with the ceremony. If you hesitate, I dare say I’ll be able to make up your mind for you. Too bad I’ll have to kill the other two, though.” He strolled over to the door. “I’ll call up my natives. You’ll hear the gorilla again.”
Derisively he opened his lips and from them issued a strange cry, that I had heard once before. It was the challenge of a bull ape to battle. And—good Heaven! It was answered!
There was a snarl behind him. He turned with a gasp. There on the veranda, leaping toward him, he saw, not a masquerading white man, posing as a jungle god, but a colossal gorilla in actuality, gnashing its teeth in rage, and with its huge, hairy arms outstretched.
I shall remember Evan’s shriek when the beast seized him, to the end of my days. Sometimes, even now, I start up at midnight with the echo of it in my ears. For one instant the two figures were outlined against the fading light of the sky. Then the ferocious fangs buried themselves in Evan’s throat and the beast leaped clumsily to the ground, bearing the still-struggling body in its immensely muscled arms.
We heard the sounds from the courtyard, sounds at whose meaning I do not wish to guess. And then our ears rang with the horrible, incredible, terrifying scream of a gorilla that has made a kill.
CHAPTER X
AT THE PADRE’S.
We passed through the night somehow. Alicia, half dead with terror, managed clumsily to release me, but weak as I was from loss of blood, we dared attempt nothing that night.
In the morning the great ape was gone. I might as well say now that I believe that it was the same animal that had trailed Arthur, and which Arthur had gravely wounded some two weeks before our arrival.
For three weeks it had hidden while the wound healed, and then came cautiously toward the casa again. It heard Evan’s first beastlike cries, and its response was probably the queer echo I had thought I heard from the bush. It crept forward, and when Evan derisively uttered the challenge cry of the monster anthropoids, it had leaped to the attack.
Limited as is the intelligence of the creatures, it would never distinguish between white men. A white man had killed its mate. It had killed a white man. With the blood lust sated, by now the shaggy brute was doubtless swinging rapidly through the treetops toward its Kongo hunting grounds.
That is my explanation. I know I never saw any other sign of the huge gorilla either then or at any later time. I have told the tale on different occasions to many different people, and my surmise has always been accepted as correct.
Our predicament was not entirely done away with by the disappearance of the gorilla that had come to our deliverance so unexpectedly. We were still a hundred and fifty miles from another white man or woman, absolutely without carriers, and I was abominably weak from the wound Evan had inflicted. Our chances looked slight indeed until nearly noon of the next day.
A very much ashamed, and a very apologetic black figure emerged from the bush on the side farthest from the village. It was followed by about forty other similarly ashamed and apologetic figures. I recognized Mboka, my gun-bearer in the lead and had to struggle to restrain an impulse to jump up and shout aloud to Alicia that we were all right at last.
Instead, I sat impassively on the veranda until Mboka stopped humbly in the courtyard before me. I paid absolutely no attention, but smoked indifferently as if his presence or absence were a matter in which I had no concern. He waited and fidgeted, scraping his bare feet embarrassedly on the ground, until at last I looked down and inspected him impersonally. I looked away again. Presently, looking off through the bush as if he were the most insignificant atom in the universe, I remarked:
“Pig!”
Mboka beamed. It is the custom in West Africa for the lower in rank, the inferior, to speak first, but Mboka was too ashamed to presume. He stood there uneasily and tried to look apologetic while I informed him that he had put me to some inconvenience, that he was to go and never dare appear before me again. I added that I would see to it that no other trader ever dreamed of employing him for any purpose whatever.
It does not do for a white man to admit himself in any degree dependent on a black. I told him that he need never come to me again and resumed my stare into the bush. He may have had some idea of trying to bargain with me, but my attitude put him back. He hesitatingly and humbly told me what I already knew quite well, that he and the others had been forced to accompany Evan’s natives off into the bush.
One or two of the carriers had been swept away by the fervor of the juju council and had joined Evan’s folk in their attack on us, but the others had now fled to put themselves under my protection. They begged that I would receive them again and assured me of their undivided loyalty, if I would take them again into my service.
I kept them waiting for an hour while I went indoors and ate a leisurely breakfast. When I came outside again, I seemed to have forgotten them. My indifference completed their subjugation. They were abject in their pleadings for me to take them back. When I finally consented, it was with the scornful statement that I was going to take them to Ticao and discharge them from my service forever.
They burdened themselves joyfully with the loads they had brought up from Ticao and waited anxiously for me to announce my readiness to start. Alicia and Mrs. Braymore would have to walk, as their ox-cart was useless. I began the journey on foot, but could not keep up. I was too weak.
The second day I had to be carried in an improvised hammock, and the third or fourth day I found myself in a raging fever. Alicia worked over me bravely, but I lapsed into semidelirious feverishness in which I was of no use whatever.
I must credit Mboka with a great deal more faithfulness than I had expected of him. He kept the carriers under an iron rule, and Alicia told me later that the length of the journeys was stretched to the greatest possible distance every day. With nothing but the scantiest of medicines—as my own drug chest had been accidentally left behind at Evan’s deserted casa—she fought off the fever, but when we arrived at the Padre Silvestre’s mission, I was in very bad shape. The padre doctored me, however, and in two weeks I had not only ceased my delirium, but could move about a little. I remember the first evening I was allowed to sit up.
The padre, Alicia, and Mrs. Braymore had celebrated my recovery at dinner that night, the padre making one of his graceful little speeches on the subject. I am not of the padre’s faith, but we are great friends, and after dinner he announced that I might sit up. With great ceremony they got me into a chair and made a great to-do over me. Then they helped me to a chair on the little screened-in veranda of the padre’s house, where I could look out at the perfect African night and see the small mission church, and farther off the village in which the padre’s converts live.
Mrs. Braymore went back indoors to discuss with him some aid she proposed to give the mission. She was an Episcopalian, but she had seen the work the padre had done, and a difference of creed had long since seemed unimportant. The main thing was that the natives needed aid. Alicia and I on the veranda talked for a long time, disjointedly.
“What will happen to Evan’s plantation?” she asked presently, naming the place with reluctance.
“The natives will move away,” I answered thoughtfully, “and a tradition will grow up, making the casa the abode of a devil-god who will destroy all comers. Slave caravans passing down the great slave trail will make offerings to appease the evil spirits in the house, and a juju house will appear, where the witch doctor will grow rich and fat on the contributions he will exact. The casa itself will stand untenanted and deserted, while tall grasses grow in the courtyard, and at last the house will fall in shapeless ruins.”
“It was terrible there,” said Alicia with a shudder. “And Evan—it is almost unbelievable that he should have done what he did. He was always a black sheep, but that—”
I was silent for a moment. “He was planning to force you to marry him,” I said presently. “Not thinking of how you might feel for Arthur.”
“Arthur was like a brother,” Alicia said sadly. “I was very, very fond of him. We were engaged, but we had nearly agreed that we did not care for each other enough to marry. I was very fond of him, though. I could not have cared for him more if he had really been my brother.”
The great white African moon was silvering the whole earth with its pale rays. From the village came negro voices, singing the native words to an old, old devotional melody. From within the house came the rustle of papers. The padre and Mrs. Braymore were going over the details of the small hospital she proposed to erect for the mission. The padre is an old man, and more than forty years of his life have been spent at his little mission station, trying to help the natives despite the Portuguese and the servaçal. Now, at last, he was to have adequate equipment through Mrs. Braymore’s generosity.
She was going back to her beloved England, where she would go to her five-o’clock teas and discuss the neighborhood gossip and hear the curate talk about the possibility of repairing the parish house. I knew she was glad that she could again sink into the pleasant rut of well-to-do English country life. Alicia would go too, and I would see her no more. It suddenly seemed unbearable that she should leave me.
“I shall be leaving Ticao soon,” I said abruptly.
Alicia turned. Her face was grave and sweet in the half light.
“Why? I thought—”
“This is an evil country. White men denigrate and black men are like beasts. I am sick of the place. I shall go back somewhere in the States and see what I can find to do there.”
“I’m glad you’re leaving Ticao,” she said slowly. “I should not like to think I would never see you again. We have grown to be very good friends.”
I waited a moment or so and then said quietly:
“When Evan was explaining to us after he had shot me, he said that he would force you to do as he said by threats of my death by torture. You remember?”
Alicia nodded silently.
“He said that he believed you cared a little for me. I have been hoping very much that he was right. I’m more or less of a ne’er-do-well, but if there’s any hope for me, I’ll try hard to change.”
I waited breathlessly for her to answer. She looked out at the moonlight for what seemed an age-long time. At last she turned again to me. I had a moment of panic, and then I saw that she was smiling.
“Why, Murray,” she said in a flash of mischief. “I may call on you to change after a while, but for the present, say for the next ten or twenty years, I think you’re perfectly all right as you are.”
I had not thought myself so strong, but when I saw her smiling at me with her face close to my own, my fever weakness left me and I reached out my arms. Alicia was quite considerate of me. She struggled only a very little.



CARAVAN
Originally published in Collier’s, Sept. 19. 1936, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
Being sixteen, the kid could only really think of one thing at a time. He thought of it now, while the drive-away fleet trundled sedately on ahead. There were thirty new city-delivery trucks in a single, glittering line. There was a background of green foliage and brown tree trunks, with rocks here and there. Hilly country. The cars ahead were new ones, identical to the last drop of paint. They glittered in precisely the same fashion in the same spots when the sunlight struck them. The spokes in their wheels twinkled the same way. They even made puffs of thicker smoke from their exhausts at the same point on each curve. But the kid only half noticed.
He loafed at the wheel of the last car, absorbed in his own thoughts. He was sixteen, but anybody’d take him for eighteen, easy, and he had a driver’s license. He drove with the abstracted ease of a master, having handled a car—illegally—since he was ten. He wore a sweater which had once been a lurid shade of blue but which was now subdued by many wettings. Canvas pants. Sneakers. He lolled back at the conservative thirty-mile limit all drive-away fleets are supposed to observe, and which some actually keep to.
And, driving, he thought absorbedly about the one thing which at the time—being sixteen—he could really think of. Short-wave radio. Other matters fitted into it, of course. Mom and Mr. Halstead. Mr. Halstead wanted to marry Mom, and the acquaintance thereby ripened had emboldened the kid to make Mr. Halstead a business proposition connected with short-wave radio. And Al Carpi. He’d been seen and shot at only a hundred and fifty miles away, last night, and the short-wave channels had spread the news with an infinite speed and precision. The kid would like to be a radio engineer and design short-wave installations. Police setups, like the one that’d covered three states with an alarm for Al Carpi in ten minutes after he’d been seen and shot at. Short-wave radio.
The drive-away fleet turned a curve. A shining, a truly magnificent filling station appeared. It had a long array of pumps, painted all the prismatic colors. It had a greasing-rack and tourist-camp shacks. It was impressive. The lead car—the truck in which everybody’d traveled to the plant—turned in the driveway. The others followed. They slowed and came to reasonably expert stops. Mr. Halstead popped out of the truck and said for everybody to get something to eat and check oil and water and gas. They’d start off again in twenty minutes.
The kid strolled toward the station.
He got ham on rye with mustard and sauerkraut and a bottle of orange pop. Eating, he investigated certain partially musical sounds from the station. Later, the guy who ran the filling station looked in suspiciously. The kid nodded abstractedly.
“Your aerial’s wrong for short waves,” he observed. “Cars make interference anyhow, but with the right kind of aerial—”
The guy who ran the filling station went away. Presently he came back. The kid was fishing for police broadcasts. He got one.
“Al Carpi stuck up a filling station at Batesville thirty minutes ago. He stayed in his own car and the woman with him lined up the filling-station owner and a customer, while Al Carpi kept a gun on them. They went off in the customer’s car. License Z38-557. Blue Breeze sedan. He’s wounded but still able to hold a gun and use it.”
“Gosh,” said the guy who ran the filling station. “That ain’t but forty miles away! Some guy, that Carpi.” Then he said, “I never fool with short waves. Never could get a thing.”
The kid tuned further. He said, pleased. “Montreal.” Then more police stuff. But suddenly a rhythmic sort of static came in and the kid shook his head. It blurred reception.
“Somebody started a car. Your aerial’s wrong for short waves. I could fix you up one that works swell.”
The guy who ran the filling station asked questions. The kid explained in the terse and wholly explicit fashion of somebody who knows exactly what he is talking about. He did know short waves, and anybody would take him for eighteen, easy.
The filling-station guy said:
“Say, how long’d it take you—” He stopped. More stuff on Carpi. He was hurt, and hurt bad. He’d made a doctor fix him up, and then carried him off and dumped him where he’d had to walk ten miles to get to a phone. That’d been last night. Just reported. And he’d turned up in Batesvilie just now. License Z38-557. Blue Breeze sedan. With a woman. Hurt bad. Watch for him. Get him. Kill him if necessary, but get him!
“How long’d it take you to fix up my aerial?” asked the guy who ran the filling station.
“Thirty minutes, maybe. But I’m with the drive-away gang’.”
“I’ll risk a couple of bucks,” said the guy, “if you can do it.”
“I’ll ask Mr. Halstead,” said the kid. “Maybe I can.”
* * * *
Two bucks was two bucks. Also, fixing somebody’s aerial for short waves might make Mr. Halstead think about the kid’s business proposition. He was hanging around Mom and wanted to marry her, and Mom was all thrilled, but she was scared he might not be decent to the kid. So he was doing all sorts of things to convince her he would. This job with the drive-away gang. Ten bucks for a two-day trip. A good graft. But it wouldn’t do any harm to remind him about short waves.
The kid went and talked to Mr. Halstead. He could earn two bucks in thirty minutes, fixing this guy’s aerial, but it might make him start off later than the rest. And Mr. Halstead beamed at him and said it was all right, my boy, and the kid wondered detachedly what Mom could see in Mr. Halstead to be thrilled about. He nodded to the filling-station guy and set to work.
He had the set tuned to a police waveband while he worked. All kinds of stuff about Carpi. They were sure ringing that guy in. Blocking all highways. Every car stopped. Carpi was just the same as caught.
The set began to tick. The kid frowned and looked out the window. A car coming along. Fast. A blue Breeze sedan. A woman driving it. A man slumped down beside her. The car wavered on the road, all of a sudden. Then it slowed and stopped. The kid looked at the license number. But it wasn’t Z38-557. It was a foreign license. Out-of-state.
Mr. Halstead climbed in the big truck and started the motor. The other guys started theirs. The drive-away fleet pulled out and went rolling down the road.
The kid worked on. His truck, of course, was left for him to follow in. He stepped out of a window and went up on the roof. His sneakers stuck to the shingles like glue. The woman in the blue Breeze sedan was asking questions. The kid heard the filling-station guy telling her about Carpi and warning her about her car.
“If a guy in uniform flags you down,” he told her, “you make your brakes smoke! Better go slow anyhow. It’ll be safer.”
The woman smiled at him.
“Do I look much like Carpi?”
“No, ma’m!” said the filling-station guy. “But the radio’s just spouting stuff about him on short waves. You better watch out.”
The kid swung down to the ground again.
“Quicker than I figured,” he said. “Ought to be okay now.”
“I’ll come listen,” said the filling-station guy, counting out the woman’s change. “Say, your boss said he’d tip the guys at the barricades that another of his trucks is following.”
“Uh-huh,” said the kid. He went in and tried the set. When the blue Breeze sedan started up and drove away again, the clickings were very faint indeed. The kid was satisfied.
So was the filling-station guy. He fiddled with the set a while and picked up Madrid and Paris, which he’d never been able to get before. He paid the kid two bucks and asked where he’d dialed in the stuff on Carpi. The kid showed him.
The filling-station guy was so pleased that he set up a soft drink besides the two bucks, and when the kid got in his truck again he said:
“Say, that woman in the Breeze sedan was asking questions about you. What’s this strange power you’ve got over women?”
The kid slid the lever into first speed. “What’re these strange women I’ve got this power over?” he wanted to know.
He went rolling down the road feeling rather pleased. Two bucks extra in his pocket. Also, he’d had a chance to show Mr. Halstead he knew his stuff on short waves. But he needed to watch the speedometer. This was a new vehicle, and he was responsible for it. If Mr. Halstead was going to take up his proposition, he had to feel that the kid was dependable.
Three miles from the filling station he came upon the blue Breeze sedan. It was in the ditch. The woman was sitting on the bank beside the road. The man was with her. She ran out in the road and waved. The man sat still. The kid braked and stopped. The woman looked kind of white around the gills, but she smiled at him.
“I ran the car in the ditch,” she explained. “Could you—”
“This isn’t my truck, ma’m,” explained the kid, “and it’s a new truck. A drive-away. I couldn’t try to haul you out. But I’ll take you to a filling station or send back a tow-car.”
“That isn’t it,” said the woman hastily. Her eyes looked queer. “My husband was asleep, and when the bump came he was thrown forward and I—think he hurt himself. His health hasn’t been good anyway. I—want to get him to his doctor. The car don’t matter.”
“Oh,” said the kid. “Sure! We’ll be a little bit crowded, three up in front, but—”
The woman swallowed.
“I—I want him to lie down,” she said. Suddenly, to the kid, she looked horribly scared. “If we could get him in the back—”
The kid blinked. The woman’s face was tragic. Desperate.
“I—guess we can do it,” said the kid.
He stopped the motor and got out. The man still sat on a rock by the roadside. He wasn’t young. His eyes looked incredibly aged and suffering. His skin was a queer grayish color. He sat still in a frozen immobility that the kid found horrible.
The sedan wasn’t stuck badly. Both back wheels were on solid ground. And suddenly the kid noticed how light were the rings of rust around the license-plate bolts.
The woman was tugging at the man. Urging him, begging him to stand up and get in the kid’s truck. Presently he made a wooden, ineffectual movement. The kid helped him to the truck and then climbed inside and spread newspapers on the floor. Then he had to help get the nearly dead weight of the grayfaced man up and inside.
The man sank down, his face a mask. Flat on the floor, though, he turned his head feebly. He opened his mouth. Crimson came out of it and stained the newspaper. The kid felt a funny, startled tingling down his spine.
The man said, “Bag,” in a thin, ghostly sort of voice. The woman sobbed.
“Here, honey! I’ll put it under your head. You can get at anything you want inside it. The kid here is going to drive us. You’ll be all right!”
She tucked a sort of overnight bag under his head. His mouth closed again. It was once more a thin, bluish gash across the gray-white skin of his face. The kid gulped and got down into the road. The woman lingered. The kid saw her stroking the man’s unresponsive cheek. She pressed his hand feverishly. There were little bubbling noises in her throat.
“You’re gonna be all right, honey. The kid here’ll drive us. And his boss left word there was one more truck coming through. We’ll go right on through an’ the doc’ll fix you up.…”
The kid saw the man’s hand move weakly. It patted the woman’s wrist. She wept horribly, gustily. She climbed out the back. The kid gulped again as he went around and started the motor. She climbed in on the other side. He let in the clutch smoothly, so as not to jar the man in the back. The delivery truck rode as easily as a touring car. The woman got out her compact and made useless attempts to repair the damage done by tears.
One mile. Two. Three. The kid was sixteen, and therefore could only really think of one thing at a time, with what other matters fitted to it. The business proposition he had made to Mr. Halstead. Mr. Halstead speaking to the cops at the barricade about him. What the cops would ask about this woman, who had not been mentioned. What they’d do when they suspected what the kid knew. And this car belonged to Mr. Halstead, and the kid was responsible for it. If anything happened, his business proposition…
He swallowed, and said clumsily: “There’s a state-police barricade a couple of miles ahead.”
The woman said nothing. The kid waited, sweating. Then he said:
“I—I thought Al Carpi was young. But he looks old. Forty, anyway. M-maybe it’s because he’s hurt.”
The woman got a pistol out of her handbag quicker than the kid would have believed possible.
“What’s that? What d’you mean, Al Carpi?”
The kid swallowed once more, driving steadily.
“You had a blue Breeze sedan, like Al Carpi. The license plates had just been changed. The rust on the bolts was new. You could’ve backed out of the ditch if you’d tried. And Al Carpi is hurt and—so is the guy with you. He’s pretty bad off, it looks like. He’s Al Carpi.”
He felt a hard pressure in his side, and cold chills ran up and down his spine. The woman’s voice was suddenly thick.
“But the cops ain’t goin’ to get him! Sure he’s hurt! He’s dyin’! But they won’t get him! I promised! An’ if I have to bump somebody—”
The kid said carefully, so the dryness of his mouth wouldn’t interfere with his talking:
“There’s a state-police barricade a couple of miles ahead. Mr. Halstead left word about me. But they’ll ask questions about you.”
“Then duck off somewhere!” commanded the woman fiercely. “If the cops flag us down, you get hurt! An’ somebody’ll get killed before they get Al, anyway! That bag under his head’s got his guns in it. They’ll never get him alive! He’ll go out shootin’!”
The kid had to show Mr. Halstead he was dependable.
“I’ve got to think of the truck,” he said. “It’s not mine. You get in the back. The cops won’t see anybody but me. I’m part of the drive-away fleet. Mr. Halstead tipped them I was coming. By myself. And Al Carpi, he always drives himself. See?”
The truck rolled along the road. It curved, and there were tumbled rocks and green foliage and the brown trunks of trees. It curved again, and there were the brown trunks of trees and green foliage and tumbled rocks.
“You haven’t got much time,” said the kid. “It’s only a mile more.”
The woman suddenly put her hand on his arm and said harshly: “I promised him! And if you cross me—”
The kid stopped. He got out. He opened the doors in the back. The woman climbed in beside the man.
Her voice shook as she called: “Honey, are you all right? Everything’s goin’ fine! But are you all right?”
The kid closed the doors behind her. He’d left the engine running. He rubbed his knuckle reflectively over his upper lip and went back to the front. He let the clutch in smoothly, and shifted gears carefully so the man in the back wouldn’t be jarred.
The car rolled on and rolled on. When the state-police barricade appeared ahead, the kid was loafing at the wheel, driving with the abstracted ease of a master. A guy in a state-police uniform flagged him down. He braked and stopped.
“Drive-away fleet,” said the kid, his heart pumping. “Mr. Halstead came through a little while back and said he’d leave word about me. Want to see my license?”
The state trooper grinned.
“No. I guess you’re all right. You ain’t old enough to be Al Carpi. Go ahead.”
The kid slipped the lever to first speed.
“Say,” he observed in magnificent calm, “there’s a car in a ditch about six or seven miles back. Nobody in it. I stopped.”
“Okay,” said the trooper. He waved the kid on.
“It’s a blue Breeze sedan,” said the kid.
He let in the clutch as the trooper’s expression changed suddenly. He rolled away. The pop-pop-popping of motorcycle engines set up before he was out of earshot. Some state troopers were streaking for that car—which was Al Carpi’s sure enough.
* * * *
The kid went on. Five miles. Ten. Fifteen. Through one small town. Five miles more. Ten miles more. The road went into thick woods. It went up and down, too. And there were little side-roads—dirt—that hadn’t been used much. To haul wood out, most likely. Logs and firewood. And here and there was a little concrete bridge over a stream or brook.
The kid kept his eyes open. Presently there weren’t any cars near, either way. He stopped and turned off the ignition. He listened. There was no sound anywhere but the wind in the trees and a bird chirping in a lonely sort of fashion, all by itself. The kid slipped out of his seat and went around to the back. He opened the doors.
The woman looked out at him. And her face was gray, just like the man’s had been. She looked at him dumbly. The kid said:
“We’re past the barricade.”
The woman whispered:
“He’s dead!”
The kid gulped.
“What do you want to do now?” he asked desolately.
“I guess,” said the woman dully, “I guess I want to die, too.”
She stirred. And the kid saw that the bag under Al Carpi’s head was open, and he had a gun in his hand. He was dead, but he had a gun ready to shoot. The woman said in a strained voice: “When you stopped and—the cop was talking to you—he wanted his guns. I gave him one of them. And—almost as soon as you’d started off again he started to cough. And he was dead.”
“Yes, ma’m,” said the kid. “But what—”
“The cops didn’t get him!” said the woman in a bitter triumph. “I promised him they wouldn’t, and they didn’t!” But then she sobbed.
“I guess,” said the kid uneasily, “we’ve got to tell the cops now.”
He thought about the truck, and Mr. Halstead, and gulped. He was responsible for the car. And since Al Carpi had died in it—
“What’d you do for a hundred dollars, kid?” demanded the woman fiercely. “I’ll pay you! I promised him they’d never get him, an’ if you’ll help—”
The kid drew a deep breath. Being sixteen, he could only really think of one thing at a time, with what other matters related themselves to it. The one thing just now was short-wave radio. The other matters included the fact that this was Mr. Halstead’s truck and the business proposition the kid had made him. The kid agreed with an infinite relief to what the woman proposed.
He started the car again. He drove ahead, but slowly. Presently he came to another of the little-used dirt roads. He turned the city-delivery truck into it. He drove with infinite caution to avoid scratches on the paint of Mr. Halstead’s truck.
Half an hour later he backed out again. The woman was in the seat beside him. Her face was tear-streaked. From time to time, as the kid drove on, she sobbed. The afternoon waned. The car rolled smoothly onward. Sunset came. An hour later the street lights of the kid’s home city sprawled across the dark horizon.
He took the woman to the railroad station. She offered him money when he let her out. He shook his head.
“I can spare it,” she said bitterly. “I’ve got all Al had. How much? Ten dollars? A hundred? How much?”
“I couldn’t take it,” said the kid awkwardly.
“Listen, kid,” she said suddenly, “if you don’t want cash—and it is hot money—how about a gun? I’ll give you one of Al’s. The one he killed two cops with, in Des Moines. How’s that?”
The kid writhed in his seat.
“No, thanks. I’ll be going. I’ve got to get home.”
He let in the clutch and rolled away while she stared after him. But she knew he wasn’t going to tell on her. It simply did not enter his mind. He had something else to worry about. The car—Mr. Halstead. That business proposition. He drove in the garage and went over the truck anxiously, hunting even inside the back. If its newness was in any way impaired, he was responsible.…
It was not impaired. Mr. Halstead came back from the office, looking for him. The kid explained that he was late because he’d driven slowly.
“Perfectly all right, my boy,” said Mr. Halstead. “But before you go home I want to talk about that proposition of yours.”
He had been thinking about it. Seriously. The kid could hardly believe what his ears told him as Mr. Halstead talked.
* * * *
He went home practically reeling. When he went in, Mom looked disturbed. The kid didn’t notice. He said in an awed voice:
“Mom, Mr. Halstead’s taking me up! He’s putting in a line of all-wave radios. He wants me to sell and install ’em. Salary and commission for all summer. And I can try to sell one of the big plants on the idea of ultra-short-wave sets for their trucks, for dispatching. Can I take the job, Mom?”
Mom said, smiling rather oddly:
“Son, Mr. Halstead wants to marry me. Maybe—maybe that’s a bribe to get you to consent.”
“It works!” said the kid fervently. “It works, all right! All summer with shortwave sets! Mom, you’re going to marry him? Please?”
* * * *
He went to wash up for supper, walking like one in a dream. He washed his hands. He had to dig under his nails to get them clean. There was clay there. Dirt. From where he’d been working on a steep bank of clay with a tire tool, to make a cave in it.
But the kid didn’t think of that. Being sixteen, he could only really think of one thing at a time, and that—at this time—was not the impropriety of assisting a public enemy to escape the law, nor the wrongness of concealing the final triumph of justice. No. The kid thought of something else. He grinned at his own reflection in the bathroom mirror. Exuberantly.
“All summer working on short-wave sets! Boy!” said the kid.



ENEMY OF THE STATE
Originally published in Collier’s, Nov. 20, 1937, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
For the first time in many long months, Gregor was not alert to danger, nor prepared instantly to sell his life for the highest possible price; he being scheduled to be shot. He did not even see the furtive figure of the girl who watched him from the hillside above the trail. There were reasons for his obliviousness, though. Starvation was one, and exhaustion was another, and despair may have been a third. He was snow-blind. He crawled on all fours through the snow.
But he knew that he was among high mountains, though he could not see them. He knew that the sun was shining brightly, though he could feel no trace of warmth from its rays. He knew that he would never get beyond the pass, above him somewhere; would never see the warm green valleys on the other side; would never again see any of those who had been his friends and had been wiser than he. They had gotten away when the party began to exterminate its enemies. But nothing actual seemed to matter to Gregor, now. He had endured too much, too long. He was light-headed. He was absorbed in visions.
They were startlingly vivid, those visions, and since he had been snow-blind, they gained in brilliancy. His home, with the fig trees he’d played under, and his brothers and sisters were clearly before him. Home was long since burned down, of course, because it had harbored traitors to the doctrines which were now the official ideology. But he saw it plainly, just as it had been when he was a child. And Peter had been killed when he was arrested by shock troopers, and Alex—an attractive little boy in that sailor suit—had died of typhus in a concentration camp, and Gregor did not like to think about his sister Mariana. But he saw them all very clearly and very long ago. Like snapshots, except that there were colors and they moved. Mariana was playing tag with Peter and Alex. Her slim legs twinkled beneath her little-girl skirts. She tagged Peter triumphantly and laughed.…
Gregor’s left elbow buckled. He went face downward in the snow. Automatically, he raised himself and crawled on. He was not really paying attention. His body did not bother him any more. He knew that it was moving, because every so often it fell down.
The girl on the snowy hillside watched furtively. She saw that Gregor stayed in the beaten trail simply because he was too feeble to move in the softer snow. Twice, as she watched, Gregor blundered into it, and twice he blundered back to the trail.
He crawled toward the pass. Toward the guards in the pass. He would not live to reach them, though. Assuredly not in the storm which visibly moved up from the far-distant lowlands. But the girl remained in hiding. Life was cheap on the road over the pass. Life was cheap everywhere, these days, if one was not a follower of the party in power. The pass was closed by guards put there to keep the enemies of the party from running away. Presently, as winter closed in, they would be replaced by winter’s own sentries, who would keep the pass more tightly closed than human guards could do.
The girl looked furtively down the beaten way. Nothing moved anywhere. Nothing. The storm from the lowlands had already blotted out the lower mountain peaks. A gray, furry mist swirled below it. Snow. Presently it would sweep on up here.
The girl came closer and looked again at Gregor. He was patently blind, and as patently helpless. Obviously incapable of defense.
The girl moved furtively toward him. But before she drew too close, she again looked fearfully down the trail to be quite sure that no living thing moved or saw.
* * * *
Gregor’s mind rose slowly from unconsciousness as a swimmer comes leisurely upward from deep blue depths. First, he knew vaguely that he was warm. He lay quite still and presently—faintly at first but then more strongly—he heard wind blowing somewhere. The sound became the sustained shrieking of the snow-laden mountain gale, in which no living thing can stir. But Gregor was in shelter.
He smelled food. Cabbage soup—peasant fare. The aroma grew tantalizing. He did not smell those other odors which should also inhabit a peasant’s hut. They were absent. This place was clean. He heard someone stir. He moved his head. And suddenly he became aware of bandages over his eyes.
All things reeked of danger to Gregor. He tried to slip his bandage secretly aside so that he could see whether he was to live or die. He was officially scheduled to be shot. But footsteps moved toward him immediately.
“You are awake? How do you feel?”
A woman’s voice. A girl’s voice. At the sound of it, Gregor nerved himself to be alert and cautious.
“Eh?” said Gregor confusedly. “Yes, I am awake, but I do not remember—”
The girl’s voice said soothingly: “I saw you crawling in the snow. I brought you here, and you have slept twenty-four hours. Now can you eat a little?”
Gregor tried to sit up, but he was too weak. The girl lifted his head. The steam of cabbage soup teased his nostrils.
“Now, eat!” she said encouragingly.
The soup was warm. It was delicious. She put the spoon into his mouth and fed him as she would feed a child. He ate as much as she would give him.
“No more,” she said at last, firmly. “Now sleep.”
He struggled a little, to protest. But he found himself tucked in. He subsided. And he wanted desperately to ask cunning questions, to prepare himself against the danger which hung over him now. But he was very weary, very weak, very tired of struggle. Slumber flowed over him. But before he quite lost consciousness, he had time to remember where he had heard a voice like the voice of the girl who nursed him. It was another girl on a symbol-marked platform, passionately denouncing all that had existed previous to the party, and mouthing fiercely all the homicidal nonsense now taught in the public schools. And then Gregor relaxed to sleep with a certain satisfaction. He had identified his danger. It was the girl who had rescued him.
Next day he was far stronger. One regains strength rapidly when nothing worse than hunger and exhaustion has sapped it. The girl put fresh poultices on his eyes, bandaging them firmly in place. And Gregor had tried to cast a swift, estimating look about this place when his eyes were uncovered, but the pain of light upon them made it impossible. Scalding tears blinded him. Even now his eyeballs hurt horribly.
“You have no papers,” said the girl. “Why?”
“I was robbed,” said Gregor. “For my papers, I suppose.”
A moment’s silence, which somehow seemed skeptical.
“I am assistant engineer for the Murflan district,” said Gregor glibly. “I went to see if the mines at Brada had been sabotaged, as was reported. I was waylaid and hit on the head. When I came to, my horse was gone and I was already weak. I tried to reach help, but lost my way in the night. I have been wandering for—I have lost count of the days. Always mountains, always bright sunlight upon snow. I went snow-blind. Then you found me.”
The girl said slowly: “That is not even clever.”
Gregor managed to grin.
“Why? Do you hunt spies, too? It is a popular pursuit.”
The girl seemed to hesitate. Then she said: “But I am no amateur. Why have you no papers?”
Gregor felt little cold trickles on his scalp.
“Did you ever hear,” he asked politely but cryptically, “of the numbers twenty-three, and six, and ten?”
Another pause. Suspicion seemed to crackle in the room like lightning. Then the girl said reluctantly:
“N-no. We must be in different divisions.”
“Perhaps,” said Gregor. He wondered privately if the numbers twenty-three and six and ten had any meaning of themselves. “You are in counterespionage, I suppose. But why you should be here—”
“I am here to trap a spy—a traitor,” said the girl, still suspiciously. “His description does not fit you, it’s true. But this hut has been used as a clearinghouse for seditious information. I volunteered to stay here and trap one who has used it.”
“I would bow,” said Gregor, “if I were not still lying down. I wish you luck. But where is here, anyhow? Truthfully, I have been snow-blind for three days. I was after—” He paused. “Too many enemies of the party have been slipping across the mountains, to lie about it abroad. Either we have traitors on the frontier, or there is a pass no one suspects. I was ordered to find out. But I was suspected. I was clubbed and left for dead. When I report what I did learn, though—”
The girl’s voice lost some of its suspicion.
“Then we are comrades,” she told him. “But you have no papers, and you do not talk like a—like a member of the party.”
“I had the misfortune,” said Gregor, “to be intelligently reared. But I may say that I have been vouched for by Hrodny. And he has committed enough murders for the party to be received in the very best society.”
He grinned once more. He was talking ultimately for his life, and he knew it. And therefore he talked flippantly. He had to convince this girl that, papers or no papers, he was approved of by the party. Else she would not dare give him food, though he starved, nor shelter him, though he froze to death.
Still blind and still weak, Gregor was at the mercy of the girl who tended him. And therefore he had to convince her of his devotion to the party if he wished to live.
It was his task for as long as the blizzard lasted.
* * * *
He woke suddenly because of a new noise. He was accustomed to the shrieking wind after three days and nights, but this was a strange sound. On the instant he was fully alert. He woke and by sheer instinct groped for the revolver he did not have.
He heard the noise again. Someone was fumbling at the door. He desperately ripped off the bandage still about his eyes. The hut was blessedly dark. His eyes hurt very little. The gale still blew, though more faintly than before. It was only wind now, which came in gusts, and between the gusts there was relative peace.
Someone fumbled at the door. It heaved open. A dark figure stumbled in, breathing quickly.
Gregor spoke. The girl caught her breath.
“What is it?” he asked breathlessly.
“The gale is nearly blown out. I went outside to see.”
He heard her brushing snow from her garments. Her breath came rapidly. Gregor’s ears caught the tempo. It was uneven; syncopated. One who is out of breath from exertion breathes fast but evenly. This was the breathing of agitation.
“Strange,” said Gregor, speaking into the darkness while a gust of the wind made a wailing sound and died away again. “Very strange that it should take so long to observe the weather.”
Her breathing became faster still, and still more agitated.
“Gregor,” she said unsteadily, “tell me truly. I—I saved your life. You know it. Gregor—you have not lied to me? You told the truth about your work? Will you swear to it? Will you swear by God and all the saints?”
“What would my oath be worth,” asked Gregor caustically, “if I could serve the party by perjury? But what is the matter?”
She seemed to swallow a lump in her throat.
“But, Gregor, if I lied to you instead—if I am not here to trap anybody—if I am here hoping to escape over the pass after the guards come down for the winter—Gregor, would you betray me?” Silence. Gregor was all suspicion, all watchfulness, all caution. This was a pretty trap indeed. But he had known men to be led off to concentration camps or execution because of such traps. His friends, his cousins, his brothers.… Why, his sister Mariana had been betrayed to the secret police by a spy who pretended such utter adoration that Mariana dared ask him to help old General Janos on his hopeless, asthmatic attempt to reach safety. And this girl had saved Gregor’s life, but that did not mean she would not destroy it again at an incautious word from him.
“My dear,” said Gregor cynically, “if you are not yet convinced that I am a party member, denounce me to the police. I am tired of these traps.”
“Gregor—” said the girl as if despairingly, and then was silent.
“I have back my eyesight and some of my strength,” said Gregor sardonically. “If you want help to capture the damned traitor you say you’re after, say so. If not, I’m going back to sleep.”
He settled back. Silence fell in the hut, save for the occasional wailing of the dying storm. Gregor silently congratulated himself on his quickness of wit. This girl had been very convincing indeed. But on his first coming to the cabin, she had boasted that she had been praised by Mannivitch, and Mannivitch did not praise people for squeamishness, but for service to the party. This was a last trap. She had wanted to be absolutely sure of him before he gained strength enough to escape—if he were opposed to the party. Now she would believe. He had gained time in which to gather strength so that the attempt to cross the pass in midwinter would be a shade less than suicide.
He congratulated himself on evading her trap. But she tried yet again. Later on in the night he waked and heard her sobbing. Very convincingly. But he pretended not to hear. And he resented the persistency of her efforts to make him betray himself. He wanted to be grateful, and the need to be always suspicious prevented it.
* * * *
There was sunlight outside the hut, but Gregor could bear even sunlight, now. He sat on the bunk space that had been given up to him, cunningly concealing the full measure of his strength. Concealment and secrecy were second nature now to Gregor.
The girl cooked. And now Gregor saw that she had fed him from a scanty supply of food. He saw, too, that she was a pretty girl even in the makeshift, shapeless garments that made her appear a refugee from party persecution. She cooked cabbage soup again today, adding frost-blackened potatoes that he might be strengthened by it. Gregor wished that he could let himself like her. But he did not dare. No one dared feel any normal emotion nowadays.
“The storm is over,” he observed, “and I have my sight back.”
She did not answer. She went on with her cooking.
“Is it nearer to the guard at the pass,” asked Gregor, “or to the nearest town where I will find members of the party?”
“The guard will probably come down today,” said the girl shortly. “You can wait for it in the trail. It is not far.”
“How many in the pass guard?” asked Gregor idly.
She did not answer. She shrugged.
“You have been most kind,” said Gregor and grinned.
She looked sharply at him, then back to her cooking.
“In other days,” said Gregor, “I would have voiced the hope that God would reward you. But instead, I observe that you deserve the gratitude of the nation for saving a party member’s life.”
She turned suddenly to him. “Listen to me, Gregor,” she said evenly. “I have saved your life. I would like you to keep it. I will swear not to betray you, no matter what you say. Now—did you tell me the truth? Are you a party member? Or are you—are you—” Gregor knew bitterness. Always trying to trap him for the firing squads that had killed so many.
“My dear,” he said amusedly, “I say it again. I am a party member. Of its shock battalions. If I am without papers at the moment, a mere telegram will secure me against suspicion.”
She looked at him steadily, searchingly. Then she turned back to her cooking pot. There was silence, save for the aromatic bubbling of the pot itself, and small, crackling noises in the stove. Outside, the wind was still. The wooden spoon stirred and stirred. It seemed that a very long time passed.
Then the spoon clattered suddenly against the side of the pot. Gregor heard a metallic clanking sound—and then a thunderous knock on the door. Not a knock. A terrific blow. The door burst open and there were three men inside. They wore the bulky, winter uniform of shock troopers of the party. Not much smartness about them, no. But two rifles held ready and a revolver in the hand of the third man was proof of efficiency, at any rate.
The girl faced them composedly.
“You saw my signal?” she asked. “I am Sara Vajnik, and last night I put a note beneath a flag in the trail for someone to come and arrest a suspicious person in my house. This is the man. He was moving toward the pass just before the storm struck. He took shelter here. He appears to be a spy.”
Gregor knew, then, that he would never reach the pass or see the green pastures beyond it. He had a moment’s wry mortified disgust that he had failed to convince the girl, after all, and a moment’s wonder wherein he had failed. But there were more urgent matters afoot. To sell his life for the highest possible price, he needed that revolver in the third man’s hand. His own was gone. So he grinned very convincingly.
“Sara Vajnik has anticipated me—perhaps. I am a party member and a shock trooper. Look at her papers first. The forgery is a very interesting one.” He needed only an instant’s distraction of the third man’s attention. Only an instant. He tightened his muscles, smiling, waiting for the turn of the third man’s head—
Then a sudden cry. A scuffle. A struggle. A man’s oath.
“She-devil! She tried to bolt—”
The girl struggled desperately to reach the door, sobbing in rage and despair.
And Gregor leaped. It was absurdly easy. A wrench—and he was astounded at his own strength—and he had the revolver. He raised it savagely, and felt it kick back in his hand. White smoke blotted out half the room. It kicked and kicked and kicked, while acrid smoke billowed all about and explosions ripped the hut. Then the revolver clicked empty, and Gregor knew he had exacted the highest price he could get for his life. He waited savagely to be killed.
But he was not killed. Instead there was a deep silence. He heard an odd chattering sound. The girl stood staring at him, wide-eyed, while the smoke rose slowly to form a layer of fog next to the ceiling. Her teeth chattered.
“Wh-why did you do it?” she stammered. “I—I—”
“We have lied to each other. Every instant. I’m no party member,” Gregor said. “I’m scheduled to be shot. You—”
“M-me too,” said the girl in a small voice. “Gregor—”
He licked his lips and bent to the floor. He gave her a rifle. He fumbled for other arms.
“They are—they are the last of the pass guard,” she told him shakenly. “I saw the tracks of the others last night, when I left the note. I wasn’t sure there’d be any more today, but these are—are the last.”
“They’d have horses,” said Gregor. “We take them. We start for the pass now. They think it’s closed tighter than they could close it, but we’ll get through! There’ll be nothing to fight but snow and cold. Come on!”
* * * *
They made their way to the trail. They mounted the dead guards’ horses and rode toward the pass now garrisoned only by cold and wind and hunger and despair. But twice, as they rode, the girl turned in her saddle to look fearfully behind her, Gregor saw.
“When we see green valleys,” he told her hungrily, “we will never look behind us. We will never lie to each other. We will never suspect anything. Ah, we will be happy when we reach the valleys beyond the pass!”
The girl looked at him uncertainly.
“Together,” added Gregor.
She flushed. Then she smiled at him.
They rode on toward the pass that had been made impassable by snow. The guard had abandoned it, because nobody could cross the mountains now. But they rode upward to try, because there were green valleys ahead, where a man could lie down and rest.



TERROR ABOVE
Originally published in Collier’s, June 10, 1939, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
There was only a faint trace of color in the sky to westward. It was already night on the ground, but the first of the pilot kites rose, twinkling, out of the earth shadow and into the sunlight again. The second followed. The motor of the reel truck rumbled throatily to itself. It was a monotonous, throttled-down thumping noise. Otherwise the world was very quiet. There were, in fact, just two other sounds in being. One was a thin whine of melody over by the antiaircraft battery. Somebody was playing on a mouth organ. The other was the voice of Sergeant Blairlee.
“For Pete’s sake!” he said bitterly, “sendin’ up a rookie with me! I got a fam’ly behind the lines to worry about. Why sh’d I have more troubles? I’ll have to stand all watches an’ he’ll be sick and bleatin’.”
The reel-truck man watched the dial and said soothingly:
“Air’s smooth tonight, Sarge. An’ we didn’t have to use a bag to get the pilots up. You’ll ride easy.”
Sergeant Blairlee would not be comforted. The last of the flare kites was two hundred feet up. The pilots were so far that they were visible only as golden motes in the sunlight that had passed on earth. Now the main-lift surfaces went wobbling up into blackness. One Two. Three. Four. The upper wind caught the first of them. The needle on the reel-truck dial jumped and skittered. Sergeant Blairlee regarded it sourly. The second caught its lift. The needle steadied. The third. The fourth. The needle was steady as a rock, and showed the lift of the group of kites to be appreciably more than three quarters of a ton.
“I guess we’ll get off the ground,” conceded Sergeant Blairlee bitterly. “We would, with a rookie for me to dry nurse!”
“Yeah,” said the reel-truck man. Between groundmen and kitemen of the air barrage, there was a bond of resentment that their force was used so extensively for the seasoning of men intended for other services. “An’ there’s likely to be somethin’ doin’ most any night now, too. The goons’ve served warnin’ of unrestricted bombin’.”
The goons, of course, were the enemy, and unrestricted bombing was the latest and most logical development of modern warfare. Since a modern state functions as a military unit in time of war, the goon government reasoned plausibly enough that any part of that military unit must be considered liable to attack.
“Don’t remind me!” said Sergeant Blairlee grimly. “My fam’ly’s back o’ the lines. I don’t want to think about it. Where’s that damn’ rookie I got to take up tonight?”
The reel-truck man grinned faintly and jerked his thumb. From the bunk built over the driver’s seat in the truck, a runty man with defiant eyes climbed down. He wore a private’s uniform, but the set of his shoulders and the tilt of his head explicitly proclaimed, “Commissioned officer.” The private’s uniform as definitely said, “Broken.”
“Private Simpkins reporting for duty,” said the new man defiantly.
“A’right,” said Sergeant Blairlee sourly. “Come on. They’re hookin’ on the hearse now.”
He strode to the weirdly and wonderfully shaped contrivance that the service called a hearse. It was a woeful object to look at. It was huge and clumsy and quite improbable. It was painted black, and even in the ground wind it swayed and wobbled from side to side like an over-obese elephant in pain. It was an adaptation of the tetrahedral kite played with by Dr. Alexander Graham Bell in the prehistoric days of aviation, and it took two observers and an assortment of apparatus up two miles and hung there, lurching drunkenly. Its function was in theory the detection and illumination—by flare kites overhead—of raiding enemy planes. In practice, it usually made them stay home, which was useful but not spectacular.
Sergeant Blairlee climbed into the small kite cabin and growled inarticulately at his companion. The new man entered. They went up, the kites already aloft hauling valorously upon them.
In the beginning the motion was lunatic. The bulky kite seemed determined, at first, to wallow itself upside down and inside out. Then it made clumsy but determined rushes in divers directions. The result of those gyrations was not notably comfortable, but Sergeant Blairlee held on grimly. Private Simpkins followed suit.
Above five hundred feet the air eddies began to smooth out, and the kite climbed more steadily. It was a thousand feet up. Two. Three. Earth was a vast expanse of velvety black below. The stars seemed very near, but far from friendly. They looked like small, unwinking eyes close overhead. The clumsy kite went up and up. Seven thousand feet. Eight. Sergeant Blairlee busied himself with a tinny contraption, striking match after match. A wick caught reluctantly and he closed the ignition door. Then there was no light anywhere except from the luminous handles of the switches and the bright and hostile stars without. But the pungent smell of imperfectly burning oil seeped out into the enclosed small cabin, and presently a perceptible trace of warmth made itself felt.
“We don’t have flyin’ suits,” grunted Sergeant Blairlee, “because o’ supply shortage. Easier to give us a dinky stove. Modern war! Now lemme show you how to work the listeners.”
The altimeter needle crept over and over. Nine thousand feet. Ten. Eleven. Sergeant Blairlee paid no attention. He demonstrated the listeners—the amplifying devices that multiplied tiny sounds by thousands of times and fed them into earphones for the occupants of the cabin to listen to. He showed the switches that chose the several microphones, from those in the main-lift surfaces and the flare kites to those in the pilot kites which used the supporting surfaces of the pilots themselves as diaphragms.
“We got mikes that use the surface of the old hearse, here,” he observed, “but y’needn’t bother with ’em. They ain’t any good.”
The runty man said harshly:
“If orders are to use those mikes, they’d better be used!”
The tone of this Private Simpkins was that of a commissioned officer. But he wore a private’s uniform and was subordinate to Sergeant Blairlee.
“Listen, guy!” said Sergeant Blairlee grimly. “You’ve been wearin’ shoulder bars, maybe. You ain’t wearin’ ’em now. I’m runnin’ this hearse, an’ I got a fam’ly back o’ the lines to make me want to run it right! If you wanna report me for not obeyin’ orders, go to it when we get down. Meanwhile, listen here! These are the controls. If somethin’ happens, we stick an’ set off all our flares one at a time. When they’re all gone we can cut loose an’ the ol’ hearse turns into a kinda glider. About half the time she can be landed without smashin’ anything but us. We land dark. We got landin’ flares but we ain’t allowed to use ’em. Nice, ain’t it?”
Private Simpkins was sullenly silent. Sergeant Blairlee handed him a headset and ran through the microphones, making professional comments the while. Once he said, “Here’s a wind whistle. Tune the filter like this”—his fingers moved—“an’ you step it up. Then wobble the control—” He moved the lever and the cabin swayed wildly and seemed to dive crazily toward earth— “an’ the sound changes. That proves it’s us an’ not a goon plane glidin’ with power off. Get it?”
Private Simpkins said nothing. Sergeant Blairlee relaxed.
“Now, anything else y’want to know?”
“Yes,” said Private Simpkins harshly. “How do you cut loose from all cables, for free flight?”
“Top cable here, bottom cable—” Sergeant Blairlee said sharply, “What the hell? We don’t cut free till all our flares are burned!”
“Oh,” said Private Simpkins coldly.
Sergeant Blairlee scowled. He took out a cigarette and bent over the odorous oil-stove. He clapped a muffler on the lighted tube, so that no spark could show. He looked out a vision port. Private Simpkins reached over and took the hearse control handle in his grip. He moved it. The floor seemed to drop away beneath their feet. Sergeant Blairlee grabbed and missed, but the hearse kite checked smoothly. Its descent stopped abruptly. It fell off to one side, righted itself, and then swung back and forth in a monstrous, sickening arc.
“Say!” snarled Sergeant Blairlee, flung crazily about and fighting to get at the control. “What the hell—”
There was a little jar, and the hearse kite rode steadily again.
“She handles like a mud scow,” said Private Simpkins scornfully.
A buzzer wailed plaintively. Sergeant Blairlee jabbed a button and spoke down two miles of kite cable to the reel-truck man.
“Nothin’ the matter. Just I got a crazy man up here with me. I’ll bat him over the head if he goes tryin’ out controls again.”
He turned back and glared angrily through the darkness at his companion.
Private Simpkins bent over the oil heater, lighting a cigarette as the sergeant had done. Sergeant Blairlee said ironically:
“Listen, ace! This ain’t a practice flight, it’s business! An’ if you go showin’ off to convince me that you used to have a shoulder bar, I’m willin’ to believe it! But—”
“I had two bars,” said Private Simpkins coldly.
“If they busted you for bein’ a damn’ fool,” snorted the sergeant, “they done right—”
“They didn’t,” said Private Simpkins more coldly still. “I was invited to resign my commission, Sergeant, to avoid court-martial for cowardice.”
Sergeant Blairlee’s mouth was open to speak. But no irony, no insult, could possibly have had the bite of Private Simpkin’s own confession. The sergeant turned away, enraged and shocked and very much upset. He growled: “Aw, hell!”
He stared out the vision ports. The earth was inky black below. No lights showed because there was a war, and whenever lights or movement showed human life, of course patriotism would urge someone on one side or the other to drop bombs upon it.
Private Simpkins said sardonically: “Aren’t you going to ask me for my alibi, Sergeant?”
Sergeant Blairlee grunted.
“It might give you a laugh,” said Private Simpkins bitterly. “I had a big Cottrell bomber with two half-ton bombs. My orders were to go with half a dozen others and bomb one of the enemy’s munitions factories. We went over high altitude and they didn’t spot us. The idea was for us to sneak up from the rear, drop our bombs, and get back if we could. It didn’t look like we would.”
Sergeant Blairlee grunted again.
“The others didn’t get back,” said Private Simpkins. “They pretty well smashed that factory, but they didn’t come back. I did. With both my bombs in their racks and not a bullet hole in my wings. All I had to show for the trip was an alibi.”
Sergeant Blairlee said: “Yeah?”
“My story,” said Private Simpkins in heavy irony, “was that I saw a new type of enemy ship, and it was so brand-new that I figured it was more important to come back and report it than to carry on and drop my bombs. So I came back, and reported, and nobody believed it.”
“What kinda ship did you see?” asked Sergeant Blairlee. “I ain’t one of those people that don’t give the goons credit for anything at all. They’re human, just like us. I got nothin’ against goons except that we got to lick ’em.”
“The ship was a giant,” said Private Simpkins coldly. “That’s all. A giant! It was damned near as big as a Zeppelin, and it had twenty-four motors, I counted ’em! Six front and six back, on each wing! When I reported how big it was, headquarters figured that a ship that big could barely get off the ground and it’d be so useless it’d be silly, and therefore the goons wouldn’t build it. And therefore it didn’t exist and I was a liar and I’d funked carrying out my orders. So they gave me the choice of resigning or facing a court-martial as a coward.”
Sergeant Blairlee said nothing whatever for a time. Then he observed: “We’re supposed to do half-hour tricks at the mikes. You want to take over now or later?”
Private Simpkins snarled at him for his incredulity. Then he said sullenly: “I’ll take over now.”
“Okay,” said Sergeant Blairlee. He settled himself back to relax. “But, listen, guy! If somethin’ happens an’ you cut loose for free glidin’ before every damn flare we got has burned out, you ain’t goin’ to live to land! I got a fam’ly back of the lines, an’ the goons say they’ goin’ to bomb unrestricted. See?”
There was silence inside the cabin for a long time.…
* * * *
The buzzer wailed. Sergeant Blairlee opened his eyes. Private Simpkins spoke into the phone transmitter to earth:
“Yes…? Very well. I’ll tell Sergeant Blairlee.” He turned, and the sergeant grunted. “The enemy’s got a big air fleet aloft. Objective not yet known. Extra vigilance ordered for this sector. The gunners down below are standing to their guns.”
“Umph!” said the sergeant. “A’ right.” Then he said uneasily: “It’s a hell of a note, ain’t it? Unrestricted bombin’!”
Private Simpkins said nothing. Sergeant Blairlee said suddenly:
“Say, did y’ever figure out a reason for the goons to build a ship as big as y’said y’saw?”
“Yes,” said Private Simpkins. “To carry ten-ton bombs. It could do it. Several of them!”
The sergeant blinked. Then he blinked again. He swore suddenly. The thought was just beginning to sink in.
A hundred-pound bomb is a bad thing to have exploding near you or the house you’re living in. A two-hundred-pounder is just four times as bad, because the shattering effect of explosions goes up in geometrical ratio to the amount of explosive fired. A thousand-pounder does one hundred times the damage of a bomb one-tenth its weight. And a ten-ton bomb ought to shake down half a city where a hundred-pounder would merely demolish a house or two. Literally, it should shake down half a city. So that from a military standpoint almost anything would be worthwhile if it allowed ten-ton bombs to be used.
“Gee!” said Sergeant Blairlee. “Unrestricted bombin’! An’ my fam’ly in back—”
“A big ship isn’t as efficient as a small one,” said Private Simpkins bitterly, “so the goons have built an inefficient ship in order to use efficient bombs—and I’m out of the air service as a coward!”
He bent back to the microphone switches. The different kites sent down curiously characteristic sounds. The pilot kites, three miles up and using their supporting surfaces as diaphragms, sent down an almost unvarying high-pitched whine. The flare kites hooted more or less insanely. Carrying heavy loads of flares and reflectors, they wobbled in the wind. The main lift surfaces moaned and whimpered with occasional gobbling sounds. The old hearse squealed and grunted.
“See if y’can get some sleep,” said Sergeant Blairlee in a strained voice. “I’ll take over for a while.”
Private Simpkins moved back from the switches.
Then for a long time there was silence. Not complete silence, of course. Sometimes the oil-stove made a thut-thut-thuttering sound. The switches made tiny clicks as the sergeant shifted them.
But mostly there was quietness. And presently the sergeant got himself out a cigarette and bent to the stove, the headset still in place. But in the very middle of his bending he stiffened, and with a lightninglike motion turned up the amplifier. But there was no need. He jabbed at a button and snapped:
“Somethin’ comin’! Fast! Sounds like a whole fleet!” He worked the switches frantically as he spoke. “High level an’ low level both. They’ goin’ to try to bust through! Get set, down below there!”
Private Simpkins opened his eyes wide. They gleamed harshly. Sergeant Blairlee barked again:
“They’ comin’ fast! Motors on full! The whole damn sky’s full of ’em! An’ they’ comin’ straight through!”
There was no noise at all but the regular sounds of the kite cabin. But in a matter of seconds, sound came. At first it was a faint and distant and murmurous hum. It did not seem to come nearer. It swelled. It increased in volume until it was as the buzzing of a hive of angry bees. It swelled further. It was a droning roar. It was a steady, overpowering tumult that seemed to reach from one end of the sky to the other. The cabin shook and quivered; it vibrated crazily from the terrific sound. There seemed to be nothing anywhere in the universe but this ferocious roar.
Sergeant Blairlee reached forward and put his finger on a switch. Not a microphone switch. Another. He threw it. Then he jerked his head back and looked up through the glassite roof.
A sudden infinitely pale glare appeared far overhead. In it were starkly outlined two enemy airplanes. They were not bombers. They were fighting ships. One of them dived downward as if flinging itself, panic-stricken, out of the light.
Above the tumult of motors, Sergeant Blairlee’s voice came thinly:
“Goin’ to blast our flare. Watch!”
A stream of tiny flames, like sparks from an emery wheel, darted across a narrow section of the sky. Tracer bullets. Two other ships swam into the area of light. Its source was invisible. The flare kites blanked out the earth from the flares they carried. They threw light only upward. The anti-aircraft guns on the ground below were left in utter darkness, not forced to fire through ground haze made luminous by their own searchlights. They fired from darkness into a pitiless glare.
In that glare, high overhead, sudden swift blossoms of white smoke appeared. Anti-aircraft shells bursting. The plane flew on, unharmed. But another appeared, and another, and suddenly one of them smoked luridly and went spinning down into oblivion below the flares.
Off to the right and left more cold white glows sparked into being. Hearse kites of the air barrage set off their flares to join the first. Other swimming motes appeared against a sky suddenly gone blacker than black. Tiny balls of white smoke blossomed and drifted away. Over to the right another plane went down.
“Good shootin’,” said Sergeant Blairlee in unnatural calm. “That guy’s gettin’ close to our top kite. Notice?”
The spitting streams of small sparks continued. Suddenly there was an abrupt, a savage jerk at the cabin and all that it contained. Like a huge fish striking, hard. Sergeant Blairlee threw another switch.
“That’ll happen once in Lord knows when,” he said harshly. “He run into the kite wire. He’ll be speakin’ to Saint Peter about now.”
The second flare evidently flashed into flame. They saw a crumpled thing come spinning down, dangling from an apparent nothing. It burned yellowly in mid-air. It dropped suddenly, like a plummet.
Now the noises from the ground smote amazingly upon their ears. The crashes of the antiaircraft guns sounded like twenty men beating unrhythmically upon a block of deep-toned, resonant wood. And overhead the white smoke blossoms bloomed and bloomed.
“Our own planes’ll be climbin’ now,” said Sergeant Blairlee. “They won’t fight over us. That’s for the gunners. Our planes’ll take what the gunners leave, an’ the flares’ll give ’em light enough to fight by, even four-five miles away.”
Another savage jerk at the cable. A second. Sergeant Blairlee stared upward. Incredibly, his own flare came into plain view as a ball of fiercely white light. It began to topple, rolling over and over as its kite went down, alternately glaring upon all the world and being eclipsed by the surfaces that had upheld it.
Sergeant Blairlee pushed the switch that would ignite a third flare.
“They got somethin’ there,” he observed. “I bet they got a line on our cable from those first two an’ then somebody dives across wind draggin’ a grapnel for the kite wire. I better report it.”
His voice muttered through the monstrous din that now filled all the world. The roar of motors and the battering crash of guns and the sound of shells going off above. A giant hand seized the cabin and shook it horribly.
“Shell went by,” said Sergeant Blairlee. “That was the wind from it. Hell! They got our third flare!”
He lighted the fourth with a flick of his finger. And over all the sky above them a cold white glare played, and in that glare swam a multitude of graceful shapes with the symbol of the enemy upon their under-wings. In that glare, too, were a multitude of sudden puffballs of smoke that appeared instantaneously and then gradually collapsed into untidy streaks of white. Things fell from the sky. Ever and again one of the silvery swimming things crumpled, or collapsed and went reeling pathetically down out of the light and into oblivion.
Suddenly Private Simpkins slipped a headphone over his head, reached forward to the filter, and began feverishly to tune it. He snapped over his shoulder:
“Listen here to what I’ve got!”
Sergeant Blairlee obeyed. Then he said harshly:
“Look there!”
Off to the right a flare went reeling earthward, undoubtedly sheared off by just the technique that had disposed of two of their own flares, throwing light toward the sky. Another flare burst into flame and on the instant went reeling. A plane with swinging grapnel had been waiting for it to appear. The enemy ships were staying deliberately in range of antiaircraft guns to grapple for and destroy all kite-borne flares that would light up the heavens. It was suicidal, but it was working. A savage jerk at the cable told of their own fourth flare torn away. Sergeant Blairlee stabbed the button that would set off the next, while he listened with all his ears to the sound that Private Simpkins had tuned in. It was a full-throated, bellowing roar. It was synchronized motors, in incredible number, roaring through the night with a sound like that of a monstrous organ. Cracks and crackling sounded through it. Gunfire. But the motor sound the two men listened to was like no motor sound ever heard before.
“Giant ship!” said Private Simpkins fiercely. “Twenty-four motors, all of ’em two-thousand-horse! The ship I saw or its sister! It’s slow and it’s low and it’s clumsy. That’s why they sent the fighters on ahead to yank out our flares. It’ll go over at six or eight thousand feet, no more, so it can carry a full load of bombs, and I’ve got a hunch there’s something like a smoke screen dropped on the ground to blind our searchlights if they try to use ’em. They’re blasting our flares to cut a hole for it, and it’s got ten-ton bombs or better to drop on the cities behind our lines. And that means—”
Again a savage, wrenching heave. A flare went swooping crazily earthward not a hundred yards from the cabin vision ports. By some freak of setting, the flare kite had gone into a nose dive when sheared loose from its cable. It sped toward earth—and disclosed long trailing fingers of smoke reaching downward. That meant smoke bombs down below.
“One more flare,” said Sergeant Blairlee savagely. “Our last!”
He heard a snarling, ripping sound just overhead. Something had gone through the hearse. Many bullets. They heard the noise of the punctured surfaces. Then the whole hearse reeled and the breath was jerked out of both of them. The last flare had been grappled and destroyed.
“We’re all dark,” said Sergeant Blairlee, in a sudden, terrible calm. “We can’t do anything more. Might’s well cut—”
Private Simpkins thrust him savagely back.
“Wait!” he snapped. “Hold on! I’ll cut when we need to cut! You break out our landing flares! That big ship’s coming! It’s slow! We’ve got two—maybe three—minutes yet, and one chance in ten million of doing something! Get out those flares!”
Private Simpkins wrenched open a vision port. Thin, icy air streamed in. Numbingly cold air. Now they heard more distinctly still the sounds of the action going on. The air was full of the roar of many motors. From below came the snapping detonations of antiaircraft fire. But that was slacking. There were no more flares here, and the one to the right went out as Sergeant Blairlee looked, and the one to the left dived steeply to earth and vanished.
Long fingers of light reached up. Searchlights on the ground. But around each there was a nimbus of illuminated vapor. The long white pencils flickered here and there, and they picked out a silver thing and the guns opened furiously. But the searchlight glare was thinned and made vague by the vapor above it—and the silver thing stunted insolently. Shells burst vainly. Other smoke bombs dropped to blind the searchlights and the gunners too. And then the two in the hearse kite heard with their own ears the throaty organ sound of mighty engines coming nearer.
“Cut the main lift kites,” snapped Private Simpkins, “and ready with that first flare!”
Still dazed, overwhelmed alike by a sense of futility and a dread of irreparable disaster for those behind the lines, Sergeant Blairlee obeyed. The cabin jerked violently. Something dark went swooping away and down from them. He saw it once, in the enfeebled rays of a searchlight. The main lift kites, swooping to earth. The old hearse hung steady. Once aloft, its own surfaces would sustain it in a wind like this.
“Ready—and—now!” cried Private Simpkins fiercely. “Drop that flare! Quick!”
The flare, dropping away below them, had ignited. It showed streaky layers of mist below. Nothing else. No guns could sight or aim through that luminous curtain. But no targets could be seen for bombers to aim at, either. The flare swung lazily in mid-air, dropping below its parachute. It showed streaking small bombers dropping smoke bombs to add to the screen below.
And it showed the giant ship.
It was a giant. It was a good four thousand feet below the kite cabin, but even at that distance it was huge. It came on steadily, roaring, its twenty-four motors, six pulling and six pushing on each wing, plainly visible.
Above and about and before it danced one-man fighters of its own side. They were vastly swifter. Naturally. To carry monstrous bombs, bigger than had ever before been used in war, the giant ship had sacrificed efficiency and speed and climbing power and ceiling. And of course maneuverability. But it carried destruction concentrated within it to a more terrible degree than ever before in history. And it drove on like some huge leviathan of the air, and its protecting swarm of fighting ships danced before it like midges.
Private Simpkins reached down and took the cable cut-off handle in his grip. He watched from the opened vision port.
“Put that other landing flare where I can reach it!” he commanded.
Sergeant Blairlee numbly obeyed, unable to take his eyes from the flying monster. The sound of gunfire had practically ceased. There was only the overwhelming roar of a myriad motors, with the bellowing progress of the giant ship sounding through all the rest. Here and there searchlights still tried to pierce the thickening layer of smoke above them, with increasingly obvious futility.
Private Simpkins, tight-lipped, made a single movement. The old hearse shuddered and began to fall. She lurched, wallowed, spun crazily for an instant—and then she was in a steep, controlled dive. Through the opened vision port poured a rush of air that was like a solid stream of pure frigidity. The hearse kite swung as it dived. The bobbing landing flare was left behind.
“Say!” said Sergeant Blairlee, unsteadily. “What you doin’, guy?”
“I’m going to ram the damned thing!” said Private Simpkins fiercely, between his teeth. “Then they’ll find out whether I’m a coward or not!”
Wind whistled past the diving hearse kite, now turned into a projectile. The whistling rose to squeals. Then screams. There was a sudden stream of sparks darting across squarely before their eyes. Tracer bullets. They seemed to go through that stream. Nothing happened. The roar of the monster ship cut through the pandemonium all about, and in the harsh white glare of the landing flare it swam toward them. Below them. More streaming sparks. A ripping sound—many ripping sounds—in the surfaces of the hearse. The monster was below them!
Then Private Simpkins sobbed:
“We’ll miss!”
He had dived as he would have dived a fighting plane with a dead stick. But a tetrahedral kite, even in free fall, has not the speed of a fighting plane. The monstrous ship was directly below them and it would pass directly below them. But they would pass fifty feet or more behind its tail fins. They could not possibly reach it in time to commit suicide in the attempt to break its back by ramming.
“Miss!” sobbed Private Simpkins again. He cursed.
Then he seized the second landing flare. He ripped away the parachute and flung it in hysterical rage straight downward. It was the only missile in the kite cabin, and it seemed futile. But it sputtered in his hands. It ignited as it went out the vision port. It flared fiercely in mid-air, seeming to envelop the kite in its flames. Then it rushed downward, on ahead.
It was a blue-white ball of unbearable incandescence, falling like a comet with the speed of the kite’s free fall added to the power of Private Simpkins’ muscles. It was still a blue-white ball when it struck the thick and monstrous fuselage of the giant ship. It went through. There was one incredible instant when it burned within that giant structure. Vision ports along the monster’s sides seemed to spout white-hot flames.
Then the kite fell past the giant ship’s tail and the slipstreams from its propellers struck. With a force as savage and inexorable as doom itself, the kite was flung away. Supporting surfaces ripped. Struts cracked. Then it went reeling crazily downward, while Private Simpkins tried to bring it out of a wrecked fall and still look at the giant ship’s burning.
The ship flew on. And on. Flames ate at its vitals. And suddenly, six thousand feet up, there was a yellow flame in which it seemed that the world came to an end. The two in the hearse kite felt an intolerable wave of concussion and then a terrific crash.
* * * *
Sergeant Blairlee lay still, dizzily conscious of a thinning smoke screen between him and the stars, until Private Simpkins shook him.
“Hell!” said Sergeant Blairlee. “It blew up. An’ we’re still livin’!”
He got reluctantly to his feet. There were many small agonies all over his body. There was still a droning hum of motors in the air, but it was going away, and the harsh rasp of machine-gun fire was in the sound. Private Simpkins was a wreck to all appearance, but in the faint luminosity spread by searchlights trying to pierce the smoke his eyes blazed triumphantly.
“I’m a coward?” he cried. “I’m a liar when I say I saw that ship? Sergeant, am I a coward and a liar?”
Sergeant Blairlee groaned and pulled a jagged splinter out of himself.
“Hell, no,” he admitted wearily. “You ain’t. You’re a damn rotten pilot an’ a double damn’ fool, else we’d be in kingdom come by now, but you ain’t a liar or a coward. You’re a hero. See tomorrow’s papers.”
He took a step, and winced, and suddenly cried hysterically:
“You’re a hero, damn it, but what’s it gettin’ us? I got a fam’ly back o’ the lines! If that damn’ ship had got through tonight it’d bombed the town they’re in! They’d be dead by now! You saved ’em for tonight, but I want ’em safe for always! What are we goin’ to do about that? What about tomorrow?”



UNDER CHITNA’S CLOUDS
Originally published in Collier’s, November 1939, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
From before the monstrous, scarred face of Chitna, a white cloud drifted away. The naked rock of the mountain showed clear. It was a long way off from the Valley Inn, but on the instant there were babbling voices down the terrace:
“There they are, now the cloud’s gone…! They’ve made another hundred feet.… It looks like Chips is leader.… That’s bad going.…”
Others took their turns at the telescopes. The voices continued, all brightly excited and thrilled. To Mr. Hallen, huge and impassive in his steamer chair, the sound seemed ironic, with what he knew. He permitted himself to become so far roused as to raise and extend his own telescope. Mountains loomed all about the inn—Baldy and Stretcher and the Brothers and Otter, and others past naming or counting—but there was only one of them to be regarded this day. That was Chitna, a lean, fierce mountain with an easy-chair path to its top from the southward, but an eastern face that was sheer impossibility. An impossibility that was being tried today.
Mr. Hallen, moving heavily, rested his telescope on the railing beside him. He put his eye to the eyepiece. The faraway mountain leaped toward him. He moved the instrument deliberately back and forth. Rock strata flashed past at a dizzy speed. A wide patch of dazzling white. Then vertical cliff, with a speck on it seen as the telescope’s field swept past.
“The first man is Chips, all right.…” A voice down the terrace babbled. A heavy baritone cut in, smoothly, “He’d know we were watching from here. He ought to wave.” Other voices, blurring all sense in a confused soprano sound. Presently words came more clearly: “That’s very bad going, there.… A hundred feet in the past hour…”
Mr. Hallen found the speck on the cliff again. It was a man. He climbed slowly, testing each handhold. Presently he stopped. Another speck below him moved. Another man. There were four of them roped together. One moved. Three held fast. The cliff was straight up and down. A pebble dislodged from the foot of any one of them would drop thousands of feet before it touched solid earth. There were wisps of cloud below them.
“Yes,” said a voice decidedly. “That’s Chips leading. He’s good. But I’m glad I’m not in that party!”
Mr. Hallen gave no sign of the meaning he saw in the sight in his telescope’s field. He seemed impassive and unconcerned. Actually, he was listening for the voice of Mona Dale. She ought to realize what had happened, over there on the mountain. The climbers were near the top of Chitna. Very near. But to get so high they had sacrificed every possibility of descent. Hours since, they had reached a spot where further climbing in the same line was absolutely impossible. Then, they could have given up the climb. They could have retreated. But there was another line of ascent they could attempt. To reach it, they had to pass downward and sidewise across the cliff’s smooth face.
A part of the way they could move by normal rock-climbing methods. There was a place, however, where they had to use ropes. And through his telescope Mr. Hallen had seen the technique called for. It had told him that it was one of those places where you can get down, but cannot get back up. In taking the new line of ascent, then, they had cut themselves off from all possible retreat. Once there, they had to reach the top or die.
Nobody spoke to Mr. Hallen. Nobody ever did. Even at such a moment, when all the inn regarded this climb as a sporting event and a gentlemanly bookmaker—so it was said—took bets at eight to three against its success, with lesser odds on the death of one or more members of the party. Nobody ever spoke to Mr. Hallen. He had cultivated solitude, even at the Valley Inn, until he was regarded as a sort of natural feature and ignored as such. Every morning his valet tucked him solemnly in his steamer chair, and he sat there in a magnificent remoteness until noon. In the afternoon he sat there again, with the same forbidding air of self-sufficiency.
He had come to be disregarded now—the thought was grimly amusing—in the same way that a naturalist who sits perfectly still will come to be ignored by the wild things of a forest. Like the naturalist, too, he learned many things from those who ignored him. This was the Valley Inn, in what someone had quite inadequately called the American Alps. It was crowded with climbers and near-climbers and would-be climbers, and with merely social climbers in addition. There had been much to learn.
Whiteness swept across the field of the telescope. Clouds again. The climbers were blotted out with the mountain flank to which they clung. Mr. Hallen put down the instrument. He looked impassively along the terrace. Mona Dale was there, yes, and with the Tommy Carteret to whom she was engaged. She was not smiling. She was not speaking. But Tommy Carteret talked with a smooth expansiveness that explained why most men did not like him. He was rich, and he traded on it.
He’d sent Chips out to climb the east face of Chitna. Mr. Hallen knew why. So, probably, did Mona.
“It isn’t often,” said Tommy Carteret’s smooth baritone, “that I can actually see what I get for my money. I told Chips I’d back him in a Mount McKinley climb if he could make the east face of Chitna, here. He took me up, and I can actually watch him do it, except when the clouds interfere. But the damned clouds cut him off so much that it’s costing too much per minute!”
He laughed. Other voices laughed, too. He was very rich. Mr. Hallen bent his eyes to his book. The climbers were in trouble. He knew it. Apparently no one else did.
Mr. Hallen looked stolidly at his book. He heard footsteps drawing near. Then he heard Mona Dale’s voice. It was studiedly calm:
“Do you think he’s going to make it, Tommy?”
“He?” repeated the smooth baritone amusedly. “There are four of them. Say they, Mona. They may make it—I don’t know. I told him I’d find money for a Mount McKinley expedition if he’d prove he and those three chaps with him were up to it. He assured me they were. I told him I wanted proof. When he asked what sort of proof. I suggested the east face of Chitna. So he’s trying it.”
“Nobody’s ever climbed the east face, Tommy!”
“I know.” Tommy Carteret’s voice was a shade less smooth. “That’s not my affair. If Chips tries the east face and gets hurt, it’s his funeral.”
“It’s likely to be,” said Mona quietly. “I wish you hadn’t, Tommy.”
His voice, then, was not smooth:
“I’d reason to, don’t you think?”
She did not answer. Mr. Hallen heard their footsteps die slowly away down the terrace.
Mr. Hallen turned a page. He was not reading. He was remembering. He’d seen Chips meet Mona Dale. Pudgy Green introduced them—Pudgy, the hopeless dub at climbing, who revered Chips as the best man in America at that balanced climbing which is the most hair-raising yet useful trick of the alpinist. He brought Chips up and said reverently, “Mona, this is Chips Hardesty. You’ve heard of him! Chips is—” Mona did not hear the rest. Neither, most likely, did Chips. They looked at each other and something happened. Something immediate and unalterable and irrevocable. And nothing would ever be quite the same to those two again. Mr. Hallen knew. Anybody could have known, looking at them. It was just as simple as that.
* * * *
But that was two days ago. And two nights since…
Two nights since Mr. Hallen sat on the terrace in a vast, impassive stillness. He smoked, bulky and aloof in his steamer chair. There was music inside the inn; it contrasted weirdly with the look of things outside. Rhythmic bedlam in the resort of men. Serene silence among the mountains; silence which had the quality of a frozen melody.
From time to time people came from the ballroom into the outer stillness. Men and women, always. Never men alone, nor women. Mr. Hallen remained silent and impassive and self-contained. He heard secrets, out on the terrace, and gave no sign that he was not deaf. He saw kisses, and gave no indication that he was not blind.
Then Chips came out with Mona Dale. They came to the edge of the terrace. They stood there in silence. Mona looked at the distant snow slopes. Chips looked at her. He frowned.
“I just heard you’re engaged to that Carteret fellow. How’d it happen?”
“Why shouldn’t it happen?”
“Shall I tell you?” asked Chips.
“No, don’t!” said Mona quickly. She paused. “He asked me to marry him, and I didn’t know anybody else who meant anything to me. So I said yes. Why not?”
Chips admitted wryly, “There wasn’t any reason, then.”
“And I’m going to marry him. There’s still no reason not to.”
“If you can’t think of any, then there aren’t any,” said Chips. “Do you want to go back in again?”
He Turned, but she stood still. She said defensively, “If you’d ever been poor—”
“I am poor,” said Chips. “Why not? Most people are, compared to Carteret. I have lots of fun though. Or I thought I did.”
She said abruptly, “What do you want more than anything else?”
“Until I came here,” said Chips, “I wanted to climb Mount McKinley. The three fellows with me are good. I trained them. We could make the climb, but it would take an expedition and supplies and so on, and we can’t manage that. So we climb where we can, and polish up our technique—and eat our hearts out thinking about the place we’d like to use it.
“I said,” went on Chips grimly, “that’s what I wanted before I came here. Do you want to know what I want most now?”
Again Mona said quickly, “No! Don’t tell me!” Then she added passionately, “What I want is to be rich. So I’m going to marry Tommy. I want to be rich!”
“I think,” said Chips, “that’s a lie.”
“I’m going to make it true,” said Mona.
The door from the ballroom opened. Someone came out. Chips did not notice. He said grimly, “You can’t make it true. The same thing happened to you that happened to me, the minute I first saw you.”
“Maybe it did,” said Mona, “but I can cure it and I will!”
“I couldn’t,” said Chips, more grimly still, “and I don’t think you can.”
Mona stirred restlessly and did not answer. Chips said most grimly of all, “If we stay out here I’ll probably kiss you. And you’ll like it. We’d better go in.”
Mona hesitated. “I might not like it.”
“But I shan’t try it,” Chips told her savagely, “because you’re engaged to Carteret. Just an eccentricity of mine. We’re going in!”
They went in. Mr. Hallen looked out at the mountains. Where his steamer chair was placed, there was but little light. They had not seen him. Now the man who’d come out alone did not see him either. That man struck a match and lighted a cigarette. It was Tommy Carteret. He was scowling. He inhaled savagely, twice, and threw the cigarette away.
That was two nights ago.
* * * *
Today, Mr. Hallen was the first to notice that the cloud had moved away again from Chitna. He put down his book with a vast deliberation. In an impassive fashion he trained his telescope upon the mountain flank.
The climbing party had made another fifty feet, perhaps. They clung like flies to the wall. For ten minutes, for fifteen, the leader did not advance a foot. But every so often his arms made a spasmodic movement. At the end of that time he suddenly made what looked like an abrupt leap sidewise. Actually, of course, he had used a rope snubbed around a rock to enable him to swing from a quite impossible place to one that was merely impracticable. He made himself secure. And suddenly, in the telescope’s field, Mr. Hallen saw what looked like a vertical streak of tiny puffs of vapor. He knew what had happened, of course. The rope or the man had loosened a delicately balanced boulder. It went grinding and bouncing horribly down the cliff face—making spurts of rock dust where it touched—to end in a screaming drop to the screes at the base of the mountain.
Then voices. A girl’s voice:
“Mona, do you see them…? Are they moving fast…? Can you see Chips?”
No answer save a babble of more voices than one. Mr. Hallen did not turn his head. Mona Dale had been watching through one of the terrace telescopes. The leader of the climbing party was motionless now. Very slowly and very painfully the second man wormed upward. The third man. The fourth. The leader went upward once more. Inch by inch.
A voice down the terrace: “What do you call that kind of climbing? Pudgy Green said—”
Mr. Hallen watched the climbing party. The leader again found himself at a place that was absolutely impossible. For five minutes, for ten, he seemed to be motionless. Actually, for a longer time than that he had been looking for a possible way to go higher.
Now he descended. He went down twenty-five feet or more. Once he slipped. Ten feet. He pulled himself back with oddly awkward gestures. Then he teetered and suddenly made a curiously light and swift dart across sheer nothingness. That was balanced climbing, in which a man moves swiftly over footholds too tiny to support him for five consecutive seconds, but which will sustain him as long as he keeps in motion. It is like dancing. It is like skating on thin ice. It is a little like tightrope walking. But on a mountainside there may be a drop of thousands of feet below the man who tries that trick. There was here.
The leader came to a halt and hugged the rock. The second man began to move.
Mr. Hallen put down his telescope. There had been a storm cloud over the Brothers some time back. It was gone now. Baldy was wreathed in mist. Pudgy Green had climbed Baldy. Many times. Pudgy had climbed Mount Streicher, too, and the Otter, but the Brothers were beyond him. He’d climbed Chitna, though—but by the easy route.
With all the passion for climbing that the greatest of alpinists might possess, Pudgy was hopelessly mediocre. An ice ax was an instrument by which Pudgy wore himself out, but with which he could not cut ice steps that would hold. Crampons served him well enough, but Pudgy could never tell when a piton was fast and when it would pull out at the slightest jerk. And Pudgy could climb a chimney, but only with such awkwardness that fifty feet of it reduced him to pitiable exhaustion.
Mr. Hallen remembered. Yesterday morning Pudgy had come upon Chips. Chips was scowling, looking somberly out at the mountains. Pudgy was vastly respectful to and infinitely admiring of Chips.
“Uh, listen, Chips,” said Pudgy, “one of the fellas with you was talking about McKinley. Said the four of you’d like to tackle it. Only been climbed twice. That’s right, ain’t it?”
“Yes,” said Chips. “But we’re broke, all four of us. So we just bull around to each other about how we’d set about climbing McKinley, and figure on the thing, and then we say, ‘What the hell!’ and try to forget it.”
“Uh—listen!” said Pudgy again, anxiously. “If somebody were to put up the money for a try at McKinley, would you—uh—take it?”
“Sure!” said Chips. “I could put up an argument to prove it ought to be done, too. Why? Do you know a millionaire?”
“Yes,” said Pudgy. “Tommy Carteret. I was talking to him. I told him you were the best climber in America, and it was a shame nobody’d tried the new climbing tricks on McKinley. He listened. Said he wasn’t a climber himself, but he could see it might be worth doing.”
“No dice,” said Chips regretfully. “I’d try dry-nursing a beginner up some places, but not McKinley.”
“He doesn’t want to go,” insisted Pudgy. “He just said he might put up for supplies and such for an expedition if the right people went on it.”
Chips hesitated a long time. Then he said dryly, “Somebody ought to go up. I’ll talk to him. But I won’t try to sell myself for the party. I know two or three men who could do better.”
Pudgy said confidently, “You sell him on the idea of the climb, and I’ll sell him on the one to do it. That’s you, Chips. I’ll attend to that!”
Chips went with him, reluctant enough but inevitably thinking of the three he had trained to climb. Mr. Hallen gave no sign that he had heard a word. But he remembered.
That was yesterday. Today Chips was close indeed to the summit of Chitna by the eastern face, and he was in trouble. The storm cloud that had been over by the Brothers still hung together. It was a dark cloud, a nasty cloud. A dubious mist whirled under it. Chitna, however, was unobscured. Mr. Hallen took up his telescope.
The climbers were higher. The leader was no more than two hundred feet from the top of the cliff, and the top of the cliff meant the ascent completed. But they were not moving. There was sheer wall to the right and left, and sheer wall above, and sheer empty space below. But the important thing was that the climbers did not move.
Fingers of mist drifted past, between them and the Valley Inn. It blotted them out and partly revealed them, and blotted them out again. Mr. Hallen put down the telescope.
Voices, down the terrace:
“Resting, I suppose.… They’re almost up.… Why don’t they finish? We ought to give them a dinner for climbing Chitna by the east face.… Nobody ever did that before, did they?”
Mr. Hallen heard footsteps near his steamer chair. The smooth baritone of Tommy Carteret.
“I’ll make good on it,” he was saying sulkily. “I wouldn’t have minded if he’d broken his neck, but I’ll pay up.… What’s the damned expedition going to cost me, anyhow?”
Mona Dale, sounding as if she had trouble breathing:
“They—they’re not up yet.… Pudgy Green said the last few hundred feet were the worst.… I wish you hadn’t sent him, Tommy.…”
The footsteps went on. Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. Twenty. Then exclamations. Chitna was not in the clear again. There was merely a gap in the cloud stratum that hid its peak. Mr. Hallen looked quickly.
The four climbers were exactly where they had been before. They had not moved. They could not climb down, now. And Mr. Hallen knew by their immobility that they could not climb up. And they could remain there but so long. It was cold, up by the summit of Chitna. Their footholds were minute. Their handholds mere crevices.
The cloud covered them again. There was swirling stuff below it. Perhaps it was snow. Then, buffeted by the fierce wind of a mountain storm, they would cling with fingers and toes to such tiny handholds as they had, while a voracious, biting cold devoured their strength. Perhaps it was sleet. Then every inch of rock would be sheathed in ice. Even Baldy was treacherous after a sleet storm. The east face of Chitna, sheathed in ice, would not be merely impossible. It would be murderous.
Something of the truth came gradually to the watchers by the terrace telescopes. Voices argued shrilly. Pudgy Green was quoted as authority that Chips was the greatest climber in the world. But other voices quoted cases on the Breithorn and the Charmoz and the Eigerwand. They narrated tragedy after tragedy.
Then a cry: “The cloud’s moved away!”
Silence for an instant. Mr. Hallen’s telescope was trained on the tip of Chitna. He saw first what the others saw later.
The climbers had not moved. There was literally nowhere for them to move to. The face of the cliff was now coated with a hoary glaze that was sleet and hail combined. It would be uncertain footing on the smoothest of level ground. On a vertical cliff, with a rocky overhang above…
The four climbers were in view for almost half an hour. They made no movement of any sort that could be detected by the telescopes.
Clouds hid them from sight again. Voices raised in argument. The top of Chitna could be reached by a relief party, to be sure. There was an easy-chair route, past Baldy. But no relief party could conceivably get there in time. The four climbers hung on. But ultimately they must relax. When they relaxed, they died.
There was a crowd about the telescopes down the terrace. Mr. Hallen sat outwardly impassive, but he knew when Tommy Carteret led Mona away from the constantly enlarging morbid group that waited for evidence that the tragedy was complete.
“You look,” said Tommy Carteret fretfully, “as if the man were your best friend! It’s not my fault that he made a fool of himself and is paying for it! You’re making yourself conspicuous!”
“You—sent him up there,” said Mona. Her voice sounded as if her throat ached.
“I had damned good reason to send the fool somewhere!” said Tommy Carteret explosively. “The way he talked, and you let him—”
“You—heard us talking?” asked Mona drearily.
“I heard plenty!” snapped Tommy. “I had plenty of excuse to raise hell with you. But when Pudgy suggested what he did, I simply fell in with his suggestion and asked for proof!”
There was silence, save for footsteps and an uneasy shuffling down the terrace. Bright sunshine shone on the Valley Inn, but streaky, falling stuff misted half the columnar mass of Chitna, and the rest was blotted out entirely.
The storm cloud seemed to linger longest about the place where the climbers had been. When it drew away from there, though, it moved with a dramatic suddenness.
The cliff face was bare. There were no climbers on it. The east face of Chitna was empty.
A little awestruck murmur from down the terrace. Then a hum of half-hushed talk. Then he heard a sob. Then he heard Tommy Carteret’s voice, low-toned and waspish.
“You’re making a fool of yourself!” it said savagely. “The thing’s not my fault! Damn it, if you’d put him in his place when he tried to talk romance to you—why, I’d never have dreamed—”
Mona’s voice said fiercely, “You mean you asked him to climb Chitna because you were jealous? You hoped he’d be killed? You—”
“I had devilish good reason to be jealous,” said Tommy Carteret no less fiercely, “and I won’t stand being blamed for anything that’s happened to him. If anybody’s to blame, you are!”
Then, quite suddenly, there was a very peculiar sound. It was a sort of thud, and it was a sort of smacking sound, and it was followed by a gasp. Mr. Hallen turned his head and looked impassively at the source of the noise.
Mona Dale’s fist was still clenched. Despairingly, desperately, in a horrible, helpless rage, she had clenched her fist and struck Tommy Carteret in the face. The blow was unskilled. It did no great damage. But Tommy Carteret gasped in blank amazement and a vast, incredulous resentment.
Mona fled from him, sobbing without hope.
Mr. Hallen spoke suddenly: “Miss Dale!”
She ignored him, running blindly with utterly despairing sobs bubbling in her throat. She would pass him. He caught her arm. He looked acutely and horribly embarrassed, but resolved.
“Listen to me!” he said firmly. “Pudgy Green worships this young man Chips. He went with the climbing party to watch it start. And then he went around the regular, easy-chair route past Baldy, to get to the top to congratulate Chips, when he should reach it, on being the first man to climb Chitna’s eastern face.”
Mona’s sobs stopped. Her breath ceased. She stared, terrified, afraid to hope.
“He reached the summit a little while ago,” said Mr. Hallen calmly. “I saw him on the back route, almost at the top, the last time the clouds drew away. A few seconds ago I saw the entire party on the way down. On the regular route, not where anyone else would look. Pudgy Green went to the edge of the cliff to see how near Chips was to the top. He found him caught hopelessly within reach of a good long alpine rope. I imagine he dropped that rope and helped them over the edge.”
Mona caught her breath in heart-breaking relief and joy.
“It would be quite possible,” said Mr. Hallen remotely, “for you to get a car and go to meet him. That is for you to decide. I do not believe in meddling.”
Mona did not thank him. She could not. She said something incoherent and turned and ran again. This time she did not sob at all. And it was surely no more than two minutes before a car tore away from the Valley Inn and headed west on the road that led to the bottom of the ordinary trail up Chitna.
Mr. Hallen settled himself impassively in his chair again. He picked up his book and opened it. He did glance around him, once, but it was with a forbidding air of self-sufficiency. He looked impassive and completely aloof. He was magnificently remote from all other humans, though in the midst of them.
Nobody spoke to him. Nobody ever did. And Mr. Hallen lifted his book firmly to a comfortable reading position and, with an air of profound satisfaction, began to read.



HIGH JUSTICE
Originally published in Collier’s, June 3, 1939, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
It was night in the world below, and the valleys were already in darkness. The climb had been a hard one, and the four men arrived at the shelter hut just before darkness reached the heights. They saw tiny twinkling lights, miles down and miles away. Houses and villages and hotels. Up here were only the hut—dark and bleak and glazed with ice—and a vast cold vacancy of snow. But, comfort aside, there were compensations.
The sun had set, and they made the last hundred feet up a gentle incline, with a thousand-foot precipice to their left, in the many-colored light of the afterglow. Also there was thin cold air like wine—refreshing to laboring lungs.
They reached the hut. Kettermann, the guide, put down his ice ax and worked to open the battered door. The others waited, their panting breaths growing gradually more even. The door creaked open. Kettermann went in. He produced a candle and lighted it inside. Young Hans—the other guide—crowded forward with the spirit lamp. He gathered icicles from the hut roof, to melt. They made loud bumping noises as they went into the little pan. The stove made a shuddering sound as it caught, and presently the pan sang unmusically while the ice fragments turned to water. One of the two American climbers—the younger—gazed out at the pinnacles.
“I still don’t believe what I’m seeing,” he said, staring.
The other man fumbled in his pocket. He got out a cigarette and lighted it.
“Very pretty, Sam,” he said uninterestedly. “Very pretty. But I’m going in the hut. Stay out here if you like. It’ll be cold presently, when the wind comes.” He paused and added: “Bruce fell from here, you know. This spot. Bruce was—there. He stepped back too far. That’s all there was to it. Watch out.”
He crowded into the hut.
* * * *
There was a sort of platform before the hut. It was made of mud and stone, and it stretched for quite ten feet from the hut door to the edge of the cliff. It was smooth and level. And it was amazing to find a level space here. This was two thirds of the way up to the summit. That anyone should have gone to the trouble of making a level platform here—where perhaps fifteen people in a whole climbing season might elect to pass a single night—was so extraordinary as to be unbelievable.
After a day of climbing, ten feet of level ground was so unfamiliar as to be intoxicating. Young Sam walked across it, and the absence of effort was startling. He found himself trampling high, lifting his feet absurdly, feeling actually dizzy with the sensation of level walking.
He almost went over the edge.
He stopped short with a jerk and a startled gasp. He stood rigid, pressing back with his toes to keep his own momentum from toppling him over. There was sheer black emptiness before him, only inches from his toes.
Voices murmured in the hut: Kettermann rumbling in his thick Swiss-German to young Hans. The other climber—Steve—did not speak. The young man outside moved cautiously backward. Bruce had walked off this place into nothingness. Now, a year later, he’d almost followed him.
Young Sam fumbled shakily in the earth at his feet. He found a small stone, perhaps a quarter-pound in weight. He tossed it out into the blackness into which Bruce had fallen. Then he counted, listening for the sound when it hit.
He did not hear that sound. The night was filled with a singing silence such as comes only among high peaks and glaciers. The silence was made up of a multitude of tiny happenings. Little cracklings, oddly resonant. Frost.
Sam was well away from the edge, now, but he backed still farther in a sudden startled caution.
His companion came out of the hut.
“Coffee’s ready, Sam,” he said tonelessly.
The younger man stammered: “I—threw a rock off,” he said foolishly, “and—and I didn’t hear it hit!”
Kettermann put his head out.
“There is no wind, chentlemen,” he observed professionally. “Maybe we eat where there is most room?”
He spoke gruffly and unintelligibly to Hans. Hans came out with the folding cups. They steamed fiercely in the thin, cold air. Kettermann moved his ice ax from where it leaned against the hut wall. He produced his pipe and filled it deliberately, resting with the assurance of one who though employed was nevertheless the leader of the party. Hans gave the coffee and food to the two Americans, and then squatted down himself.
“A good climb today, Kettermann,” said the American called Steve. “Just one ticklish place. Really ticklish, that is.”
“Ja, Mein Herr. Just one.” Kettlemann spoke with the precision of a man who has learned English for strictly business reasons. “The young chentleman showed much wisdom. He kept still. If he had moved—”
Young Sam was embarrassed. He’d been horribly scared, but right in the middle of his panic something coldly efficient had taken control of his muscles. Now he was glad it had happened. He could count on something efficient taking control in an emergency, hereafter. He had acquired confidence.
“I was frightened,” he said awkwardly, “but I’m glad…”
His voice trailed off. Kettermann nodded approvingly.
“It is no shame to be scared,” he said with heavy precision. “To be not scared is sometimes worse.”
The older American said slowly:
“In a way, Sam, it was lack of scare—overconfidence—that killed Bruce. He stepped backward right off the edge of the platform here. I saw it. It was terribly simple. He was one of the best climbers I ever knew. We’d come up here without guides, just the two of us, and we’d had a cup of coffee and something to eat, and we sat out here because there was an hour’s calm after sunset, just like tonight. But he was restless and presently he began to pace back and forth on the platform—this platform—because he wasn’t worn out even with the climb we’d made. Wonderful stamina, Bruce!” And he pulled out a cigarette, and struck a match to light it, and puffed.
“Then he looked up at something on the slope behind us, there. I don’t know what he thought he saw. He looked up in the starlight, and took a step backward, as if to get a clearer view of it over the hut rooftop. And there wasn’t anything to step back on.”
The younger American looked out in the starlight to the unguarded edge just ten feet from where he sat with his empty coffee cup. He closed his lips tightly, remembering that he’d almost stepped off that edge himself, a few minutes since. There was silence. It became burdensome. Sam broke it, awkwardly:
“It must have been pretty bad for you, Steve.”
Steve said heavily:
“It was bad.… That night especially, up here all by myself. When he fell, it was dead calm. But the wind blew later. It seemed to me that wind devils howled all night long. I thought the hut would go over, once or twice.”
Kettermann smoked impassively. Again it was Sam, the younger American, who broke the silence.
“And you couldn’t be sure, then, that he wasn’t just—injured,” he said sympathetically. “There wasn’t any way to find out until daylight. That must have been bad. But it must have been even worse, facing Bella.…”
Steve said grimly:
“That was very bad. And there were some people who whispered. I’d been in love with Bella before she met Bruce. Some people suspected that Bruce’s fall might not have been accidental, or that at least I might have gotten to him and rescued him. They didn’t know how far he fell! It’s a thousand feet sheer, here!” Then he added detachedly: “When Bella marries me next month, most of those whispers will turn up again.”
Young Sam said wryly :
“I didn’t tell you, but I nearly went over myself, just now. Just because the platform’s level. Maybe I can do some good, if any whispering starts up.”
Steve said evenly:
“That’s one reason I brought you here, Sam. In the morning I’ll show you something else.”
Kettermann smoked. The younger guide, Hans, had listened patiently, trying to piece together the occasional words he understood into a coherent discussion. Now he spoke, unintelligibly. Sam thought he said something about a bet, a wager. Kettermann rumbled to him in reply. His Swiss-German was hard to understand at best, and now it seemed as if he purposely mumbled so that he would be even less understandable than usual.
“Ach! Gott!” said Hans. He nodded soberly.
The candlelight streamed out the door across the platform. It made a spreading fan of yellow light that was cut off—and horribly—by the edge of the platform.
“But—er—nobody really believes anything wrong of you, Steve. Why, it would be silly to go around pushing people off cliffs! Nobody’d get away with it. Would they, Kettermann?”
Kettermann puffed twice, and let the smoke trickle from between his lips. “Sometimes, maybe,” he said.
“I mean,” said Sam, “they’d certainly be caught. You—er—you guides would know if a man had been killed by accident or not. You’d have a sort of feeling…”
Kettermann puffed again and said gruffly but precisely:
“Sometimes, yes. And it is bad for climbing if many people get killed. If somebody uses the mountains to kill somebody, he strikes at our bread and butter.” He added abruptly: “So we do not like it.”
He closed his lips in a tight line. Hans wiped his mouth and mumbled something humbly inquiring. Kettermann nodded.
Steve laughed. It was not at all humorous.
“You’re beginning to see,” he told his companion. “I was here with Bruce when he fell to his death. We were alone; without guides. You know what people whispered. I’d been in love with Bella, and he’d married her. Now Bella’s going to marry me next month. You’re her brother. And I’ve wondered if you didn’t come on this climb with me just to see if my story checked up with the spot where the thing happened!”
Young Sam said:
“Look here, old man. I damn near went over the edge myself. Of course I see why Bruce fell. Of course!”
“You didn’t answer me,” said the older man grimly. “But let it go. Even if Bella has a lingering doubt—which she hasn’t—what you’ll tell her will make her realize how idiotically reasonable it was for Bruce, good climber as he was, to topple a thousand feet from a shelter hut. If you came along to check my story, it’s all right with me. If you didn’t, I’m still glad you made the climb.”
Sam squirmed.
“Your story’s checked. That is, it would be if I’d had any doubts.”
“I know,” said Steve. He spoke somberly. “But it’s looked bad all the way. Bruce is still down there, you understand. His body never was brought in. He’s under a disintegrating cliff face. It rains rock all day long. You saw some of that!”
The younger man nodded unhappily. He had seen what a rock face is like when the rock particles loosened by frost split off and fall. Every minute of every hour of daylight and most of the night, stones fall down the steep cliff faces. This party had come up a ridge, but they’d seen stones of all sizes from pebbles to monsters like locomotives go crashing and bouncing down into the valley below, from the cliff faces away from their route.
Climbing such a cliff face would be a form of suicide, and no slow one, either. No guide would attempt it. Even to arrange an attempt to recover a human body under such a bombardment from overhead would be difficult or impossible. Which was why, down below, there was still a tiny patch of storm-frayed cloth, with perhaps a white bone or two showing through: Bruce. It could be seen from the platform in the daylight.
“You see my idea,” said Steve heavily. “Tongues are going to wag when I marry Bella. I can’t stop them, but I did want somebody to see—”
The younger man said warmly:
“I never had the slightest doubt, Steve!” He believed it, now. “You’re oversensitive!”
“I wanted you,” said Steve doggedly, “to see where he fell from and where he fell to. When the whispers start, if you can’t offer proof that I didn’t throw him off, at least you’ll be able to testify that he must have been killed instantly. I didn’t go off and leave him to suffer while I saved my own neck! I owe it to Bella that people shouldn’t believe anything worse than that I murdered Bruce.”
“I’ll take care of it, old man,” promised Sam stoutly. “Damn it, I nearly went over myself. Of course I’ll tell them.”
The older man subsided. The younger seemed to fall into busy thought. Kettermann smoked phlegmatically. Peaks lifted their heads toward the heavens all about them, palely phosphorescent in the darkness. Hans said something softly to Kettermann. Again about a wager of some sort.
“Ja,” grunted Kettermann.
“Kettermann,” said Sam suddenly, “if I’d stepped off the edge, here, how far would I have fallen before I touched?”
The guide grunted, drew his pipe from between his teeth, and spat meditatively. Then he said precisely:
“I think three hundred, maybe three hundred and fifty meters. No less, Mein Herr.”
“A thousand feet easily. Sheer fall. Any man would be killed instantly. Nobody could fall a thousand feet and live even a second, could he, Kettermann?”
“It has happened, even that,” said Kettermann, with deliberate precision of utterance. “I would not say how often, Mein Herr.”
The younger American said vexedly: “It’s hard to believe.…”
Kettermann scowled at the darkness. Sucking on his pipe, and wrinkled, he looked like a gargoyle in the candlelight.
“It was a chentleman,” he said with heavy care for his speech, “who was climbing with a friend. He fell. His friend did not. He fell a great way—three hundred meters. He should have died at once. But he did not die.”
Again it was the younger American who said:
“Well?”
“Nobody knows but me,” said Kettermann, sucking absorbedly at his pipe, “because his body is under a cliff that rains rock all the time. It is deadly, that cliff. Deadly! Nobody would go after the body because of the falling rocks, and it is bad business not to bring in a body. It is suspicious.”
Steve said tonelessly:
“You see, Sam?”
The younger man nodded. Kettermann went on again with painful precision :
“Ladies in the hotels thought that they could see the body with the telescopes on the hotel terraces. They looked, and maybe they saw a flowering bush, but they said, ‘How terrible!’ to one another, with much enjoyment. It was bad business. Bad business! It did not help guides to get work!”
“Go on!” said the younger American.
“I told other guides that the poor chentleman’s body should be brought in. And I said that at the coldest part of the night, just before dawn, the rain of rocks is least. It might be done then. And I thought that the chentleman’s family would give a reward. So I went to get the body. I studied the way with a telescope, and I picked a path. I climbed to a place to wait for the safest time—and it was cold! Gott! How cold it was!—and then I finished the climb. It was hard climbing in starlight only. I would not like to do that again! But I got to the body. It was a year and more that the chentleman had fallen. He was only bones and cloth. He should have been easy to carry away. But I did not carry him.”
“Why,” asked Sam impatiently. “Why not?”
“He had been murdered. Mein Herr.”
“But what—how—”
“He had fallen more than three hundred meters,” said Kettermann with stolid precision, “and yet he lived after he hit. For a while. I do not know how long. I do not know how. But I saw. He was broken and crushed, but somehow he had written with a pencil on a leaf of a notebook, and he had weighted it with a stone that protected the writing. And then he had died. He had written the name of the friend he was climbing with, and underneath he wrote that his friend had murdered him. And I remembered that the man he accused of murder had seemed to be very sorry for the dead chentleman’s death.”
“But—didn’t you tell the police?” asked Sam uncertainly.
“It was—” Kettermann counted on his fingers, “last Thursday, Mein Herr. The day you chentlemen employed me to guide you.”
Silence. Steve, the older man, stood up suddenly.
“I’m going to turn in,” he said tonelessly. “I’m tired.”
But he did not go. He stood restlessly on his feet.
A little wisp of breeze, thin and icy, came out of the quiet solitudes and died away again. It was the precursor of stronger winds to come. Sam frowned. Kettermann’s story contained one point of direct importance to him and to Bella.
“Look here!” he said. “You’ll tell the police when we get back, no doubt, but meanwhile you said you’d risked going under a disintegrating cliff face at dawn. Is it safe then?”
“No, Mein Herr. It is never safe. But the least fatal time is before the sun rises.”
Sam said:
“The gentleman who fell from this platform was my brother-in-law. I understand his body can still be seen from up here, in daylight. Would you go under this cliff with me, to recover it? I’ll pay well enough, if it can be done! Can we do it?”
Kettermann smoked. He seemed to be considering. Then he absently brought his ice ax before him. He fingered it thoughtfully.
“Many places I would not try,” he said deliberately. “But this place, ja. We can reach the chentleman’s body.”
The older American said harshly: “But I tried to get Bruce’s body right after his fall. No guide would try to approach it. It was agreed to be too dangerous!”
“It is dangerous, Mein Herr,” agreed Kettermann stolidly. “Ja. But it can be done. I have done it. Thursday!”
Then the American named Steve made a queer, stricken sound. He had been teetering back and forth on his feet. Now he stood rigid, staring at the grizzled guide. And Kettermann watched him warily, the ice ax in his hand.
“Mein Herr?” said Kettermann.
Steve made another queer sound in his throat. Then he turned and walked steadily to the edge of the platform. But he did not pause there. He walked off.
Kettermann put out his hand as Sam sprang to his feet with a cry, but the young man tore himself free. His ears waited in hysterical frenzy for the sound of an impact to come up from below. He felt that he would go mad when that sound came.
But no sound came. The young American stood there, panting, and no sound came, and no sound came, and no sound came.… And then the voice of Kettermann beat into his consciousness.
“You should be calm,” said Kettermann, with heavy precision. “He walked over the cliff by himself, Mein Herr. You saw it. But we will say that he fell like the other chentleman. There will be no scandal. It is bad to have scandal about the mountains.”
“You mean,” Sam cried thinly, “he pushed Bruce off and—and Bruce lived after that fall—and wrote—”
“No, Mein Herr,” he said in a queer mixture of pedantic precision and apology. “Only the chentleman believed that he lived and wrote. I would not go under this cliff, Mein Herr! Himmel! Nein! It is too dangerous! But I knew the chentleman Bruce, and he was a good climber. And there were whispers, as that chentleman”—he indicated the cliff edge—“said. And I believed those whispers, but Hans did not, because this chentleman”—again the jerk of the thumb toward the abyss—“was openhanded. So Hans betted with me that I was wrong. And so I told the story of a climb I did not do and a discovery I did not make, to see if Hans was right or I was.”
“Then you—your story was a damned lie!” cried Sam furiously. But he stopped short suddenly, realizing.
“Yes, Mein Herr, it was a lie,” admitted Kettermann precisely. “And that is bad. But also it is bad when a chentleman uses the mountains to kill another chentleman. It is murder, and it is bad for the guide business.”
He said something in his guttural Swiss-German to the younger guide, Hans. Sam snapped in half-mad suspicion :
“What’s that you’re saying now?”
“I just reminded Hans, Mein Herr,” said Kettermann stolidly, “that I won the bet he betted me, and he owes me twenty Swiss francs.”



GRIST
Originally published in Short Stories, July 10, 1924.
CHAPTER I
He threw back his head and howled eerily. His muzzle lifted to the stars and the most mournful sound known to man poured from his throat and was echoed and reechoed by the hooded cedars and the rocks about him. He could not have told you why he howled. Dogs are not prone to introspection. But he knew that his master, who should be in the cabin yonder, would never come out again. He knew that the dying wisps of smoke from the chimney would never billow out in thick gray clouds again. And he knew that the other man—who had come out so hastily and gone swinging down the river trail—would never, never return.
Cheechako was chained. It had originally been a mark of disgrace, an unbearable humiliation to a malamute pup, but he did not mind it any longer. His master had made sleeping quarters for him that were vastly warmer than a snow-bed even in the coldest weather, and Cheechako wholeheartedly approved. He was comfortable, he was fed, and Carson released him now and then to stretch his legs and swore at him affectionately from time to time, and no reasonable dog will demand any more. Or so Cheechako viewed it, anyhow.
But now his muzzle tilted up. His eyes half-closed, and from his throat those desolate and despairing howls poured forth. A-a-o-oooo-e-e! A-a-o-oooo-e-e! They were a dirge and a lament. They were sounds of grief and they were noises of despair. Cheechako could not explain their meaning at all, but when a man dies they spring full-bodied from that man’s dog’s throat.
The hooded cedars watched, and echoed back the sound. The rocks about him watched, and gave tongue stilly in a faint reflection of his sorrow. The river listened, and babbled absently of sympathy and rippled on. The river has seen too many men die to be disturbed. The wilds listened. For many miles around the despairing, grief-stricken howling reached. To tree and forest, and hill and valley, the thin and muted wailing bore its message. Only the cabin seemed indifferent, though the tragedy was within it. Somewhere within the four log walls Carson lay sprawled out. Cheechako knew that he was dead without knowing how he knew. There had been a shot. Later, the other man had come out hastily with a pack on his back. He had taken the river trail and disappeared.
And long into the night, until the pale moonlight faded and died, Cheechako howled his sorrow for a thing he did not understand. Of his own predicament, the dog had yet no knowledge. It was natural to be chained. Food was brought when one was chained. That there was now no one to bring him food, that no one was likely to come, and that the most pertinacious of puppy teeth could not work through the chain that bound him; these things did not disturb him. His head thrown back, his eyes half-closed, he howled in an ecstasy of grief.
And while he gave vent to his sorrow in the immemorable tradition of his race, a faint rumbling set up afar off in the wilds. It was hardly more than a murmur, and maybe it was the wind among the trees. Maybe it was a minor landslide in the hills not so many miles away—a few hundred tons of earth and stone that plunged downward when the thaw of spring released its keystone. Maybe it was any one of any number of things, even a giant spruce tree crashing thunderously to the ground. But it lasted a little too long for any such simple explanation. If one were inclined to be fanciful, one would say it was the mill of one of the forest gods, grinding the grist of men’s destinies, and set going now by the murder of which Cheechako howled.
Certainly many unrelated things began to happen which bore obscurely upon that killing. The man who had fled down-river reflected on his cleverness and grinned to himself. He opened thick sausage-like bags and ran his fingers through shining yellow dust. Remembering his security against detection or punishment, he laughed cacklingly.
And very far away—away down in Seattle—Bob Holliday found courage to ask a girl to marry him, and promised to go back to Alaska only long enough to gather together what capital he had accumulated, when they would be married. Most of what he owned, he told her, was in a placer claim that he and Sam Carson worked together. He would sell out to Sam and return. But he would not take her back to the hardships he had endured. He was filled with a fierce desire to shield and protect her. That meant money, Outside, of course. And he started north eagerly for the results of many years’ suffering and work, which Sam Carson was guarding for him.
And again, in a dingy small building a sleepy mail clerk discovered a letter that had slipped behind account-books and been hidden for months on end. He canceled its stamp and dropped it into a mail bag to go to its proper destination.
Then, the rumbling murmur which might have been the mill of a forest god off in the wilds stopped abruptly. The grist had had its first grinding.
But the mill was not put away. Oh, no. Cheechako howled on until the moonlight paled and day came again. And the letter that had lain so long was dropped into a canoe and floated down to the coast in charge of a half-breed paddleman. And Bob Holliday sped north for Alaska and his partner, Sam Carson, who guarded a small fortune that Holliday had earned in sweat and agony and fierce battle with the wilds and winter snows. Holliday was very happy. The money his partner held for him would mean comforts and even luxuries for the girl he loved.
The mill of the forest god was simply laid aside for a little while. They grind, not slowly—these mills of the gods—but very swiftly, more swiftly than the grist can come to their grinding stones. Now and then they are forced to wait for more. But everything upon the earth comes to them some time. High ambitions and most base desires, and women’s laughter and red blood gushing, and all hopes and fears and lusts and terrors together disappear between the millstones and come out transformed into the product that the gods desire.
The mill was merely waiting.
CHAPTER II
The place had that indefinable air of desertion that comes upon a wilderness cabin in such an amazingly short time. The wood pile, huge, yet clearly but the remnant of a winter’s supply, had not yet sprouted any of the mosses and lichens that multiply on dead wood in the short Alaskan summer. The axe, even, was leaned against the door. Chips still rested on blades of the quickly-growing grass that comes before the snow has vanished. A pipe rested on a bench before the house. But the place was deserted. The feel of emptiness was in the air.
Holliday had drawn in his breath for a shout to announce his coming when the curious desolation all about struck home.
It was almost like a blow. Every sign and symbol of occupancy. Every possible indication that the place was what it seemed to be—the winter quarters of an old-timer thriftily remaining near his claim. And then, suddenly, the feeling of emptiness that was like death.
He disembarked in silence, his forehead creased in a quick and puzzled frown. He was walking swiftly when he climbed the bluff, glancing sharply here and there. A sudden cold apprehension made him hesitate. Then he shook himself impatiently and moved more quickly still.
Within ten yards of the door he stopped stock-still. And then he fairly rushed for the cabin and plunged within.
It was a long time later that he came out. He was very pale, and looked like a man who has been shaken to the core. He was swearing brokenly. Then he made himself stop and sit down. With shaking fingers he filled his pipe and lighted it.
“In his bunk,” he said evenly to the universe. “A bullet through his head. No sign of a fight. It isn’t credible—but there isn’t a sign of any dust or any supplies, and somebody else had been bunking in there with him. Murder, of course.”
He smoked. Presently he got up and found a path which he followed. At its end he saw what he was looking for. He poked about the cradle there, and expertly fingered the heap of gravel that had been thawed and dug out to be washed when summer came again.
“He’d cleaned up,” he said evenly. “He must have had a lot of dust, and the man with him knew it. I’ve got to find that man.”
His hands clenched and unclenched as he went back toward the cabin. Then he calmed himself again. His eyes searched for a suitable spot for the thing he had to do.
And then, quite suddenly, “My God!” said Holliday.
It was Cheechako, who had dragged himself to the limit of his chain and with his last atom of strength managed to whimper faintly. Cheechako was not pretty to look at. It had been a very long time since the night that he howled to the stars of his grief for the man who was dead. And he had been chained fast. Cheechako was alive, and that was all.
He lay on the ground, looking up with agonized, pitiful eyes. Holliday stared down at him and reached for his gun in sheer mercy. Then his eyes hardened.
“No-o-o. I guess not. You’ll be Sam’s dog. You’ll have to stay alive a while yet. Maybe you can pick out his murderer for me.”
He unbuckled the collar that Cheechako’s most frenzied efforts had not enabled him to reach, and took the mass of skin and boniness beneath down toward his canoe. With a face like stone he tended Cheechako with infinite gentleness.
And that night he left Cheechako wrapped up in his own blankets while he carved deeply upon a crudely fashioned wooden cross. His expression frightened Cheechako a little, but the dog lay huddled in the blankets and gazed at him hungrily. Cheechako hoped desperately that this man would be his master hereafter. Only, he also hoped desperately that he would never, never use a chain.
CHAPTER III
Cheechako learned much and forgot a little in the weeks that followed. When he could stand on his wobbling paws, Holliday took him off invalid’s diet and fed him more naturally canine dishes—the perpetual dried or frozen fish of the dog-teams, for instance. Cheechako wolfed it as he wolfed everything else, and in that connection learned a lesson. Once in his eagerness he leaped up to snatch it from Holliday’s hand. His snapping teeth closed on empty air, and he was soundly thrashed for the effort. Later, he learned not to snarl or snap if his food was taken squarely from between his teeth. When he had mastered that, he was tamed. He understood that he was not to try to bite Holliday under any circumstances whatever. And when he had mastered the idea he was almost pitifully anxious to prove his loyalty to Holliday. The only thing was that in learning that he got it into his head that he was not to snarl at or try to sink his teeth in any man.
That was possibly why Holliday was disappointed when he took the dog grimly downstream and made his inquiries as to who had come down in the two weeks after Carson’s murder. He found the names of every arrival, and he grimly pursued every one who might have been the man he was looking for. Each one had a plausible tale to tell. Most of them were known and could prove their whereabouts at the time of Carson’s death. But enough had trapped or wintered inland near their claims to make the absence of any explanation at all no proof of guilt. That was where Cheechako was to come in.
Always, before his grim interrogation was over, Holliday unobtrusively allowed Cheechako to draw near. Cheechako had known the man who had been with Carson when he was murdered. Holliday watched him closely. He would sniff at the man, glance up at his master, and wag his tail placatingly, Holliday watched for some sign of recognition. Cheechako grew to consider it a part of the greeting of every man his master met. That was the difference between them. Cheechako simply did not understand. He had already forgotten a great deal of what had happened to him, and Holliday was his master now. Carson was a dim and misty figure of the past.
By the time Holliday actually came upon the man of whom he was in search, Cheechako considered the little ceremony a part of the scheme of things, not to be deviated from.
They found him camping alone, after trailing him for two days.
“Howdy,” said he, looking up from his fire with its sizzling pan of beans and bacon.
“Howdy,” said Holliday curtly. “You came down-river about a month ago?”
The man bent forward over his fire. Cheechako, watching patiently, saw his whole figure stiffen.
“I come down, yes,” said the camper, stirring his beans. Sweat came out on his forehead, but he made no movement toward a weapon. He was not the sort to light anything out.
“Know Sam Carson?” demanded Holliday.
“Hm—” said the camper. “Seems like I knew him once in Nome.”
His eyes rested on Cheechako, and flicked away. Cheechako knew that he was recognized and he wagged his tail tentatively, but he had changed allegiance now. He waited to see what Holliday would do.
“Stop at his cabin?” demanded Holliday grimly.
“Nope,” said the camper, “What’s up?”
“Pup!” said Holliday.
This was Cheechako’s cue. Holliday did not know what Carson had called him, and “Pup” had been a substitute. Knowing, then, what Holliday expected of him and anxious to do nothing of which his master would not approve, Cheechako went forward and sniffed politely at the man’s legs. He rather expected some sign of recognition. When it came, Cheechako would respond as cordially as was consonant in a dog who belonged to someone else. But the man who had stayed with Carson made no move whatever, though his smell to Cheechako was the smell of a thing in deadly fear.
Cheechako glanced up at Holliday, and wagged his tail placatingly.
“He don’t seem to know you,” said Holliday grimly. “I guess you didn’t.”
They camped with the stranger, then, and he told Holliday that his name was Dugan and that he was a placer man, and told stories at which Holliday unbent enough to smile faintly.
Holliday was grim and silent, these days, because he had a man-hunt on his hands, and the gold dust that was to have made a certain girl happy had been stolen by the murderer of his friend. He listened abstractedly to Dugan’s jests, but mostly he brooded over the death of his friend and his own hopes in the same instant.
Cheechako lay at the edge of the circle of firelight and watched the two men. Mostly he watched Holliday, because Holliday was his master, but often his eyes dwelt puzzledly on Dugan. He knew Dugan, and Dugan knew him. Vaguely, a dim remembrance arose, of Dugan in Carson’s cabin, feeding him a sweet and pleasant-tasting liquid out of a bottle while he laughed uproariously. Yes, Cheechako remembered it distinctly. He wondered if Dugan had any more of that pleasant stuff.
Once he rose and started forward tentatively. Dugan had been smelling quite normally human, but as Cheechako drew near him he again smelled like something that is afraid. It puzzled Cheechako. He sniffed and would have gone nearer but first, of course, he looked at Holliday. And Holliday merely glanced at him and did not notice. Cheechako was used to such ignoring. He wagged his tail a little and went back outside the firelight. His master did not want him near.
But later that night, when the two men lay rolled in their blankets in the smoke of the smudge fire, Cheechako went thoughtfully forward again. He began to nudge Dugan’s kit with his nose. There might be some of that sweet-tasting liquid.
Holliday awoke and sat up with a start. The other man had not gone to sleep.
“What the hell’s your dog doing in my kit?” he demanded hysterically.
“We’ll see,” said Holliday. His voice had a curious edge to it.
Cheechako sniffed about. There was something there that had a familiar odor. He drew in his breath in a long and luxurious smell. Then he began to scratch busily.
“I’ll take a look at that,” said Holliday grimly.
He went to where Cheechako scratched, while Dugan moved cautiously among his blankets. The firelight glinted momentarily on polished metal among the coverings. The metal thing was pointed at Holliday’s back, though it trembled slightly.
Holliday looked up.
“Your bacon,” he said, his tone altered. “Get out!” he ordered Cheechako.
Cheechako went away after wagging his tail placatingly. Presently he curled up and slept fitfully, the odor he had sniffed permeating all his dreams. The odor was that of Carson, and Cheechako dreamed of times in the cabin when Dugan was there. Holliday, too, composed himself to slumber, but Dugan lay awake and shivered. Some of Carson’s possessions were in the kit Cheechako had nosed at, and though he had had his revolver on Holliday, Dugan was by no means sure he could have summoned the nerve to kill him. He had killed Carson in a fashion peculiarly his own which did not require that he discharge the weapon himself. But now he debated in a panicky fear if he had not better shoot Holliday sleeping. It would be dangerous down here, not like the hills at all. But it might be best. If that damned dog kept sniffing around—
The next morning he cursed in a species of hysterical relief when he saw Cheechako trotting soberly away behind his master. Cheechako wagged his tail politely in parting. He did not understand why Dugan had feigned not to remember him. Now they were going to find another man, and Holliday would expect him to sniff that man’s legs and look up and wag his tail. It was a ceremony that was part of the scheme of things. Cheechako simply remembered Dugan as a man who had stayed a long time with Carson in the cabin up-river, and had fed him sweet liquid out of a bottle, and now smelled as if he were afraid.
But Holliday, of course, did not know that. Otherwise he would have been burying Dugan by this time, with a grimly satisfied look upon his face.
CHAPTER IV
Far off in the wilderness where the cedars meditated beside a deserted cabin, a faint rumbling murmur set up again. Of course it might have been the wind in the trees, or a minor landslide in the hills not many miles away, or even a giant spruce tree crashing thunderously to the earth. But it lasted just a bit too long for such a simple explanation. To a fanciful hearer, it might have sounded as if the mill of the forest god were grinding its grist again.
And just as such an idea would demand, many unrelated things began to happen which bore obscurely upon the murder of a man now buried deeply beneath a deeply-carved wooden cross.
Holliday, for instance, received two letters. One was from the girl who loved him. One was from the dead man, stained and draggled with long journeying and much forwarding and months on its travels. The letter from the girl told him pitifully that she loved him and wanted to be near him, and offered to come and share any trial or hardship rather than endure the numbing pain of separation. Holliday, of course, knew better than to take her at her word.
The other letter was very short:
Dear Bob:
I’m sending this down by a Chillicoot buck what stopped to ask for some matches. The claim is proving up kind of a bonanza because I already took out near twenty thousand in dust which makes a damn big poke for you with what you got me to keep for you. You better look out or I’ll steal it. Ha, ha.
I got me a new dog that I call Cheechako. He’s a pretty good dog and I got a feller to help me out until you come back an’ he’s taut the pup to drink molasses out of a bottle. You out to see it.
Well, no more until next time. Yrs,
Sam.
And the man who had come down the river trail and left Cheechako chained to starve these many long moons past; he found himself growing short of cash and lacking an easier way to recoup his fortunes, decided to do some placer work himself. When he worked with Sam Carson he had marked down a likely spot, but did not trouble to work it because he could attain to wealth so much more simply. Just a bullet that he need not even fire himself. He took canoe and went paddling up the river, having a winter’s supplies bundled up in the bow.
Then the mill stopped again, and again for lack of grist to grind. Doubtless the forest god to whom it belonged went on about his other affairs.
CHAPTER V
Cheechako slept within the cabin that winter, stretched out before the fire and soaking the heat into his body with the luxurious enjoyment that only a dog can compass. There was no need for the discipline that before had made his chaining necessary. Holliday’s training had had better results than Carson’s. Cheechako was a well-mannered dog, now, who listened soberly when Holliday talked to him.
And Holliday talked often. Loneliness in the wilds is quite different from loneliness anywhere else. With the snow piled in monster drifts about the cabin, so that there was an actual tunnel a good part of the way from the door to the wood-pile, he was utterly isolated from the world. He had to talk. He told Cheechako confidentially just what the girl Outside meant to him. He would not have said it to any living man, but the dog listened soberly. Sometimes Holliday grew morose. Sometimes he called himself a fool for not bringing her with him—and then gave thanks that he did not. And he had moments of passionate jealousy and doubt, wondering if she were waiting for him and believing in him through all the months when no word from either could reach the other.
He read her last letter into tiny fragments, long after he could recite it word for word. He read strange meanings into it, as that she began to feel her loyalty wavering and in honesty wished to place it beyond recall. And then he read them out again and was bitterly ashamed that such things had entered his mind at all. All this was during the days of storm when he could not even build monster fires and thaw out gravel to be shifted where the first waters of spring would wash out its infinitesimal proportion of gold for him.
But Dugan appeared at the cabin in December.
He came on snowshoes and had conquered his first surprise before he shouted outside the cabin door, Dugan had come over in hopes of finding some stray reading-matter, anything to break the monotony of his own cabin some four miles or more away. The smoke warned him that someone was within and no more than a flicker of his eyelids expressed surprise that Holliday was the occupant.
Holliday greeted him with a feverish cordiality, pressed tobacco upon him, bade him remain and eat, presented Cheechako and they talked interminably. Dugan was jollity itself. He was soon assured that Holliday had no suspicion of him. He had left no clue after the murder and Cheechako—who might have gamboled about him—had been trained by Holliday into the perfection of canine manners. Cheechako remembered, yes, but he did not associate Dugan with the death of his former master. And in any event he was a dog, and there was but one master in the world for him. Injuries done to a past owner would not arouse Cheechako now, though he would fight to the last drop of his blood for Holliday. Dugan had every reason in the world to feel secure.
He was secure. In his gratitude for having someone to talk to, Holliday would have welcomed the devil himself. When Dugan finally left for his own cabin, Holliday was more nearly normal than for months.
And it may be that Dugan’s presence kept Holliday sane that winter. He was surely used to loneliness, but no such loneliness as possessed him now. No man is lonely who can keep his brain busy with the things of the moment and the place he is in, but Holliday could not do that. A picture of the girl who waited for him was always at hand. His presence and his desperate work was due to her. He could not help thinking and dreaming of her, and that thinking and dreaming made the solitude into a corroding horror.
Dugan changed all that. He was someone to talk to. Holliday even told him about the girl. He talked for hours about her, while Cheechako lay at one side of the cabin floor and watched gravely, his ears alert and his eyes somber. Often he watched Dugan, and vague memories crept disturbingly about his mind. Here, in this same cabin—
Dugan knew about the murder, too, how Holliday had come joyously to the cabin—and found his best friend murdered and his happiness destroyed in the one instant. Sam Carson had been the keeper of most of Holliday’s possessions, and they had been stolen by the murderer.
It was probably his own feigned sympathy and secret sardonic amusement that suggested a duplication of his former feat to Dugan. Dugan’s own claim was rich—how rich he could not tell until spring. But Holliday’s claim was little worse. Carson had skimmed the cream, but the rest was worth taking, if it could be done without risk.
And Dugan, who had not nerve enough to shoot a man in cold blood, and was too cowardly to pick a fight, grinned obscurely to himself. He fingered his own pokes, which would be bulging when spring came. He thought of Holliday’s. And then he began to whittle out a little contrivance of wood and leathern thongs, which looked very much like a trap, but was much more deadly. It was a clever little idea of his own. Perfectly safe, and absolutely no risk. Suddenly, he stopped and listened. It seemed as if some noise to which his ears were unconsciously attuned had suddenly ceased.
Maybe the mill had stopped again.
CHAPTER VI
And then spring came. From the trees came cracklings as their coatings of sleet and solidified snow were stripped off and fell melting to the earth below. From the river came minor rumblings as the thawed streams of the mountains poured their waters into it, and its surface ice, grown thinner, cracked across and spun downstream in crumbling icepans toward the sea. The rocks, from hooded things in dazzling cerements, peered out naked and glistening like newborn seals at the world that was stirring for its feverish growth of summer. The spruce buds swelled to bursting. Slowly dwindling patches of snow disclosed incongruously green grass prematurely sprouted. And the wild things seemed to awake. Bull caribou roared their challenges in the indefinite distance. Foxes moved about, keen and joyously savage, no longer hampered by the snow. Now and then the winter’s windrift above some hidden hollow stirred, and a peevish bear emerged from his long sleep, sleepily ferocious.
And Holliday worked like a madman. All day long he shoveled his gravel and dirt into the cradle through which a small stream ran. After the first few days he sang. It might be that he would not have a sum that would satisfy him, but he would squander some of it and see the girl who loved him. He would see her and speak to her again! It was no wonder that he sang.
And Dugan? He worked, too, and his eyes glistened at the size of his clean-ups. He filled one poke, then another, and still another as time went on. But Dugan would never be satisfied with what was his own. He went over to Holliday’s cabin now and then, and listened while Holliday told him excitedly of the miracle that would happen. He was going Outside! In a little while longer. He would see the girl.
He told the whole course of his progress to the man who had murdered his friend, while Cheechako sat between his feet and regarded Dugan speculatively.
Cheechako could not understand why Dugan so consistently ignored him. It seemed illogical to the dog, because he remembered that in this same cabin—
And at last Holliday came back from the cradle, singing at the top of his voice.
Cheechako had caught some of his festive spirit and danced clumsily about him. Dugan was sitting on the bench before the cabin and his eyelids flickered when Holliday came into view.
“I’m through!” shouted Holliday, at sight of his visitor. “Dugan, I’m through! I’m going down-river in the morning with a fat poke in my pack to see the most wonderful girl in the world!”
Dugan grinned. He had been at the cabin for some little time, and there was a surprise he had prepared for Holliday inside. It was the same surprise he had prepared for Carson.
“I’m going down tomorrow myself,” he said. “Closed up my shack and quit my workings.”
“We’ll celebrate,” said Holliday exuberantly. “Man! I’m going Outside to the most wonderful—”
Cheechako sniffed the air in the cabin. Dugan did not smell normally human. He smelled as if he were afraid. And yet he was grinning and cracking jokes as if he shared in Holliday’s uproarious happiness.
Cheechako continued to be puzzled and to grow more puzzled. Two or three times he cocked up his ears as if listening to a faint rumbling murmur far off in the wilds which might have been anything—even the mill of a forest god, grinding the grist of men’s destinies. But mostly he watched the two men.
Dugan produced a bottle, long hoarded, but Holliday would not touch it. He wanted to stay awake, he said, that no atom of his wonderful good luck should go untasted to the full. He would be starting downstream at daybreak. And Dugan grinned, and drank himself.
Holliday began to cook a festive meal. The smells were savory and delicious, but Cheechako’s nose suddenly attracted him to an unusual spot. He went tentatively toward Holliday’s bunk. Being a well-mannered dog, he knew he should never climb upon his master’s bed, but something drew him there irresistibly. He sniffed, and Dugans’ smell was suddenly that of a thing in deadly fear. Cheechako turned his head and regarded him puzzledly. Dugan’s scent was on his master’s blankets, too, and Dugan had no business to be there. Cheechako sniffed, bewildered.
This other odor—
“There’s just one thing,” said Holliday with a sudden wistful gravity. “Old Sam’s dead. I told you how he was murdered. I wish—well, I wish he was going Outside with me.”
The faint rumbling outside that sounded like millstones grinding grew suddenly loud and harsh, as if the stones were crumbling up the last stray grains that had been fed to them. Cheechako cocked his ears, but that was only a noise. There was a queer smell on his master’s bunk. He heaved up his forepaws to sniff it more nearly.
“Cheechako!” snapped Dugan. Dugan had gone suddenly pale, and more than ever he had the smell of fear about him.
Holliday lifted his head and a curious expression came upon his face. Dugan went over and took Cheechako by the collar.
“Shedding fleas on your bunk,” he said to Holliday, grinning. “But he ought to share in the celebration, too. Got any molasses?”
He knew, of course. He reached up and took down the bottle of syrup Holliday had saved as a supreme luxury.
“Taught a dog to do this once,” grinned Dugan. “Here, you, Cheechako! Open your mouth!”
Cheechako sniffed at his leg. Then he saw the bottle. His eyes danced. Dugan had remembered at last! He jumped up to lick eagerly.
“Ho!” roared Dugan, as Cheechako struggled frantically to coax out the sticky sweet stuff faster than it would flow. “I knew you’d like it! Watch him, Holliday!”
Holliday straightened up.
“You’ve never heard me call that dog ‘Cheechako,’” he said queerly. “I’ve always called him ‘Pup.’ The only other man who’d know his name would be Sam Carson and—” Holliday’s voice changed swiftly—“and the man who killed him! And that trick—By God, you’re Sam Carson’s murderer!”
His revolver flashed out. Dugan gasped. The bottle fell to the floor and Cheechako lapped eagerly at its exuding contents.
“You shot him from behind,” said Holliday savagely. “With your gun not a foot from his head! Get out that gun now, Dugan. I give you just two seconds!”
Dugan’s teeth chattered. His eyes darted despairingly to the bunk. Holliday’s face was like stone. There was no faintest trace of mercy in it. With a sudden squeal like that of a cornered rat, Dugan rushed for him.
And Holliday’s revolver was out and in his hand, but Dugan’s open-handed attack brought an instinctive response in kind. His free fist shot out in a terrific blow. It caught Dugan squarely between the eyes and hurled him backward. He staggered, and his foot crushed Cheechako’s paw. The dog leaped up with a yelp and bared teeth and his movement was enough to upset Dugan’s balance completely. He toppled backward and a sudden terrible scream filled all the cabin.
He fell against the bunk and his arms clutched wildly, while his face showed only frozen horror. Then he crashed down on the blankets.
And there was a bellowing roar and a burst of smoke from the bunk. Dugan did not even shudder. He lay quite still. Presently a sullen little “drip-drip-drip” sounded on the floor.
Holliday bent over and pawed among the blankets. He brought out a curious little contrivance, very much like a trap. It was a board with a revolver tied to it and a thong so arranged that pressure on the thong would discharge the revolver into the source of the pressure.
Cheechako sniffed at it. It was the source of the peculiar odor he had noted in his master’s bunk. He wagged his tail placatingly and looked up at Holliday.
“Right where my head would have gone,” said Holliday, shuddering a little in spite of himself, “when I lay down to sleep. And he was going to stay here overnight. I see how he killed Carson now. Pfaugh!”
Sick with disgust, and a little shaken, he flung down the board.
Holliday did not go down-river at daybreak. It was nearer noon when he started. And instead of one deeply-carved cross in the ground about the cabin there were two. One read:
SAM CARSON MURDERED JUNE 2, 19—
And the other:
HIS MURDERER JUNE 2, 19—
Holliday paddled down the river with Cheechako in the bow of his canoe, looking with bright and curious eyes at all that was to be seen. Holliday had the gold that he had washed out himself during the winter. He had, besides, gold taken from Dugan’s pokes to the amount that Dugan had stolen. The surplus he had scattered in the river. He did not want it. He was going Outside to the girl who had waited for him.
And the mill? Oh, the mill had ground up all its grist. It stopped, until one day a half-breed killed a white man in some dispute over an Indian woman, and the echo of the shot traveled thinly over the wilds. And then a faint rumbling murmur set up which might, of course, have been the wind in the trees, or a landslide in the hills not so very far away. But, equally, of course, it might not.



TELETYPE
Originally published in Collier’s, March 15, 1936, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
Bob Callahan’s brother-in-law Timmy came out of the west in a stolen automobile, which seemed to have nothing at all to do with punched-card machines or teletypes or pins with fancily colored heads to be stuck into large-scale maps. But it did. The first card was punched with information about Timmy when he went to jail, and there were other holes punched in it on later occasions. The teletype machines were actuated by events following his release. Some teletype memos caused the extravagantly tinted pins to be stuck into the map.
Callahan and his wife, Jeanne, of course, did not know about any of this. Their first information came one night while they watched the eleven-o’clock television news before going to bed. The children were already sound asleep. There was quite a lot on the newscast about the Suffolk holdup and murder of three days before, including pictures of the victim’s widow and children. Callahan and Jeanne felt sorry for those people, who had done nothing to merit disaster. But then the television went on to show pictures of the first trials of a new jet plane. And Callahan and Jeanne watched, letting the Suffolk robbery slip from their minds. Naturally they did not think about Timmy.
A long distance away, a card-sorting machine prosaically ran thousands of square-punched bits of pasteboard under groping, tiny, metal fingers. This was at state-police headquarters. From time to time, abruptly, a card would pop out of the flowing mass. A teletype absentmindedly clocked down the information that this man, description so-and-so, was wanted for abandoning his family. This boy, aged fourteen, had run away from home. A certain-named burglar was believed to be operating in this special area. A filling-station operator had been killed during a holdup, apparently as he tried to telephone an alarm.
Identical memos appeared in many diverse places. Teletypes duplicated, click by click, each one. In some places a particular item caused action. In other places, the action consisted only of reading the item into a microphone, for far-ranging state troopers’ cars to pick up.
But always each item of information was ultimately put onto a punched card, which could be filed and found by the card machines, and its information decoded or added to.
* * * *
It was just after eleven o’clock that night when Callahan heard a car drawing up to the curb before his house. It stopped. Jeanne cocked an ear toward the sound. Someone slammed a car door outside. Jeanne was in the act of rising when the doorbell rang.
She went out into the hall. The only sound, then, was the mellifluous voice of the news announcer, continuing. Of course Callahan heard Jeanne’s footsteps on the floor. He heard her turn the doorknob. He heard her stifled exclamation. A moment later she reappeared in the living-room doorway. She was deathly white. “Bob! It’s Timmy!” she said through stiff lips.
Callahan did not quite grasp it for a moment. Then he rose slowly, his expression growing dogged. Timmy came into the room in exactly the manner of someone making a grand entrance. He looked sharp. He wore new clothes. They were expensive. They were elaborately pressed. Timmy always had sharp-edged creases in his trousers, and he scorned the kind of haberdashery that Callahan wore. He grinned. He was ostentatiously at ease.
Callahan said in a flat voice, “You made a break, Timmy? And you expect us to hide you? It wouldn’t be a good idea, you know.”
“You pain me, Bob,” said Timmy facetiously. The tone did not suit him; he was just a little over twenty. “You hurt my feelings. No, it isn’t a break. Haven’t you ever heard of parole boards? They shook their fingers at me and told me not to be naughty any more. So I’m out.”
He moved negligently, and it was additionally evident that his shirt was high-priced, and his necktie expensive. Timmy had a gift for making such matters clear.
“You undoubtedly have proof of that,” said Callahan without heat. “Mind letting me see it?”
Timmy grinned again, triumphantly. He reached into his pocket and brought out a folded document. He put it in Callahan’s hand. “You’re so cynical!” he said.
Callahan read, while the television set, in a series of eight-second flashes, displayed and recited the virtues of dog food, a deodorant, and a forthcoming boxing match.
He handed the document back to Timmy. “It’s a parole, all right,” he said evenly. “We didn’t know it was going to happen so soon.”
Jeanne looked sick, standing in the doorway. Callahan knew what she was thinking. The children. They went to school now. They knew that they had an Uncle Timmy, but they never asked questions about him. He was only a name. But Timmy had been involved in a very nasty business back in Canton. There had been a trial, and Timmy had called Jeanne as a witness to an alibi he’d tried to establish, and she had told the truth. She’d slanted it to favor Timmy, but he’d needed perjury.
So he’d gone to prison with his three partners. The four of them had posed and postured self-consciously during their trial. Callahan hated them horribly. They were fools, of course, but it is hard not to hate fools when they hurt your wife and children.
“You’ve prospered,” Callahan said in the same flat voice. “I don’t want to know how. Why did you come here?”
“To see my dear, dear sister,” said Timmy, grinning broadly, “who tried so hard to help me be a good little boy!”
The muscles of Callahan’s jaw bunched. Then he opened his mouth to speak—and shrugged his shoulders instead. You can talk to a man who listens to hear what you say; if you tell him something sensible, he may act on it. But Timmy listened only for a chance to score wittily in reply. He admired himself very much, did Timmy.
“Cut it!” Callahan snapped. “What do you want?”
“I need some gas for my car,” said Timmy, with bright eyes.
“I’ll buy you gas,” Callahan said. “I’ll give you eating money to get along with too, if that’s what you want.”
“It isn’t,” said Timmy. “I can buy gas. I’ve got a swell car. Big. Yellow. Two-eighty horsepower. Special trim. Best car I ever had.”
Callahan looked at him. Timmy grinned. “I—borrowed it,” he explained. “Cops are looking for it. Nosy guys, cops!”
Callahan ground his teeth. There is no law that insists a man must help his brother-in-law because of loyalty to his wife. But a man will do much to keep his children from learning about an uncle—their mother’s brother—who at least once has grinned triumphantly in a prisoner’s dock because he has risen from the distinction of delinquency to the eminence of adult crime.
“In fact,” said Timmy, brightly, “last time I went to get some gas, the guy there looked at the license plates too long. I started to drive away and he ducked inside his place. I went back and he was telephoning. I—stopped him.”
Jeanne caught her breath.
Callahan said harshly: “You’re stuck, then. There’ll be roadblocks, eh? So you came here to be caught? Figured I’d have to get you out of it?”
Timmy beamed. Callahan swore softly. Jeanne tried to speak, but Callahan knew what she’d say.
He said: “Shut up, Jeanne. I’m going to get him away, damn him!”
* * * *
Far away, the machine that swiftly felt the faces of punched cards following through it ejected one card, and another, and two more, and still another. A man picked them up and took them to a teletype. They constituted a memo and a list of names and addresses. There had been certain crimes, which climaxed in the theft of a rich man’s ostentatious car. There had been the Suffolk holdup and murder. And now there had been something else: a filling-station holdup and the killing of the filling-station attendant.
The card-sorting machine had gone through thousands of punched cards, looking for individual cards with highly individual combinations of punches. It had found a total of a dozen. The cards said—the punched holes did—that the wanted man was most probably one of a dozen named men. The crimes, taken together, had certain aspects that were like signatures. A painter can be told by his brushwork, and a writer by his style. A holdup man’s work has certain mannerisms, certain distinctive features, by which an expert or a business machine can determine the “school” of craftsmen to which he belongs. Often he can be identified outright. It is the method of an art critic applied electronically to crime. The machine had felt thousands of cards, successively, with tiny metal fingers. It announced an opinion: one of these dozen men was guilty.
This opinion went on teletype to many towns and cities. Those near the home addresses of the dozen suspects took action.
* * * *
In the living room of his house, Callahan stuffed a pair of heavy gloves into the pocket of his coat and then patted Jeanne’s shoulder comfortingly. “It’s all right. It’s all right. I’m in no danger. Timmy’s a fool, but not a big enough fool to do me any harm.”
“You’re wrong,” said Timmy. “I’m no fool. You’re just the same as anybody else to me. If anything goes wrong—” He stared menacingly at Callahan. His eyes were ugly. “If you got any idea of crossing me up,” Timmy went on, in sudden shrillness, “you forget it. She crossed me up, once—my own sister told on me on the witness stand! If she’d said what I told her to, I wouldn’t have spent two years where I did. You better not cross me up!”
Callahan ignored the threat. He led the way out of the house.
It was quite dark outside. The town of Bainbridge had street lights, but there were not enough of them to make any considerable glare in the sky. There were only one or two lighted windows visible from Callahan’s front porch. It was nearly midnight now, and there was practically no traffic.
The car outside Callahan’s door was yellow and big. It was shiny. It was luxurious. And it was stolen. It was not a car to steal for resale. It was not even a good getaway car. But it was the sort of car that went with Timmy’s very sharp clothes. It gave a dramatic impression of prosperity and importance. When a very young man drove it, to innocent eyes it would seem that he must be very rich indeed.
Callahan regarded it sardonically. “You must believe in advertising,” he said dryly. “You couldn’t attract more attention to yourself if you painted a sign on it, saying, ‘Look at me!’”
But Timmy was mollified by what he considered admiration. “It’s a nice car,” he said defensively. “You’ll never have a car like this!”
“True,” said Callahan. “Too true. But if the cops know you like I do, they won’t bother trying to catch you. All they’ll have to do is wait for you to clamor for their attention. And that’s your safety, right now. They’ll never look for you on a bus.”
Timmy grimaced. But as they approached the car, its flashiness gave him confidence. He strutted as he drew near it. He got into it with an air of grandeur. Callahan got in on the other side. Timmy gunned the motor before he put it in gear. Had anybody been about, they would have had to turn to look.
Callahan’s jaw muscles tightened. He had no valid excuse for what he was doing; Timmy was unquestionably a criminal. But Callahan had two school-age children asleep upstairs in the house. He’d do a lot for them.
* * * *
The streets of Bainbridge were dark and cold and deserted. As they drove, the clock in the town hall struck twelve times, slowly and sonorously. There were no other sounds.
Timmy repeated as he drove: “You’ll never have a car like this!”
“Agreed,” Callahan said curtly. “Now listen. The bus gets here at twelve ten. It stops five minutes and then it goes on. I’ve offered you money for eating and fare—”
“You offering me money,” Timmy said. “That’s a joke!”
“There aren’t often any passengers for the bus,” Callahan went on as curtly as before. “You’ll go in the waiting room. Better go into the men’s room and wait there. Wait till the bus stops. Give it a minute more for passengers to get off and go away. Then come out and get on board.”
Timmy said humorously, “That’s good, that is. Me riding on a bus. Me!”
“Exactly,” said Callahan. “It’s not your type of trick. Now, the bus won’t be brightly lighted. People like to sleep at night. Get on, pay your fare—with small bills—and pick a seat by yourself and lie back and doze, or seem to. Don’t call attention to yourself. Believe it or not, Timmy, just wanting people to look at you is what’s got you into all the trouble you’ve ever been in. Lay off!”
Timmy said nothing. A car went across the road ahead, blocks away. Timmy watched it with a certain sudden tensity. The car kept going.
Callahan felt almost sorry for Timmy. But not quite. Timmy was a fool. He craved things, notice above all. At all times and in all places Timmy would always act upon one single principle, of doing what was most satisfying to him at the moment. Usually it involved securing for himself the undivided, emotional attention of other people. A holdup was an orgy of such notice. Being watched, fearfully or fascinatedly or admiringly, was more important to Timmy than anything else in the world—much more important than the consequences of the attention-getting act, especially the consequences to anybody else. But Timmy was perfectly sane. It was simply the way he was.
Now Timmy said suddenly, “You and Jeanne are going to tell the cops I was here.”
“If they ask us, yes,” Callahan said evenly. “Not otherwise. We’re not likely to brag you’re Jeanne’s brother.”
Timmy snarled. “No? I told some friends of mine about Jeanne being a witness against me. Know what they advised me to do?”
“I can guess,” said Callahan coldly. “Turn right at the next corner. The bus station’s two blocks down.”
“You cross me,” Timmy said with venom, “and some of my friends that’re getting out presently—they’ll come see you. Understand?”
“Yes,” said Callahan. He felt sick. Timmy could be right.
“You get it?” Timmy insisted ferociously. “You got a good stunt for me, sure. But if it’s got a trick in it, you better tell me now. If anything happens to me, my friends got no use for your kind, or for Jeanne. I told ’em plenty about her. My own sister, sending me to the pen!”
Callahan knew with precision that Timmy was scared. Because he was scared, he was dangerous. Timmy’s notion of action was grandiloquent action, dramatic stuff. To act like an ordinary person was unnatural to him. Even to think about it made him uneasy. He had a picture of himself as a glamorous figure, and he had to live up to that picture or he didn’t feel right. Now he had to sing small. Discussing his conduct with Callahan didn’t even make him look smart. He was getting panicky because he had to take direction from somebody else, and the direction had no grand gesture in it.
“There’s the bus station ahead,” said Callahan coldly. “You’ll get on the bus and nobody’ll suspect you. Lie back in your seat and don’t call attention to yourself, and you’ll be hundreds of miles away by daybreak. Get off somewhere and take another bus. I don’t want to know where you change. But listen to me: when you eat, eat in a diner. Don’t show more than a couple of dollars. When you take another bus, don’t flash a big bill. Don’t show off! Let people ignore you! If you’ll do that for just three or four days, you can cross the country and get where the police won’t dream of looking for you.”
It was true. It was profoundly practical advice, for Timmy. It was better advice than Callahan knew, because he knew nothing of the punched cards that contained a strictly detached analysis of Timmy’s methods of operation, based on the sort of person Timmy was.
Callahan reflected dryly that it was quaint that he could give a crook good advice; if he were a crook himself he would inevitably act the fool.
* * * *
The shiny, purring yellow car approached the bus station, which looked singularly desolate. It was brightly lighted enough but there was nobody in it, and the newsstand inside was closed. It was a glaringly lighted empty room, with green paint on the walls and unused benches inside, an oasis of light in the midst of night.
At the edge of the lighted area about the bus station, a parked car waited. It was a late-model sedan, big and black and glistening, with white-walled tires. A car like this, parked in a city, would at least be stripped of its custom upholstery before dawn. In a small town like Bainbridge, though, it was safe enough. It waited for somebody, beside the bus station. The headlights of Timmy’s car swept over it as he came to a smooth stop at the curb.
Callahan hardly noticed the black car. He tapped Timmy’s arm. “Now, do as I said,” he said grimly, “and you’ll vanish as if the earth had swallowed you. You’ve only to let yourself be ignored, and you’ll be all right. And when you do start to show off again—and you will—and the cops do catch you, you’ll be much more admired if you don’t tell anybody your brother-in-law told you how to get away. Let your friends think you were the smart one. Leave Jeanne and me out!”
Timmy stared ahead. Then he turned and grinned at Callahan. “If you think you got me tricked,” he said with bright eyes, “you better think again. If you try, you’ll get yours—and Jeanne too. But—” He paused and then grinned more widely. “Have fun. It’ll be the only time in your life you’ll ever drive a car like this!”
He got out. Callahan slid into the driver’s seat. He pulled the pair of gloves from his pocket and put them on. He drove the big yellow car away.
* * * *
At state-police headquarters, a teletype clicked. A man with a green eyeshade took a sheaf of reports and went over to a map that covered all of one wall. Consulting the papers in his hands, he began to stick pins into the map: blue pins for this, red pins for that, parti-colored pins for the other. Little paper tickets under the pins carried dates. A linkage between certain burglaries in a certain city became obvious as the man inserted pins. A burglar was working the city very systematically, burglarizing on Thursday nights only. For reasons individual to himself, and of which he was probably unconscious, the spots he burglarized could be seen to follow a pattern. He thought it was a pattern of unpredictability. But there would be an extra number of police about a certain four-block neighborhood next Thursday night. The burglar would be caught red-handed.
A pin for a filling-station holdup went into position. There was violence, murder. But the murder had not been planned; details proved that. It had not been planned at all. The filling-station operator had been killed because he’d tried to telephone.
This fact tied in precisely with other facts: a stolen yellow car sighted in a town a hundred miles from Suffolk, by someone unable to reach a telephone at the time; and then, another hundred miles away, a call from another filling station; and finally, from just over the border of the next state, a third report on the yellow car. A man on the lam can’t run too low on gas. He doesn’t dare—especially in a big, rich-man’s car that gulps down fuel. The line of flight of the yellow car was established: it would pass through a town named Bainbridge.
That fact, with others, was noted on a card machine, which patiently ran its tiny metal fingers over innumerable punched cards. The machine reacted violently to facts the cards revealed. An operator interrupted other teletype business to put a special item on the wire. And to make sure, somebody telephoned long-distance.…
* * * *
When Callahan got back to his house, there was a gray car in front of the door. It was three o’clock in the morning then, and the lights in Callahan’s house were burning brightly, except upstairs where the children slept. Callahan was weary from unaccustomed walking, but when he saw the gray car’s taillights his breath left him and his heart began to pound. He ran.
When he reached the front door he was panting and sweating and deadly pale. Jeanne opened the door and clung to him, sobbing.
“What happened?” Callahan demanded hoarsely. “You’re all right? The kids? What happened?”
“I—was scared!” Jeanne gasped. “You didn’t come back. I didn’t know what might have happened!”
There was a stirring in the living room. A state trooper said politely:
“It looked pretty had. I got sent here, Mr. Callahan. There’s an alarm out for a guy they want to question about that Suffolk holdup killing. This guy was paroled about three weeks ago and went right back in business, his kind of business.”
Callahan felt nauseous. Jeanne said faintly. “They—they think Timmy did it, Bob.”
Callahan drew in a deep breath. The trooper said comfortingly, “The punched-card machines at headquarters said that Mrs. Callahan was a witness against him when he was sent up. He was due to come through this town. And guys like that—”
“He’s her brother,” Callahan said bitterly.
The trooper said awkwardly, “Sure, but a guy that starts off delinquent and graduates to holdups and such, he gets so that sort of thing don’t matter much to him. He gets proud that he’s different from other people. He likes to prove it. And if he was coming through this town, why, he might try to—get even. Even with his sister. So I was sent here to make sure you people would be all right. The things we can’t figure out ahead we can’t do much about. But things like that…
Callahan said harshly: “He didn’t try to get even. He was here. I didn’t know what he’d done, but I guessed something. I didn’t want him caught here and my family exposed to all the publicity there was last time. I headed him away.”
The trooper nodded.
“Yeah. She told me. We got to allow for things like that. People hate to turn in brothers and sisters and such. It’s human. Anyhow, he’s gone. I guess you people are safe enough now.” Incredibly, he did not seem to want to ask any more questions. He prepared to depart. Callahan went to the door with him. There the trooper beckoned, and Callahan followed him outside. It was singularly peaceful now. There were stars. Callahan noticed them for the first time tonight.
The trooper said, “Listen. Your wife—she’s a nice woman. You’ve got to allow for things like that. She tried to kid me. Said you’d taken this guy to the bus station. Said he was heading south on the bus. She was scared he’d killed you. She was pretty desperate. Wanted to get me away from here. I don’t blame her. She had to think of her kids and you.”
Callahan swallowed.
“You don’t have to tell me,” said the trooper apologetically. “It’s human for you not to want a lot of publicity. But—which way did he really go? You’d better get that guy off your neck. Your wife needn’t know you told me anything. But that guy’s got to be caught. Holdups in themselves aren’t so bad, but he panics and kills people.”
Callahan said in an extremely flat and emotionless voice:
“He rode around, gloating about how smart he was, and then he dumped me a couple of miles out on Route 138. He’s headed south.”
It was a lie. Callahan told it so that Timmy wouldn’t be caught while following his—Callahan’s—directions, and so Timmy’s friends wouldn’t feel that Callahan had betrayed him, and so there wouldn’t be a trial with Jeanne called as a witness again.
The trooper nodded. “He was figured for that. Your wife tried hard to make me believe he was on a bus. But they got him pretty well figured out at headquarters—personality analysis from the way he’s acted. That guy’d never ride on a bus. A big car’s his style.” He nodded again. “Understand, I came here to make sure you people were all right. You didn’t have to tell me that. It won’t make any difference. We’ve got roadblocks up to stop him. Thanks.”
He went down the walk to his car. He started it quietly and turned it around and drove away.
Callahan went back inside the house. He pulled the pair of gloves from his pocket and threw them away. “Timmy’s safe,” he said brittlely. “The trooper didn’t believe you. He asked me. I told him Timmy headed south on Route 138. That’s where I left his car in a ditch, without any fingerprints on it. They think it’s incredible that he should take a bus.”
Jeanne began to cry again. And Callahan didn’t know whether she wept because in her desperation she’d told the trooper about Timmy, or whether she was desperately relieved that he’d got away. But Callahan knew forlornly that as long as Timmy was at large, he was a menace hanging over them.
* * * *
At half past four in the morning, the teletype clicked a long report. In clipped “officialese” it reported that a state-police roadblock on Route 138 had been crashed by a man in a black sedan with white-walled tires. He saw the waiting troopers. He opened fire as he went through. The troopers returned it. A tire on the sedan went. The car careened and turned over. The man who’d been expected to be in a big yellow car had been killed in the wreck of a big black car. Fingerprints proved him to be a parolee, three weeks out of prison, wanted for the Suffolk holdup-murder, the killing of the filling-station attendant, and so on. The black car had license number such-and-such, which belonged in Bainbridge. The man had jumped the ignition to steal it.
It was all quite impersonal and emotionless. In state-police headquarters, a man in a green eyeshade checked the license number of the black car. It had been reported stolen barely an hour before. It was missing from beside the bus station in Bainbridge.
The teletype clicked an order to cancel all queries on a list of names previously sent out. Some of the Suffolk robbery money had been found on the dead man who had crashed through the roadblock. There were no further questions on the other individuals whose cards had been picked out by the machines.
The man in the green eyeshade ran several cards through the machine. He got a list of the robberies for which he had put pins in the wall-sized map. He very carefully removed the pins, checking each one against the list.
There was just one item left in this matter. It was cleared up when a big, yellow, expensive car was found in a ditch on Route 138, four miles out of Bainbridge. It appeared that the fugitive had ditched it when it ran low on gas, walked back to Bainbridge, and stolen a black sedan parked by the bus station.
The matter of Callahan’s brother-in-law Timmy, who came riding out of the west in a stolen car, was removed from the list of pending cases.
But the machines did not stop. The teletype clicked. A sixteen-year-old girl had run away from home. A punched card was made to contain the data. A grocery store had been burglarized, with such-and-such individualities of technique. The machines began to sort cards, to identify the man who performed his burglaries in that precise fashion. Presently the teletype clicked…
* * * *
Callahan and Jeanne heard about Timmy’s death on the morning news broadcast. Jeanne was dazed—stunned—by the news. It had seemed so certain that Timmy would get away.
“We did all we could for him,” Callahan said unhappily. “He had every chance. What more could anybody have done? But I’m sorry, Jeanne.”
He comforted her as well as he could, while she wept for Timmy.



THE BAD SAMARITAN
Originally published in Collier’s, Sept. 5, 1936, as by “Will F. Jenkins.”
Herman talked to his dog. Mountains reared serenely toward the sky on four sides. There was no other human habitation within forty miles. Herman lived separated from the world, according to his faith. And he sat before his cabin and talked to his dog. The dog’s name was Erik, and he lay on Herman’s own blankets with bandages about his body. They covered raking wounds a mountain lion had given him as he fought to protect Herman’s lambs. He looked unblinkingly up at Herman as the man’s voice went on. Sometimes his tail wagged gently. He liked to hear Herman talk.
There was silence everywhere. The trees were still. Wind blew overhead among the mountain peaks, but in the valley there was utter calm. Small noises came from the lambs in Herman’s raised-up fold. A jackrabbit bolted in bobbing panic from one small clump of brush and dived headlong into another.
Then the stranger appeared abruptly, snarling.
His approach must have been noiseless indeed. Even Erik, the dog, had not heard him. He stepped around the corner of the cabin and light glittered upon something deadly that he held ready in his hand. He was a small man, and his eyes were beady and hate-filled. There was a sheriff’s badge pinned to the breast of his shirt and he wore the high-heeled boots of a horseman, but there had been no sound of a horse’s hoofs. His boots were stained and muddy. By the look of them, he should have been footsore and limping.
The gun bore upon Herman’s heart. The stranger stood catlike, alert, threatening. No word. Nothing but the sudden, noiseless appearance, and the lined-up gun, and the beady, hating eyes, and something like a noiseless snarl.
Erik, the dog, growled suddenly and tried to struggle erect. But he was very weak. Herman held him still with gentle fingers while he turned his head and regarded the stranger.
One glance at the weapon and Herman’s eyes rose calmly to the pinched and snarling face above it. He said nothing. He did not pale. He held the feebly struggling dog and murmured soothingly:
“Quiet, Erik. Quiet. It iss a friend.”
Then to the stranger he said gently:
“Put down der gun. You are hungry. I giff you food. You are tired. I giff you a place to rest. There iss no need for money or for der gun either.”
The beady eyes swept over Herman. No holster, either at hip or shoulder. Merely a heavily built, muscular, squat-framed man with a heavy beard and very blue eyes and an expression of habitual calm. The stranger sneered. It was not easy for him or anyone like him to understand an expression like Herman’s, atop a frame fit for battle.
“You’ll give me grub, eh?” said a thin voice. “I’ll take it! D’you know who I am?”
Herman soothed the feebly struggling dog.
“No. You are hungry and tired. It iss enough.”
The stranger pointed with his free hand to the sheriff’s badge pinned to his shirt. The shirt was puckered beneath the clasp.
“See what that badge says? Sheriff! I hadda tip on you, fella! I come up here to look over yer place! I know what you been doin’! An’ you can talk or not, I’m goin’ to get the evidence! An’ then there’ll be a nice ride back to jail for you, with the pen afterward!”
Herman said gently:
“But I know der sheriff. You are not him.”
The thin man tensed. His eyes flared.
The pistol stirred. Herman soothed the dog Erik. He made no move. He did not flinch. The stranger’s thin voice raged suddenly:
“Well? What of it? If yuh want to know, I bumped him! Shot him! An’ I’ll do th’ same to you if yuh get fresh! Where’s yer gun?”
“I haff no gun,” said Herman.
“Yuh lie! Where is it?”
“I haff no gun,” said Herman calmly. “And I do not lie. I liff separate from der world, and it is not necessary for me to lie.”
The snarling man stepped forward until he looked down upon Herman, where he sat beside the wounded dog. Erik showed his teeth and a growl came from his throat. But he was very weak. One of Herman’s muscular hands held him quite still. The stranger looked suspiciously at the tableau, his gun ready.
“What’s this you’re doin’?” he demanded.
“This iss Erik, my dog,” said Herman. “Der sheepherders sometimes come to me with small lambs that maybe haff lost their mothers, or maybe they are sick. They giff them to me. And I make them well. But there has been a mountain lion which has been killing them. Erik fought to protect them, and he was badly hurt. So I am making him well also.”
The stranger uttered a sound which was at once suspicious and derisive. He pushed open the door and went into the cabin. He was extremely alert. Herman spoke soothingly to the dog before he rose and followed.
As he entered the door the stranger whirled swiftly, the gun muzzle again.
“Well?” he rasped.
“I came to tell you,” said Herman quietly, “that the food iss in that cupboard. You are hungry. I will giff it to you.”
“Yeah?” said the thin voice malevolently. “An’ you a friend of the sheriff’s! What’d yuh put in the grub? Strychnine? You set down!”
He rummaged in Herman’s well-stocked larder. The cabin was very small. It was specklessly clean. There was a huge Bible on a sort of desk, and though it was closed, the leaf edges had the uneven look of a book that is often read. The stranger heaped the table before him, frequently and savagely regarding Herman. He sat down, placing his weapon within instant reach of his hand. He saw the Bible and said sardonically:
“One of those pious folks, huh?”
“I liff separate from der world,” said Herman mildly. “There are many of us. In Canada there are fery many. We do not kill things or steal, and we try to be kind. It iss not much to do in gratefulness for der blessings all people haff.”
The stranger stuffed his mouth again. When it was partly emptied he said malevolently:
“I kill things! Includin’ men when needful. Like the sheriff.”
There was a little whining sound outside the door. A feeble scratching. The stranger’s hand closed on the gun beside him.
“That iss Erik,” said Herman soberly. “He iss worried. He does not trust you. I shall go and tell him—”
“Set still!” snarled the stranger. “Set still!”
Herman raised his voice.
“Quiet, Erik! It iss all right. He iss a friend.”
The whining ceased. The dog had not strength enough to get to his feet, but the scratchings had been his attempts to do so.
“He iss badly hurt,” said Herman. “But he iss getting well again. It was a mountain lion which did it. A sheepman has now set a trap for him, if he should come for my lambs again. I could not set the trap myself. I hope it frightens him away.”
The beady eyes were unpleasantly amused. The stranger ate and ate. He wolfed down an incredible quantity of food. But at last he pushed back his chair. He picked up his weapon again.
“Now,” he said harshly, “I’ll be goin’. First I’ll see if you got anything worth takin’ along. Then I’ll pick out a horse—”
“I haff no horse,” said Herman. “I liff separate from der world. I haff no need for a horse.”
The stranger’s face changed. It ceased to be amused and became only threatening.
“Fella,” he said thinly, “it’s goin’ to be too bad if you don’t find me a horse. I was ridin’ the sheriff’s. I left it plenty far back, with a broken leg. I’m goin’ to have a horse an’ you’re goin’ to find one!”
“But,” said Herman, “I haff no horse.”
The stranger moved toward him. He tapped Herman on the chest with the muzzle of his pistol.
“Do you, or don’t you get me a horse?”
Herman regarded him steadily with his very blue eyes.
“I will show you der corral,” he said quietly. “Then maybe you will belief me. I haff no horse.”
“You got your stock hid out, huh? Maybe yuh handle rustled stuff. Prob’ly. But you’ll show it to me, or I’ll—”
“I will show you,” said Herman steadily, “that I haff no horse.”
He opened the door and stood beside it, waiting for the stranger to precede him. But the smaller man snarled.
“Get on! Yuh think I’m goin’ to let you get behind me? Get on! An’ no tricks!”
Herman shrugged. He said gently: “You are in my house. It iss polite to let a guest go first.”
But he went out the door ahead of the other man. He paused beside the bandaged dog to stroke him soothingly. There was a look of anxiety in the dog’s eyes. “It iss all right, Erik. Be quiet.”
He marched away from the cabin, a squat and powerful figure with the erect bearing of one who is not afraid. The stranger followed him.
They marched past a little garden, invincibly neat, in which Herman’s vegetables grew thriftily. They passed the well with its sweep—all in excellent repair. A miniature tableland rose ten feet, with steep and rocky sides.
“This,” said Herman, “is where I keep my lambs. I put them here so that no wild thing can come at them. But there is one mountain lion which has found a way. It is the same way I use.”
He swung himself up, his powerful arms helping. The stranger said harshly:
“Don’t try to get outa sight so’s you can run!”
Herman reached the top. He moved to one side and looked calmly down.
“You should be careful,” he observed steadily. “Der footing iss bad.”
“You stand where I can see yuh,” said the stranger savagely, “or I’ll hunt yuh down an’—”
Herman folded his arms. The stranger scrambled up, watching him in an odd mixture of contempt and apprehension. He needed his hands to climb. He holstered his weapon and watched Herman the more closely, the more suspiciously.
And then there was a sudden, vicious snap! and the thud of iron upon leather. The stranger staggered. He looked down.
A steel trap, a double-spring steel trap, had closed upon his right leg.
He shook all over with his rage. His eyes were those of a maniac. His words were thick and blurred.
“I’m going to kill yuh for that!” he panted. “Kill yuh—kill—”
“And you will die,” said Herman soberly, “of starfation. I warned you to take care. And now you cannot get out of der trap by yourself. But I can let you loose. I will do it.”
The stranger choked upon his rage. His hand shook as he snatched his gun from the holster. But he looked. And he could not depress the springs himself. Standing upright in the steel jaws he might, just possibly, get one of the springs down far enough to loosen the spiteful grip on one side. But this was a double-spring trap. He could not possibly release both. One of them he could not even reach to put his weight on.
His eyes flashed along the chain. This trap had been set to catch a mountain lion, by a sheepman who was a friend to Herman. The chain was strong. Bullets would not break it. And its end was fastened to an iron wedge driven deep into the roots of a four-inch sapling. It was not possible to pull it out. It was not possible to release the springs. It was not possible to get free.
“Come here,” said the thin voice of the stranger, in a very horrible calm. “Come here an’ let me outa this trap. Else I’ll kill yuh now!”
“And you will die,” said Herman quietly. “It iss not my doing. Der mountain lion was killing my lambs. It wounded my dog. So a friend set der trap, which I could not do. No one will come here for a long time. Maybe two weeks. Maybe a month. Maybe,” he added honestly, “it will be only a week, but I cannot promise that.”
“I tell yuh,” panted the stranger, “I’ll kill yuh! Come here an’ let me loose!” His gun bore upon Herman, twelve feet away. Herman did not flinch. His blue, calm eyes did not even flash. His voice was untroubled.
“You would kill me anyway,” he said gently. “I will let you loose when you t’row away der gun. And der knife. I t’ink you haff a knife. When you t’row them away I will let you loose and I will bandage der leg and giff you food.” Herman sat down quietly, twelve feet away.
“You would shoot me if I mofed to go away,” he said quietly, “so I stay. I loosen der trap when you t’row away der gun and knife.”
The stranger suddenly holstered the weapon.
“If yuh get up or start crawlin’ off,” he cried desperately, “I’ll kill yuh no matter what happens t’ me! An’ don’t think I ain’t watchin’ you!”
He drew out a knife with a four-inch blade and tried to saw at the metal. It was tempered glass-hard, and his knife blade turned and became impossibly dull.
He stood still, moaning a little. His leg was already swelling. Herman’s forehead wrinkled.
“T’row away der gun,” he said urgently. “Let me loosen der trap! You are a bad man, but it iss not good to see you suffer.”
“I’ll kill yuh!” panted the stranger desperately. “When I’m loose I’ll—”
He gasped threats at Herman and sweat stood out on his face. It was nearly an hour, now, and his leg throbbed unbearably. His hands shook. Then suddenly he became filled with a horrible resolution and tried to drag his leg free, regardless of injury and of pain.
Herman winced for him. But the stranger whimpered and stood shuddering, his nerves shattered. The trap held more tightly still. He whimpered again. Then he drew his gun once more.
“If yuh don’t come let me loose,” he cried hoarsely, “I’ll kill yuh even if I starve! I can kill yuh! I killed other men! The sheriff’s only one I killed. Come here an’ loosen this thing or I’ll break yer legs an’ arms with bullets—”
“And stay in der trap,” said Herman soberly. “If you t’row away der knife and gun I let you loose.”
“An’ turn me over t’ be hung!”
“No. I liff separate from der world,” said Herman more soberly still. “I am sorry for you. I will bandage der leg and giff you more food. You can go or stay, as you choose.”
Sweat poured down the stranger’s face now. He was a pitiable sight. But sheer blasphemy poured from his lips.
* * * *
It was half an hour more before, half screaming because of his shattered nerves, he flung the revolver at Herman, and the knife after it.
Herman stood erect. He picked up the two weapons. He slid down the ten-foot rise to the valley bottom. And the stranger cursed him despairingly for his seeming broken faith. But Herman went sturdily on to the well. He dropped the two deadly things into it. He went on to the house while the stranger shouted hoarsely after him. He stopped to stroke Erik, the dog, whimpering upon the blankets he was too weak to rise from. He vanished into the house.
The stranger was weeping, broken, when Herman came out again. He had bits of rope, and bandage, and bottles in his pocket. He climbed up beside the stranger. He put the rope in loops about the springs. He put short sticks in the loops and twisted them. The springs contracted. The steel jaws loosened reluctantly. They fell away. The stranger stood wavering upon his feet.
Herman picked him up and carried him carefully down to the level ground. He gave him water to drink and, sober-faced, took the boot off the injured leg. He was astonishingly gentle as he did so. He cut away clothing about the wounds. He dabbed cotton in fluid from one of the bottles.
“This will hurt,” he said regretfully. “I am sorry. But it has to be.”
He swabbed the wounds with antiseptic. He soaked more cotton in other, soothing liquids. He bandaged the injured leg.
“You should not try to walk,” he said soberly, “but it can be done. If you wish to stay, I will giff you hospitality.”
The stranger said exhaustedly:
“I—gotta go on. There’s a posse after me. I had a long start, but I—I gotta go on.”
Herman nodded.
“I liff separate from der world,” he said. “I haff nothing to do with that. You cannot put on your own boot again. I giff you one of mine. I giff you food. But I haff no horse.”
* * * *
Twenty minutes later, the stranger limped away from the cabin. Herman frowned uneasily after him as he vanished into the timber which clambered halfway up the mountainside. He stroked his dog absently. He heaved a puzzled, unhappy sigh.
For an hour he sat beside Erik, the dog, who gazed up at him with unwinking, adoring eyes. When Herman looked at him, he wagged his tail gently. But Herman did not speak.
At the end of an hour he heard a shot, very far away. There was silence for a long time after. Then a clatter of hoofs. Again, and nearer. A grim cavalcade of horsemen—half a dozen of them—rode into view and up to the cabin. One of them nodded to Herman.
“Seen anybody lately?” he asked. “Short fella with a mean eye. On foot. He shot the sheriff in the back an’ rid off on the sheriff’s horse. Broke its leg a coupla miles back an’ left it. Didn’t even have the decency to shoot it. We did.”
Herman said slowly:
“I could not tell you anything. It iss not my affair. I liff separate from der world.”
Somebody pointed to the ground.
“His tracks! Just like we saw ’em before!”
The leader of the cavalcade frowned. Then he said:
“Herman, just one question an’ we’ll take your word for it. You haven’t hidden him?”
“No,” said Herman slowly, “I haff not hidden him.”
The horsemen scattered. Then a yell. They had found the trail again. They started to follow it. They went up into the timber that clambered halfway up the mountainside. It was the right trail.
Herman sat beside his dog. He stroked absently. Mountains reared serenely toward the sky. There was no other human habitation within forty miles. The dog’s name was Erik and he lay on Herman’s own blankets, with bandages about his body. The bandages covered raking wounds a mountain lion had given him when he fought to protect Herman’s lambs. He looked unblinkingly up at Herman.
“Erik,” said Herman’s troubled voice. “I fear I haff been bad. Violence iss always bad, and I haff tried to liff separate from der world. But if I had let him kill me, as he would haff done, you would haff died. There would haff been nobody to giff you food or make you well again. So I did what I did. But I am fery much afraid I haff been bad.…”
The dog wagged his tail gently. He liked to hear Herman talk.
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