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Rhiannon Seeks Release From His Age-Long

ness of the hour. The Low Canal towns
never sleep, for they lie outside the law and
time means nothing to them. In Jekkara and
Valkis and Barrakesh night is only a darker
day.

Carse walked beside the still black waters
in their ancient channel, cut in the dead sea-
bottom. He watched the dry wind shake
the torches that never went out and listened
to the broken music of the harps that were
never stilled. Lean lithe men and women
passed him in the shadowy streets, silent as
cats except for the chime and whisper of the
tiny bells the women wear, a sound as deli-
cate as rain, distillate of all the sweet wick-
edness of the world.

They paid no attention to Carse, though
despite his Martian dress he was obviously
an Earthman and though an Earthman’s life
is usually less than the light of a snuffed can-
dle along the Low Canals. Carse was one
of them. The men of Jekkara and Valkis
and Barrakesh, are the aristocracy of thieves
and they admire skill and respect knowledge
and knowa gentleman when they meet one.

That was why Matthew Carse, ex-Fellow
of the Interplanetary Society of Archae-
ologists, ex-assistant to the chair of Martian
Antiquities at Kahora, dweller on Mars for
thirty of his thirty-five vears, had been ad-
mitted to their far more exclusive society of
thieves and had sworn with them the oath of
friendship that may not be broken.

Yet now, through the streets of Jekkara,
one of Carse’s “friends” was stalking him
with all the cunning of a sandcat. He won-
dered momentarily whether the Earth Police
Control might have sent an agent here look-
ing for him and immediately discarded that
possibility. Agents of anyhody’s police did
not live in Jekkara. No, it was some Low-
Canaller on business of his own.

Carse left the canal, turning his back on
the dead sea-bottom and facing what had
once been inland. The ground rose sharply
to the upper cliffs, much gnawed and worn
by time and the eternal wind. The old city
brooded there, the ancient stronghold of the
Sea Kings of Jekkara, its glory long stripped
from it by the dropping of the sea.

The New Town of Jekkara, the living
town down by the canal, had been old when
Ur of the Chaldees was a raw young village.
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Old Jekkara, with its docks of stone and mar-
ble still standing in the dry and dust-choked
harbor, was old beyond any Earth conception
of the word. Even Carse, who knew as much
about it as any living man, was always awed
by it.

He chose now to go this way because it
was utterly dead and deserted and a man
might be alone to talk to his friend.

The empty houses lay open to the night.
Time and the scouring wind had worn away
their corners and the angles of their door-
ways, smoothed them into the blurred and
weary land. The little low moons made a
tangle of conflicting shadows among them.
With no effort at all the tall Earthman in his
long dark cloak blended into the shadows and
disappeared.

ROUCHED in the shelter of a wall he
listened to the footsteps of the man who
followed him. They grew louder, quickened,
slowed indecisively, then quickened again.
They drew abreast, passed and suddenly
Carse had moved in a great catlike spring
out into the street and a small wiry body was
writhing in his grasp, mewing with fright as
it shrank from the icy jabbing of the pro-
ton-gun in its side.

“No!” it squealed. “Don’t! I have no
weapon. I mean no harm. I want only to
talk to you.” Even through the fear a note
of cunning crept into the voice. “I have a
gift.”

Carse assured himself that the man was
unarmed and then relaxed his grip. He could
see the Martian quite clearly in the moon-
light—a ratlike small thief and an unsuccess-
ful one from the worn kilt and harness and
the lack of ornaments,

The dregs and sweepings of the Low
Canals produced such men as this and they
were brothers to the stinging worms that kill
furtively out of the dust. Carse did not put
his gun away.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Talk.”

“First,” said the Martian, “I am Penkawr
of Barrakesh. You may have heard of me.”
He strutted at the sound of his own name
like a shabby bantam rooster.

“No,” said Carse. “I haven’t.”

His tone was like a slap in the face. Pen-
kawr gave a snarling grin.
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12 THRILLING WONDER STORIES

him the Cursed One.”

“I know,” Carse nodded. “Rhiannon, the
Cursed One, the Fallen One, the rebel one
of the gods of long ago. I know the legend,
yes. The legend of how the old gods con-
quered Rhiannon and thrust him into a hid-
den tomb.”

ENKAWR looked away. He said, “I
know nothing of any tomb.”

“You lie,” Carse told him softly. “You
found the Tomb of Rhiannon or you could
not have found his sword. You found, some-
how, the key to the oldest sacred legend on
Mars. The very stones of that place are
worth their weight in gold to the right peo-

le.”
Y “T found no tomb,” Penkawr insisted sul-
lenly. He went on quickly. “But the sword
itself is worth a fortune. I daren’t try to sell
it—these Jekkarans would snatch it away
from me like wolves, if they saw it.

“But you can sell it, Carse.” The little
thief was shivering in the urgency of his
greed. “You can smuggle it to Kahora and
sell it to some Earthman for a fortune.”

“And I will,” Carse nodded. “But first
we will get the other things in that tomb.”

Penkawr had a sweat of agony upon his
face. After a long time he whispered, “Leave
it at the sword, Carse. That’s enough.”

It came to Carse that Penkawr’s agony
was blended of greed and fear. And it was
not fear of the Jekkarans but of something
else, something that would have to be awe-
some indeed to daunt the greed of Penkawr.

Carse swore contemptuously. “Are you
afraid of the Cursed One? Afraid of a mere
legend that time has woven around some old
king who's been a ghost for a millioh years?”

He laughed and made the sword flash in
the lamplight. “Don’t worry, little one. I'll
keep the ghosts away. Think of the money.
You can have your own palace with a hun-
dred lovely slaves to keep you happy.”

He watched fear struggle again with greed
in the Martian’s face.

“I saw something there, Carse. Something
that scared me, I don’t know why.”

Greed won out. Penkawr licked dry lips.
“But perhaps, as you say, it is all only leg-
end. And there are treasures there—even
my half-share of them would make me
wealthy beyond dreams.”

“Half?” Carse repeated blandly. “You're
mistaken, Penkawr. Your share will be one-
third.”

Penkawr’s face distorted with fury, and he
leaped up. “But I found the Tomb! It's
my discovery!”

Carse shrugged. “If you'd rather not
share that way, then keep your secret to
yourself. Keep it—till your ‘brothers’ of
Jekkara tear it from you with hot pincers
when I tell them what you've found.”

“You'd do that?” choked Penkawr.
“You'd tell them and get me killed?”

The little thief stared in impotent rage
at Carse, standing tall in the lampglow with
the sword in his hands, his cloak falling back
from his naked shoulders, his collar and belt
of jewels looted from a dead king flaring.
There was no softness in Carse, no relenting.
The deserts and the suns of Mars, the cold
and the heat and the hunger of them, had
flayed away all but the bone and the iron
sinew.

Penkawr shivered. “Very well, Carse. I'll
take you there—for one-third share.”

Carse nodded and smiled. “I thought you
would.”

Two hours later, they were riding up into
the dark time-worn hills that loomed behind
Jekkara and the dead sea-bottom.

It was very late now, an hour that Carse
loved because it seemed then that Mars was
most perfectly itself. It reminded him of a
very old warrior, wrapped in a black cloak:
and holding a broken sword, dreaming the
dreams of age which are so close to reality,
remembering the sound of trumpets and the
laughter and the strength.

The dust of the ancient hills whispered
under the eternal wind. Phobos had set, and
the stars were coldly brilliant. The lights of
Jekkara and the great black blankness of the
dead sea-bottom lay far behind and below
them now. Penkawr led the way up ascend-
ing gorges, their ungainly mounts picking
their way with astonishing agility over the
treacherous ground.

“This is how I stumbled on the place,”
Penkawr said. “On a ledge my beast broke
its leg in a hole—and the sand widened the
hole as it flowed inward, and there was the
tomb, cut right into the rock of the cliff. But
the entrance was choked when I found it.”

He turned and fixed Carse with a sulky
yellow stare. “I found it,” he repeated. “I
still don’t see why I should give you the
lion’s share.”

“Because I'm the lion,” said Carse cheer-
fully.

He made passes with the sword, feeling it
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blend with his flexing wrist, watching the
starlight slide down the blade. His heart was
beating high with excitement and it was the
excitement of the archaeologist as well as of
the looter.

He knew better than Penkawr the impor-
tance of this find. Martian history is so vast-
ly long that it fades back into a dimness from
which only vague legends have come down
—legends of human and half-human races, of
forgotten wars, of vanished gods.

REATEST of those gods had been the
Quiru, hero-gods who were human yet
superhuman, who had had all wisdom and
power. But there had been a rebel among
them—dark Rhiannon, the Cursed One,
whose sinful pride had caused some mysteri-
ous catastrophe.

The Quiri, said the myths, had for that
sin crushed Rhiannon and locked him into a
hidden tomb. And for more than a million
years men had hunted the Tomb of Rhian-
non because they believed it held the secrets
of Rhiannon’s power.

Carse knew too much archaeology to take
old legends too seriously. But he did be-
lieve that there was an incredibly ancient
tomb that had engendered all these myths.
And as the oldest relic on Mars it and the
things in it would make Matthew Carse the
richest man on three worlds—if he lived.

“This way,” said Penkawr abruptly. He
had ridden in silence for a long time, brood-
ing.

They were far up in the highest hills be-
hind Jekkara. Carse followed the little thief
along a narrow ledge on the face of a steep
cliff.

Penkawr dismounted and rolled aside a
large stone, disclosing a hole in the cliff that
was big enough for a man to wriggle through.

“You first,” said Carse. ‘“Take the lamp.”

Reluctantly Penkawr obeyed, and Carse
followed him into the foxhole.

At first there was only an utter darkness
beyond the glow of the krypton-lamp. Pen-
kawr slunk, cringing now like a frightened
jackal.

Carse snatched the lamp away from him
and held it high. They had scrambled
through the narrow foxhole into a corridor
that led straight back into the cliff. It was
square and without ornament, the stone
beautifully polished. He started off along
it, Penkawr following.

The corridor ended in a vast chamber,

It too was square and magnificently plain
from what Carse could see of it. There was
a dais at one end with an altar of marble,
upon which was carved the same symbol that
appeared on the hilt of the sword—the ouro-
boros in the shape of a winged serpent. But
the circle was broken, the head of the serpent
lifted as though looking into some new in-
finity.

Penkawr’s voice came in a reedy whisper
from behind his shoulder. “It was here that
I found the sword. There are other things
around the room but I did not touch them.”

Carse had already glimpsed objects ranged
around the walls of the great chamber, glit-
tering vaguely through the gloom. He
hooked the lamp to his belt and started to
examine them.

Here was treasure, indeed! There were
suits of mail of the finest workmanship, bla-
zoned with patterns of unfamiliar jewels.
There were strangely shaped helmets of un-
familiar glistening metals. A heavy throne-
like chair of gold, subtly inlaid in dark metal,
had a big tawny gem burning in each arm-

st. :

All these things, Carse knew, were incred-
ibly ancient. They must come from the
farthest past of Mars.

“Let us hurry!” Penkawr pleaded.

Carse relaxed and grinned at his own for-
getfulness. The scholar in him had for the
moment superseded the looter.

“We’ll take all we can carry of the smaller
jeweled things,” he said. “This first haul
alone will make us rich.”

“But you'll be twice as rich as 1,” Pen-
kawr said sourly. “I could have got an
Earthman in Barrakesh to sell these things
for me for a half share only.”

Carse laughed. “You should have done so,
Penkawr. When you ask help from a noted
specialist you have to pay high fees.”

His circuit of the chamber had brought
him back to the altar. Now he saw that be-
hind the altar lay a door. He went through
it. Penkawr following reluctantly at his heels.

Beyond the doorway was a short passage
and at the end of it a door of metal, small and
heavily barred. The bars had been lifted, and
the door stood open an inch or two. Above
it was an inscription in the ancient change-
less High Martian characters, which Carse
read with practised ease.

The doom of Rhiannon, dealt unto him

forever by the Quiru who are lords of space
and time!
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fore and it startled him.

“Probably seepage from underground
springs, like those that feed the canals,” he
thought. “But it wasn’t there before.”

His glance fell on the floor of the corridor.
The drifted dust lay over it thickly as when
they had entered. But there were no foot-
prints in it now. No prints at all except
those he was now making.

HORRIBLE doubt, a feeling of un-
reality, clawed at Carse. The un-Mar-
tian dampness, the vanishing of their foot-
prints—what had happened to everything in
the moment he’d been inside the dark bubble?
He came to the end of the square stone
corridor. And it was closed. It was closed
by a massive slab of monolithic stone.

Carse stopped, staring at the slab. He
fought down his increasing sense of weird
unreality and made explanations for himself.

“There must have been a stone door I
didn’t see—and Penkawr has closed it to lock
me in."”’

He tried to move the slab. It would not
budge nor was there any sign of key, knob or
hinge.

Finally Carse stepped back and leveled his
proton-pistol. Its hissing streak of atomic
flame crackled into the rock slab, searing and
splitting it.

The slab was thick. He kept the trigger of
his gun depressed for minutes. Then, with a
hollowly reverberating crash, the fragments
of the split slab fell back in toward him.

But beyond, instead of the open air, there
lay a solid mass of dark red soil.

“The whole Tomb of Rhiannon—buried,
now! Penkawr must have started a cave-
in.

Carse didn’t believe that. He didn't be-
lieve it at all but he tried to make himself
believe, for he. was becoming more and more
afraid. And the thing of which he was afraid
was impossible.

With blind anger he used the flaming beam
of the pistol to undercut the mass of soil that
blocked his way. He worked outward until
the beam suddenly died as the charge of the
gun ran out. He flung away the useless pistol
and attacked the hot smoking mass of soil
with the sword.

Panting, dripping, his mind a whirl of con-
fused speculations, he dug outward through
the soft soil till a small hole of brilliant day-
light opened in front of him. )

Daylight? Then he’d been in that weird

bubble of darkness longer than he had im«
agined. o

The wind blew in through the little open-
ing, upon his face. And it was a warm wind.
A warm wind and a damp wind, such as
never blows on desert Mars.

Carse squeezed through and stood in the
bright day looking outward.

There are times when a man has no emo-
tion, no reaction. Times when all the cen-
ters are numbed and the eyes see and the
ears hear but nothing communicates itself to
the brain, which is protected in this way from
madness.

He tried finally to laugh at what he saw
though he heard his own laughter as a dry
choking cry.

“Mirage, of course,” he whispered. “A
big mirage. Big as all Mars.”

The warm breeze lifted Carse’s tawny
hair, blew his cloak against him. A cloud
drifted over the sun and somewhere a bird
screamed harshly. He did not move.

He was looking at an ocean.

It stretched out to the horizon ahead, a
vast restlessness of water, milky-white and
pale with a shimmering phosphorescence
even in daylight.

“Mirage,” he said again stubbornly, his
reeling mind clinging with the desperation of
fear to that one shred of explanation. “It has
to be. Because this is still Mars.”

Still Mars, still the same planet. The same
high hills up into which Penkawr had led -
him by night.

Or were they the same? Before, the fox-
hole entrance to the Tomb of Rhiannon had
been in a steep cliff-face. Now he stood on
the grassy slope of a great hill.

And there were rolling green hills and
dark forest down there below him, where be-
fore had been only desert. Green hills, green
woods and a bright brawling river that ran
down a gorge to what had been dead sea-
bottom but was now—sea.

Carse’s numbed gaze swept along the great
coast of the distant shoreline. And down on
that far sunlit coast he saw the glitter of a
white city and knew that it was Jekkara.

Jekkara, bright and strong between the
verdant hills and the mighty ocean, that
ocean that had not been seen upon Mars for
nearly a million years.

ATTHEW CARSE knew then that it
was no mirage. He sat and hid his
face in his hands. His body was shaken by
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The sun sank slowly toward the horizon.
As Carse topped the last ridge above the
city and started down he walked under a
vault of flame. The sea burned as the
white phosphorescence took color from the
clouds. With dazed wonder Carse saw the
gold and crimson and purple splash down
the long curve of the sky and run out over
the water.

He could look down upon the harbor.
The docks of marble that he had known so
well, worn and cracked by ages and whelmed
by desert sand, lying lonely beneath the
moons. The same docks, and yet now,
mirage-like, the sea filled the basin of the
harbor.

Round-hulled trading ships lay against
the quays and the shouts of stevedores and
sweating slaves rose up to him on the eve-
ning air. Shallops came and went amid
the ships and out beyond the breakwater
he saw the fishing fleet of Jekkara coming
home with sails of cinnabar dark against
the west, ,

By the palace quays, near the very spot
where he had gone with Penkawr to see the
sword of Rhiannon, a long lean dark war-
galley with a brazen ram crouched like a
sullen black panther. Beyond it were other
galleys. And above them, tall and proud,
the white towers of the palace rose.

“I have come far back into the past of
Mars indeed! For this is the Mars of a
million years ago that archaeology has al-
ways pictured!”

A planet of conflicting civilizations which
had developed little science yet but which
cherished a legend of the super-science of
the great Quiru who had been before even
this time.

“A planet of the lost past that God’s law
intended no man of my own tine ever fo
see!”

Matthew Carse shivered as though it were
very cold. Slowly, slowly, he went down
into the streets of Jekkara and it seemed to
him, in the sunset, that the whole city was
stained with blood.

The walls closed him in. There was a mist
before his eyes and a roaring in his ears
but he was aware of people. Lean lithe men
and women who passed him in the narrow
ways, who jostled against him and went on,
then stopped and turned to stare. The dark
and catlike people of Jekkara, Jekkara of
the Low Canals and of this other age.

He heard the music of the harps and the

chiming whisper of the little bells the women
wore. The wind touched his face but it was
a moist wind and warm, heavy with the
breath of the sea, and it was more than a
man could bear.

Carse went on but he had no idea where
he was going or what he had to do. He
went on only because he was already moving
and had not the wit to stop.

One foot before the other, stolid, blind,
like a man bewitched, he walked through
the streets among the dark Jekkarans, a
tall blond man trailing a naked sword.

The people of the city watched him. People
of the harbor-side, of the wine-shops and the
twisting alleys. They drew away before
and closed in behind, following and staring
at him.

The gap of ages lay between them. His
kilt was of a strange cloth, an unknown dye.
His ornaments were of a time and country
they would never see. And his face was
alien.

This very alienage held them back for a
time. Some breath of the incredible truth
clung to him and made them afraid. Then
someone said a name and someone else re-
peated it and in the space of a few seconds
there was no more mystery, no more fear—
only hate, !

ARSE heard the name. Dimly, from a

great distance, he heard it as it grew
from a whisper into a howling cry that ran
wolf-like through the streets.

“Khond! Khond! A spy from Khondor!”
And then another word. “Slay!”

The name of “Khond” meant nothing to
Carse, but he recognized it for what it was,
an epithet and a curse. The voice of the
mob carried to him the warning of death
and he tried to rouse himself for the instinct
of survival is strong. But his brain was
numbed and would not wake.

A stone struck him on the cheek. The
physical shock brought him to a little. Blood
ran into his mouth. The salt-sweet taste of
it told him of destruction already begun.
He tried to shake the dark veils aside, far
enough at least to see the enemy that threat-
ened him.

He had come out into an open space by
the docks. Now, in the twilight, the sea
flamed with cold white fire. Masts of the
moored ships stood black against it. Phobos
was rising, and in the mingled light Carse
saw that there were creatures climbing into
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ous corpulent figure close beside him.

The man was big, fleshy and soft-looking,
a Martian who wore a kilt that looked
ridiculously scanty on his fat figure. His
face was moonlike, creased and crinkled in
a reassuring grin as his small eyes looked
unfearingly at Carse’s raised sword.

“I'm no Jekkaran or Sark either,” he
said reassuringly. “I'm Boghaz Hoi of Val-
kis and I've my own reasons for helping any
man of Khond. But we’ll have to go quickly.”

“Go where?”

Carse had to drag the words out, he was
still breathing so painfully.

“To a place of safety.” The other paused
as new louder hammering began upon the
door. ‘“That’s the Sarks. I'm leaving.
Come or stay as you like, Khond.”

He turned toward the back of the dark
room, moving with astonishing lightness and
ease for one so corpulent. He did not look
back to see if Carse was following.

But there was really no choice for Carse.
Half-dazed as he still was he was of no
mind to face the eruption of those mailed
soldiers and the Jekkaran rabble. He fol-
lowed Boghaz Hoi.

The Valkisian chuckled as he squeezed
his bulk through a small open window at
the rear of the room.

“I know every rathole in this harbor
quarter. That’s why, when I saw you backed
against old Taras Thur’s door, I simply went
around through and let you in. Snatched
you from under their noses.”

“But why?” Carse asked again.

“I told you—I have a sympathy for
Khonds. “They’re men enough to snap their
fingers at Sark and the damned Serpent. I
help one when I can.”

It didn't make sense to Carse. But how
could it? How could he know anything of
the hates and passions of this Mars of the
remote past?

He was trapped in this strange Mars of
long ago and he had to grope his way in it
like an ignorant child. It was certain that
the mob out there had tried to kill him.

They had taken him for a Khond. Not the
Jekkaran rabble alone but those strange
slaves—the semi-humans with the broken
wings, the furred sleek chained creatures
who had cheered him from the galleys.

Carse shivered. Until now, he had been
too dazed to think of the strangeness of those
not-quite-human slaves.

- And who were the Khonds?

“This way,” Boghaz Hoi interrupted his
thoughts.

They had threaded a shadowy little laby-
rinth of stinking alleys and the fat Valkisian
was squeezing through a narrow door into
the dark interior of a little hut.

Carse followed him inside. He heard the
whistle of the blow in the datk and tried
to dodge but there was no time.

The concussion exploded a bomb of stars
inside his head and he felt the rough floor
grinding his face.

He awoke with flickering light in his eyes.
There was a small bronze lamp burning on
a stool close to him. He was lying on the
dirt floor of the hut. When he tried to move
he found that his wrists and ankles were
bound to pegs driven into the packed earth.

Sickening pain racked his head and he
sank back. There was a rustle of movement
and Boghaz Hoi crouched down beside him.
The Valkisian’s moonface was expressive of
sympathy as he held a clay cup of water
to Carse’s lips.

“T struck too hard I'm afraid. But then,
in the dark with an armed man, one has to
be careful. Do you feel like talking now?”

Carse looked up at him and old habit
made him control the rage that shook him.
“About what?”’ he asked,

Boghaz said, “I am a frank and truthful
man. When I saved you from the mob out
there my only idea was to rob you.”

Carse saw that his jeweled belt and collar
had been transferred to Boghaz, who wore
them both around his neck. The Valkisian
now raised a plump hand and fingered
them lovingly.

“Then,” he continued, “I got a closer
look—at that.” He nodded toward the
jeweled sword that leaned against the stool,
shimmering in the lamplight. “Now, many
men would examine it and see only a hand-
some sword. But I, Boghaz, am a man of
education. I recognized the symbols on that
blade.”

. PHe leaned forward. “Where did you get
it?”

WARNING instinct made Carse lie
readily. “I bought it from a trader.”
Boghaz shook his head. “No you didn’t.
There are spots of corrosion on ‘the blade,
scales of dust in the carvings. The hilt has
not been polished. No trader would sell it
in that condition.
“No, my friend, that sword has lain a
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long time in the dark, in the tomb of him
who owned it—the tomb of Rhiannon.”

Carse lay without moving, looking at
Boghaz. He did not like what he saw.

The Valkisian had a kind and merry face.
He would be excellent company over a
bottle of wine. He would love a man like a
brother and regret exceedingly the necessity
of cutting out his heart.

Carse schooled his expression into sullen
blankness. “It may be Rhiannon’s swerd for
all I know. Nevertheless, I bought it from
a trader.”

The mouth of Boghaz, which was small
and pink, puckered and he shook his head.
He reached out and patted Carse’s cheek.

“Please don’t lie to me, friend. It upsets
me to be lied to.”

“I'm not lying,” Carse said. “Listen—
you have the sword. You have my orna-
ments. You have all you can get out of me.
Just be satisfied.”

Boghaz sighed. He looked down appeal-
ingly at Carse. “Have you no gratitude?
Didn’t I save your life?”

Carse said sardonically, “It was a noble
gesture.”

“It was. It was indeed. If I'm caught for
it my life won’t be worth that.” He snapped
his fingers. “I cheated the mob of a mo-
ment’s pleasure and it wouldn’t do a bit of
good now to tell them that you really aren’t
a Khond at all.”

He let that fall very casually but he
watched Carse shrewdly from under his
fat eyelids.

Carse looked back at him, hard-eyed, and
his face showed nothing.

“What gave you that idea?”

Boghaz laughed. “No Khond would be ass
enough to show his face in Jekkara to begin
with. And especially if he’d found the lost
secret all Mars has hunted for an age—the
secret of the Tomb of Rhiannon.”

Carse’s face moved no muscle but he was
thinking swiftly. So the Tomb was a lost
mystery in this time as in his own future
time?

He shrugged. “I know nothing of Rhian-
non or his Tomb.”

Boghaz squatted down on the floor be-
side Carse and smiled down at him like one
humoring a child who wishes to play.

“My friend, you are not being honest with
me. There’s no man on Mars who doesn’t
know that the Quiru long, long ago left our
world because of what Rhiannon, the Cursed

One among them, had done. And all men
know they built a secret tomb before they
left, in which they locked Rhiannon and his
powers.

“Is it wonderful that men should covet
the powers of the gods? Is it strange that
ever since men have hunted that lost Tomb?
And now that you have found it do I, Boghaz,
blaisie you for wanting to keep the secret
to yourself ?”

He patted Carse’s shoulder and beamed.

“It 1s but natural on your part. But the
secret of the Tomb is too big for you to
handle. You need my brains to help you.
Together, with that secret, we can take
what we want of Mars.”

Carse said without emotion, ‘“You're
crazy. I have no secret. I bought the sword
from a trader.”

B OGHAZ stared at him for a long mo-
ment. He stared very sadly. Then he
sighed heavily.

“Think, my friend. Wouldn't it be better
to tell me than to make me force it out of
you?”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Carse said
harshly.

He did not wish to be tortured. But that
odd warning instinct had returned more
strongly. Something deep within him warned
him not to tell the secret of the Tomb!

And anyway, even if he told, the fat
Valkisian was likely to kill him then to
prevent him from telling anyone else the
secret.

Boghaz sorrowfully shrugged fatjshoul-
ders. “You force me to extreme measures.
And I hate that. I'm too chicken-hearted
for this work. But if it’s necessary—”

He was reaching into his belt-pouch for
something when suddenly both men heard
a sound of voices in the alleyway outside
and the tramp of heavily-shod feet.

Outside, a voice cried, “There! That is
the sty of the Boghaz hog!”

A fist began to hammer on the door with
such force that the small room rang like
the inside of a drum.

“Open up, there, fat scum of Valkis!”

Heavy shoulders began to heave against
the door.

“Gods of Mars!” groaned Boghaz. “That
Sark press-gang has tracked us down!”

He grabbed up the sword of Rhiannon
and was in the act of hiding it in his bed
when the warped planks of the door gave
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Boghaz snored untroubled by his side.
The drummer slept beside his drum. The
slaves drooped over the oars, resting.

Carse looked at them. They were a vicious,
hard-bitten lot—mostly convicted criminals,
he supposed. He thought he could recognize
Jekkaran, Valiskian and Keshi types.

But a few of them, like the third man at
his own oar, were of a different breed.
Khonds, he supposed, and he could see why
he had been mistaken for one of them. They
were big raw-boned men with light eyes
and fair or ruddy hair and a barbarian look
that Carse liked.

His gaze dropped to the catwalk and he
saw clearly now the two creatures who lay
shackled there. The same breed as those
who had cheered him in the square last
night, from the wharfside ships.

They were not human. Not quite. They
were kin to the seal and the dolphin, to the
strong perfect loveliness of a cresting wave.
Their bodies were covered with short dark
fur, thinning to a fine down on the face.
Their féatures were delicately cut, handsome.
They rested but did not sleep and their
eyes were open, large and dark and full of
intelligence.

These, he guessed, were what the Jek-
karans had referred to as Swimmers, He
wondered what their -function was, aboard
ship. One was -a man, the other a woman.

"He could not, somehow, think of them as
merely male and female like beasts.

He realized that they were studying him
with_fixed curiosity. A small shiver ran
over him. There “was something uncanny
about their eyes, as though they could see
beyond ordinary horizons.

The woman spoke in a soft voice. “Wel-
come to the brotherhood of the lash.”

_ Her tone was friendly. Yet he sensed
in 1t a certain reserve, a note of puzzlement.

Carse smiled at her. “Thanks.”

Again, he was conscious that he spoke
the -old High Martian with an accent. It
was going to be a problem to explain his
race, for he knew’ that the Khonds them-
selves would not make the same mistake
the Jekkarans had.

The next words of the Swimmer convinced
him of that. “You are not of Khondor,” she
said, “though you resemble its people. What
is your country?”

A man’s rough voice joined in. “Yes,
what. is- it, stranger ?” , o

Carse turned to see that the big Khond

slave, who was third man on his oar, eyeing
him with "hostile suspicion.
The man went on, “Word werit round

-that you were a captured Khond spy but

that'’s a lie. More likely you're a Jekkaran
masquerading as a Khond, set here among
us by the Sarks.” .

A low growl ranthrough the oar bank.

Carse had known he would have to ac-
count-for himself somehow and had been
thinking quickly. Now he spoke up.

. “I'm no Jekkaran but a tribesman from
far beyond Shun. From so far that all
this is like a new world to me.”

“You might be,” the big Khond con-
ceded grudgingly. ‘‘You've got a queer
look and way of talking. What brought you
and this hog of Valkis aboard?”

Boghaz was awake now and the fat Val-
kisian answered hastily. “My friend and I
were wrongfully accused “of theft by the
Sarks! The shame of it—I, Boghaz of
Valkis, convicted of pilfering! An outrage
on justice!” '

The Khond spat disgustedly and turned
away. “I thought so.”
~Presently Boghaz found an opportunity
to whisper to Carse. “They think now
we’re ‘a pair of condémned thieves. Best
let them think so, my friend.” ‘

“What are you but that?” Carse re-
torted brutally. .

Boghaz studied him_ with shrewd little
eyes. ‘“What are you, friend ?”

“You heard me—I come from far be-
yond Shun.”

From beyond Shun and from beyond this
whole world, Carse thought grimly. But
he couldn’t tell these people the incredible
truth about himself.

The fat Valkisian shrugged. *“If you wish
to stick to that it’s all right with me. I trust
you implicitly. Are we not partners?”

ARSE smiled sourly at that ingenuous
question. There was something about
the impudence of this fat thief which he
found amusing.
. Boghaz detected his smile. ‘“Ah, you are
thinking of my unfortunate violence toward
you last night. It was mere impulsiveness.
We shall forget it. I, Boghaz, have already
forgotten it,” he addéd magnanimously.
“The fact remains that you, my friend,
possess the secret of ’—he lowered. his voice

to & murmur—‘‘of the Tomb of Rhiannon.

It’s lucky that Scyld was too ignorant fo
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recognize the sword! For that secret, right-
ly exploited, can make us the biggest men
on Mars!”

Carse asked him, “Why is the Tomb of
Rhiannon so important?”

The question took Boghaz off guard. He
looked startled.

“Do you pretend that you don’t even know
that ?”

Carse reminded, “I told you I come
from so far that this is all a new world to
me.”

Boghaz’ fat face showed mixed incredulity
and puzzlement. Finally he said, “I can
decide whether you're really what you say
or whether you’re pretending childish ig-
norance for your own reasons.”

He shrugged. ‘“Whichever is the case
you could soon get the story from the others.
I might as well be truthful.”

He spoke in a rapid undertone, watching
Carse shrewdly. “Even a remote barbarian
will have heard of the superhuman Quiru,
who long ago possessed all power and sci-
entific wisdom. And of how the Cursed
One among them, Rhiannon, sinned by
teaching too much wisdom to the Dhuvians.

“Because of what that led to the Quiru

left our world, going no man knows whither.
But before they left they seized the sinner
Rhiannon and locked him in a hidden tomb
and locked in with him his instruments of
awful power.
- “Is it wonderful that all Mars has hunted
that Tomb for an age? Is it strange that
either the Empire of Sark or the Sea-Kings
would do anything to possess the Cursed
One’s lost powers? And now that you have
found the Tomb do I, Boghaz, blame you
for being cautious with your secret?”

Carse ignored the last. He was remem-
bering now—remembering those strange in-
struments of jewels and prisms and metal
in Rhiannon’s Tomb.

Were those really the secrets of an.

ancient, great science—a science that had
long been lost to the half-barbaric Mars
of this age?

He asked, “Who are these Sea-Kings?
I take it that they're enemies of the Sarks?”

Boghaz nodded. “Sark rules the lands
east, north and south of the White Sea. But
in the west are small free kingdoms of hardy
sea-rovers like the Khonds and their Sea-
Kings defy the power of Sark.”

He added, “Aye and there are many even
in my own subject land of Valkis and else-

where who secretly hate Sark because of
the Dhuvians.”

“The Dhuvians?” Carse repeated. “You
mentioned them before. Who are they?”

Boghaz snorted. “Look, friend, it's all
very well to pretend ignorance but that’s
carrying it too far! There’s no tribesman
from so far away that he doesn’t know
and fear the accursed Serpent!”

So the Serpent was a generic name from
the mysterious Dhuvians? Why were they
called so, Carse wondered?

ARSE became suddenly aware that the

woman Swimmer was looking at him
fixedly. For a startled moment he had the
eery sensation that she was looking into his
thoughts. :

“Shallah is watching us—best be quiet
now,” Boghaz whispered hastily. “Every-
one knows that the Halflings can read the
mind a little.”

If that were so, Carse thought grimly,
Shallah the Swimmer must have found
profoundly astonishing matter in his own
thoughts.

He had been pitchforked into a wholly
unfamiliar Mars, most of which was still
a mystery to him.

But if Boghaz spoke truth, if those strange
objects in the Tomb of Rhiannon were in-
struments of a great lost scientific power,
then even though he was a slave he held
the key to a secret coveted by all this world.

That secret could be his death. He must
guard it jealously till he won free of this bru-
tal bondage. For a resolve to regain his
freedom and a grim growing hatred of the
swaggering Sarks were all that he was sure
of now.

The sun rose high, blazing down into the
unprotected oar-pit. The wind that hummed
through the taut cordage aloft did nothing
to relieve the heat down here. The men
broiled like fish on a griddle, and so far
neither food nor water had been forthcoming,

Carse watched with sullen eyes the Sark
soldiers lounging arrogantly on the deck
above the sunken oar-pit. On the after part
of that deck rose the low main cabin, the
door to which remained closed. Atop the
flat roof stood the steersman, a husky Sark
sailor who held the massive tiller and who
took his orders from Scyld.

Scyld himself stood up there, his spade
beard thrust up as he looked unseeingly
over the misery in the oar-pit toward the
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shouted for the kill. Callus rushed up and
hit Carse over the head with the loaded
butt of his whip, knocking him half sense-
less. The overseer scrambled back to safety,
eluding Jaxart’s clutching arms. Boghaz
made himself as small as possible and did
nothing.

Ywain’s voice came down from the deck.
“Callus!”

" The oar-bank captain knelt, trembling.
“Yes, Highness?” ,

“Flog them all until they remember that
they’re no longer men but slaves.” Her
angry, impersonal gaze rested on Carse.
““As for that one—he’s new, isn’t he?”

“Yes, Highness.”

““Teach him,” she said.

They taught him. Callus and the over-
seer together taught him. Carse bowed his
head over his arms and took it. Now
and again Boghaz screamed.as the lash
flicked toe far over and caught him instead.
Between his feet Carse saw dimly the red
streams that trickled down into the bilges
and stained the water.  The rage that had
burned in him chilled and altered as iron
tempers under the hammer.

At last they stopped. Carse raised his
head. It was the greatest effort he had ever
made but stiffly, stubbornly, he raised it.
He looked directly at Ywain.

“Have you learned your lesson, slave?”
she asked.

It was a long time before he could form
the words to answer. He was beyond caring
now whether he lived or died. His whole
universe was centered on the woman who
stood arrogant and untouchable above him.

“Come down yourself and teach me if you
can,” he answered hoarsely and called her a
name in the lowest vernacular of the streets
—a name that said there was nothing she
could teach a man.

For a moment no one moved or spoke.

Carse saw her face go white and he laughed,
a hoarse terrible sound in the silence. Then

Scyld drew his sword and vaulted over the
rail into the oar pit.

The blade flashed high and bright in the
torchlight. It occurred to Carse that he had
traveled a long way to die. He waited for
the stroke but it did not come and then he
realized that Ywain had cried out to Scyld
to stop.

Scyld faltered. then turned, puzzled, look-
ing up. “But, Highness—"

“Come here,” she said, and Carse saw

that she was staring at the sword in Scyld’s
hand, the sword of Rhiannon.

Scyld climbed the ladder back up to the
deck, his black-browed face a little fright-
ened. Ywain met him.

“Give me that,” she said. And when he
hesitated, ‘“The sword, fool!”

He laid it in her hands and she looked at
it, turning it over in the torchlight, studying
the workmanship, the hilt with its single
smoky jewel, the etched symbols on the
blade.

“Where did you get this, Scyld?”

“I—" He stammered, not liking to make
the admission, his hand going instinctively
to his stolen collar.

Ywain snapped, “Your thieving doesn’t
interest me. Where did you get it?”

He pointed to Carse and Boghaz. “From .
them, Highness, when I picked them up.”

She nodded. “Fetch them aft to my
quarters.”

She disappeared inside the cabin. Scyld,
unhappy and completely bewildered, turned
to obey her order and Boghaz meaned.

“Oh, merciful gods!” he whispered.
“That’s done it!” He leaned closer to
Carse and said rapidly while he still had the
chance, “Lie, as you never lied before! If
she thinks you know the secret of the Tomb
she or the Dhuvians will force it out of you!”

Carse said nothing. He was having all
he could do to retain consciousness. Scyld
called profanely for wine, which was brought.
He forced seme of it down Carse’s throat,
then had him and Boghaz released from the
oar and marched up to the afterdeck.

The wine and the sea wind up on deck
revived Carse enough so that he could keep
his feet under him. Scyld ushered them un-
gently into Ywain’s torchlit cabin, where
she sat with the sword of Rhiannon laid on
the carven table before her.

In the opposite bulkhead was a low door

leading into an inner cabin. Carse saw that -

it was open the merest crack. No light
showed but he got the feeling that some-
one—something—was crouching behind it,
listening. It made him remember Jaxart’s
word and Shallah’s.

HERE was a taint in the air—a faint

musky odor, dry and sickly. It seemed

to come from that inner cabin. It had a

strange effect on Carse. Without knowing
what it was he hated it.

He thought that if it was a lover Ywain
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of the dark hours continued for Carse.

Boghaz was crushed and trembling. He
screamed mightily as he took his five strokes
and then moaned in Carse’s ear, “I wish I'd
never seen your bloody sword! She’ll take
us to Caer Dhu—and the gods have mercy
on us.”

Carse bared his teeth in what might have
been a grin. “You talked differently in Jek-
kara.”

“I was a free man then and the Dhuvians
were far away.”

Carse felt some deep and buried nerve con-
tract at the mention of that name. He said
in an odd voice, “Boghaz, what was that
smell in the cabin?”

“Smell? T noticed none.”

“Strange,” Carse thought, “ewhen it drove
me nearly mad. Or perhaps I'm nad al-
ready.”

“Jaxart was right, Boghaz. There is some-
one hidden there, in the inner cabin.”
With some irritation Boghaz
“Ywain’s wantoning is nothing to me.”

They labored in silence for a while. Then
Carse asked abruptly, “Who are the Dhuvi-
ans?”

Boghaz stared at him. “Where do you
really come from, man?”

“As T told you—from far beyond Shun.”

“It must have been from far indeed if you
haven’t heard of Caer Dhu and the Serpent!”

Then Boghaz shrugged fat shoulders as
he labored. “You’re playing some deep game
of your own, I suppose. All this pretended
ignorance—but I don’t mind playing that
game with you.”

He went on, “You know at least that since
long ago there have been human peoples on
our world and also the not-quite-human
peoples, the Halflings. Of the humans the
great Quiru, who are gone, were the great-
est. They had so much science and wisdom
that they’re still revered as superhuman.

“But there were also the Halflings—the
races who are manlike but not descended of
the same blood. The Swimmers, who sprang
from the sea-creatures, and the Sky Folk,
who came from the winged things—and the
Dhuvians, who are from the serpent.”

said,

COLD breath swept through Carse.

Why was it that all this which he

heard for the first time seemed so familiar to
him?

Certainly he had never heard before this

story of ancient Martian evolution, of intrin-

sically alien stocks evolving into superficially
similar pseudo-human peoples. He had not
heard it before—or had he?f

“Crafty and wise as the snake that fa-
thered them were the Dhuvians always,”
Boghaz was continuing. “So crafty that they
prevailed on Rhiannon of the Quiru to teach
them some of his science.

“Some but not all! Yet what they learned
was enough that they could make their black
city of Caer Dhu impregnable and could oc-
casionally intervene with their scientific
weapons so as to make their Sark allies the
dominant human nation.”

“And that was Rhiannon’s sin?” Carse
said.

“Aye, that was the Cursed One’s sin for
in his pride he had defied the other Quiru,
who counseled him not to teach the Dhuvians
such powers. For that sin the other Quiru
condemned Rhiannon and entombed him in
a hidden place before they left our world.
At least so says the legend.”

“But the Dhuvians themselves are no
mere legend?”’

“They are not, damn them,” Boghaz mut-
tered. “They are the reason all free men
hate the Sarks, who hold evil alliance with
the Serpent.”

They were interrupted by the broken-
winged slave, Lorn. He had been sent to dip
up a bucket of seawater and now appeared
with it.

The winged man spoke and even now his
voice had music in it. “This will be painful,
stranger. Bear it if you can—it will help
you.” He raised the bucket. Glowing water
spilled out, covering Carse’s body with a
bright sheath. :

Carse knew why Ywain had smiled. What-
ever chemical gave the sea its phosphores-
cence might be healing but the cure was
worse than the wounds. The corrosive agony
seemed to eat the flesh from his bones,

The night wore on and after a while Carse
felt the pain grow less. His weals no longer
bled and the water began to refresh him. To
his own surprise he saw the second dawn
break over the White Sea.

Soon after sunrise a cry came down from
the masthead. The Black Banks lay ahead.

Through the oar port Carse saw a welter
of broken water that stretched for miles.
Reefs and shoals, with here and there black
jagged fangs of rock showing through the
foam. “They’re not going to try to run that
mess?” he exclaimed.



SEA-KINGS OF MARS - 33

“It’s the shortest route to Sark,” Boghaz
said. “As for running the Banks—why do
you suppose every Sark galley carries captive
Swimmers?”

“I've wondered.”

“You'll soon see.”

Ywain came on deck and Scyld joined her.
They did not look down at the two haggard
scarecrows sweating at the oar.

Boghaz instantly wailed piteously. ‘“Mer-
cy, Highness!”

Ywain paid no attention. She ordered
Scyld, “Slow the beat and send the Swim-
mers out.”

Naram and Shallah were unshackled and
ran forward. Metal harnesses were locked
to their bodies. Long wire lines ran from
these harnesses to ringbolts in the forecastle
deck.

The two Swimmers dived fearlessly into
the foaming waters. The wire lines tautened
and Carse glimpsed the heads of the two
bobbing like corks as they swam smoothly
ahead of the galley into the roaring Banks.

“You see?” said Boghaz. “They feel out
the channel. They can guide a ship through
anything.”

To the slow beat of the drum the black
galley forged into the broken water.

Ywain stood, hair flying in the breeze and
hauberk shining, by the man at the tiller.
She and Scyld peered closely ahead. The
rough water shook along the keel with a hiss
and a snarl and once an oar splintered on a
rock but they crept on safely.

It was a long slow weary passage. The
sun rose toward the zenith. There was an
aching tension aboard the galley.

Carse only dimly heard the roar of break-

ers as he and Boghaz labored at their oar.
The fat Valkisian was groaning ceaselessly
now. Carse’s arms felt like lead, his brain
seemed clamped in steel.
- At last the galley found smooth water,
shot clear of the Banks. Their dull thunder
came now from astern. The Swimmers were
hauled back in.

Ywain glanced down into the oarpit for
the first time, at the staggering slaves.

“Give them a brief rest,” she rapped. “The
wind should rise soon.”

Her eyes swung to Carse and Boghaz.
“And, Scyld, I'll see those two again now.”

Carse watched Scyld cross the deck and
come down the ladder. He felt a sick appre-
hension.

He did not want to go up to that cabin

again. He did not want to see again that
door with its mocking crack nor smell that
sickly evil smell.

But he and Boghaz were again unshackled
and herded aft, and there was nothing he
could do.

The door swung shut behind them. Scyld,
Ywain behind the carved table, the sword of
Rhiannon gleaming before her. The tainted
air and the low door in the bulkhead, not
quite closed—not quite.

Ywain spoke. “You've had the first taste
of what I can do to you. Do you want the
second? Or will you tell me the location of
Rhiannon’s Tomb and what you found
there?”

Carse answered tonelessly. “I told you
before that I don’t know.”

He was not looking at Ywain. That inner
door fascinated him, held his gaze. Some-
where, far at the back of his mind, some-
thing stirred and woke. A prescience, a
hate, a horror that he could not understand.

But he understood well enough that this
was the climax, the end. A deep shudder
ran through him, an involuntary tightening
of nerves. '

“What is it that I do not know but can
somehow almost remember?”

Ywain leaned forward. “You're strong.
You pride yourself on that. You feel that
you can stand physical punishment, perhaps
more than I would dare to give you. I think
you could. But there are other ways. Quick-
er, surer ways and even a strong man has
no defense against them.”

She followed the line of his gaze to the
inner door. “Perhaps,” she said softly, “you
can guess what I mean.”

Carse’s face was empty now of all ex-
pression. The musky smell was heavy as
smoke in his throat. He felt it coil and
writhe inside him, filling his lungs, stealing
into his blood. Poisonously subtle, cruel,
cold with a primal coldness. He swayed on
his feet but his fixed stare did not waver.

He said hoarsely, “I can guess.”

“Good. Speak now and that door need
not open.”

Carse laughed, a low, harsh sound. His
eyes were clouded and strange.

“Why should I speak? You would only
destroy me later to keep the secret safe.”

He stepped forward. He knew that he
moved. He knew that he spoke though the
sound of his own voice was vague in his
ears.
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But there was a dark confusion in him.
The veins of his temples stood out like
knotted cords, and the blood throbbed in his
brain. Pressure, as of something bursting,
breaking its bonds, tearing itself free.

E DID not know why he stepped for-
ward, toward that door. He did not
know why he cried out in a tone that was
not his, “Open then, Child of the Snake!”
Boghaz let out a wailing shriek and
crouched down in a corner, hiding his face.
Ywain started up, astonished and suddenly
pale. The doer swung slowly back.

There was nothing behind it but darkness
and a shadow. A shadow ‘cloaked and
hooded and so crouched in the lightless cabin
that it was no more than the ghost of a
shadow.

But it was there. And the man Carse,
caught fast in the trap of his strange fate,
recognized it for what it was.

It was fear, the ancient evil thing that
crept among the grasses in the beginning,
apart from life but watching it with eyes of
cold wisdom, laughing its silent laughter,
giving nothing but the bitter death.

It was the Serpent.

The primal ape in Carse wanted to run,
to hide away. Every cell of his flesh recoiled,
every instinct warned him.

But he did not run and there was an
anger in him that grew until it blotted out
the fear, blotted out Ywain and the others,
everything but the wish to destroy utterly
the creature crouching beyond the light.

His own anger—or something greater?
Something gorn of a shame and an agony
that he could never know?

A voice spoke to him out of the darkness,
soft and sibilant. .

“You have willed it. Let it be so.”

There was utter silence in the cabin. Scyld
had recoiled. Even Ywain had drawn back
to the end of the table. The cowering Boghaz
hardly breathed.

The shadow had stirred with a slight, dry
rustle. A spot of subdued brilliance had ap-
peared, held by unseen hands—a brilliance
that shed no glow around it. It seemed to
Carse "like a ring of little stars, incredibly
distant.

The stars began to move, to circle their
hidden orbit, to spin faster and faster until
they became a wheel, peculiarly blurred.
From them now came a thin high note, a
crystal song that was like infinity, without

beginning and end. '

A song, a call, attuned to his hearing
alone? Or was it his hearing? He could
not tell. Perhaps he heard it with his flesh
instead, with every quivering nerve. The
others, Ywain and Scyld and Boghaz, seemed
unaffected.

Carse felt a coldness stealing over him. It
was as though those tiny singing stars called
to him across the universe, charming him out
into the deeps of space where the empty
cosmos sucked him dry of warmth and life.

His muscles loosened. He felt his sinews
melt and flow away on the icy tide. He felt
his brain dissolving.

He went slowly to his knees. The little
stars sang on and on. He understood them
now. They were asking him a question. He
knew that when he answered he could sleep.
He would not wake again but that did not
matter. He was afraid now but if he slept
he would forget his fear.

Fear—fear! The old, old racial terror
that haunts the soul, the dread that slides
tn the quiet dark—

In sleep and death he could forget that
fear. He need only answer that hypnotic
whispered question.

“Where is the Tomb?”

Answer. Speak. But something still
chained his tongue. The red flame of anger
still flickered in him, fighting the brilliance
of the singing stars. .

He struggled but the star-song was too
strong. He heard his dry lips slowly speak-
ing. ‘“The Tomb, the place of Rhiannon . ..”

“Rhiannon! Dark Father who taught vou
power, thou spawn of the serpent’s egg!”

The name rang in him like a battle cry.
His rage soared up. The smoky jewel in
the hilt of the sword o1 the iable seemed sud-
denly to call to his hand. He leapea 2nd
grasped its hilt.

Ywain sprang forward with a startled cry
but was too late.

The great jewel seemed to blaze, to catch
up the power of the singing, shining stars
and hurl it back.

The crystal song keened and broke. The
brilliance faded. He had shattered the strange
hypnosis. :

Blood flowed again into Carse’s veins.
The sword felt alive in his hands. He
shouted the name Rhiannon and plunged
forward into the dark.

He heard a hissing scream as his long
blade went home to the heart of the shadow.
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when she’s all through with you, carrion!
I'll have fun while you last—"

Callus stopped very suddenly and said no
more, then or ever. Carse had stabbed his
heart with such swift neatness that not even
Callus was aware of the stroke until he
ceased to breathe.

“Keep stroke!” snarled Carse to Jaxart
under his breath. The big Khond obeyed.
A smoldering light came into his eyes. The
branded man laughed once, silently, with a
terrible eagerness.

Carse cut the key to the master locks free
from its thong on Callus’ girdle and let the
corpse down gently into the bilges.

The man across the catwalk on the port
oar had seen as had the drummer. “Keep
stroke!” said Carse again and Jaxart glared

and the stroke was kept. But the drum beat"

faltered and died.

Carse shook off his manacles. His eyes
met the drummer’s and the rhythm started
again but already the overseer was on his
way aft, shouting.

“What’s the matter there, you pig?”

“My arms are weary,” the man quavered.

“Weary, are they? I'll weary your back
for you too if it happens again!”

The man on the port oar, a Khond, said
deliberately, “Much is going to happen, you
Sark scum.” He took his hands off the oar.

The overseer advanced upon him. “Is it
now? Why, the filth is a very prophet!”

His lash rose and fell once and then Carse
was on him. One hand clamped the man’s
mouth shut and the other plunged the dagger
in. Swiftly, silently, a second body rolled
into the bilges.

A deep animal cry broke out along the
oar-bank and was choked down as Carse
raised his arms in a warning gesture, looking
upward at the deck. No one had noticed,
yet. There had been nothing to draw notice.

NEVITABLY, the rhythm of the oars
had broken but that was not unusual
and, in any case, it was the concern of the
overseer, Unless it stopped altogether no
one would wonder. If luck would only
hold . . .
The drummer had the sense or the habit
to keep on. Carse passed the word along—
“Keep stroke, until we’re all free!” The
beat picked up again, slowly. Crouching low,
Carse opened the master locks. The men
needed no warning to be easy with their
chains as they freed themselves, one by one.

Even so, less than half of them were loose
when an idle soldier chose to lean on the
deck rail and look down.

Carse had just finished releasing the
Swimmers. He saw the man’s expression
change from boredom to incredulous aware-
ness and he caught up the overseer’s whip
and sent the long lash singing upward. The
soldier bellowed the alarm as the lash coiled
around his neck and brought him crashing
down into the pit.

Carse leaped to the ladder. “Come on,
you scum, you rabble!” he shouted. ‘“Here’s
your chance!”

And they were after him like one man,
roaring the beast roar of creatures hungry
for vengeance and blood. Up the ladder
they poured, swinging their chains, and
those that were still held to the benches
worked like madmen to be free.

They had the brief advantage of surprise,
for the attack had come so quickly on the
heels of the alarm that swords were still half
drawn, bows still unstrung. But it wouldn’t
last long. Carse knew well how short a time
it would last.

“Strike! Strike hard while you can!”

With belaying pins, with their shackles,
with their fists, the galley slaves charged in
and the soldiers met them. Carse with his
whip and his knife, Jaxart howling the word
Khondor like a battle-cry, naked bodies
against mail, desperation against discipline.
The Swimmers slipped like brown shadows
through the fray and the slave with the
broken wings had somehow possessed him-
self of a sword. Seamen reinforced the
soldiers but still the wolves came up out of
the pit.

From the forecastle and the steersman’s
platform bowmen began to take their toll but
the fight became so closely locked that they
had to stop for fear of killing their own men.
The salt-sweet smell of blood rose on the
air. The decks were slippery with it. And
gradually the superior force of the soldiery
began to tell. Carse saw that the slaves were
being driven back and the number of the
dead was growing.

In a furious surge he broke through to
the cabin. The Sarks must have thought
it strange that Ywain and Scyld had not
appeared but they had had little time to do
anything about it. Carse pounded on the
cabin door, shouting Boghaz’ name.

The Valkisian drew the bar, and Carse
burst in.
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“Carry the wench up to the steersman’s
platform,” he panted. “I’ll cut your way.”

He snatched up the sword of Rhiannon
and went out again with Boghaz behind him,
bearing Ywain in his arms.

The ladder was only a short two paces
from the door. The bowmen had come down
to fight and there was no one up on the plat-
form but the frightened Sark sailor who
clung to the tiller bar. Carse, swinging the
great sword, cleared the way and held the
ladder foot while Boghaz climbed up and
set Ywain on her feet where all could see
her.

“Look you!” he bellowed.
Ywain!”

He did not need to tell them. The sight
of her, bound and gagged in the hands of
a slave, was like a blow to the soldiers and
like a magic potion to the rebels. Two
mingled sounds went up, a groan and a
cheer.

Someone found Scyld’s body and dragged
it out on deck. Doubly leaderless now, the
Sarks lost heart. The tide of battle turned
then and the slaves took their advantage in
both hands.

The sword of Rhiannon led them. It
slashed the halliards that brought the dragon
flag of Sark plunging down from the mast-
head. And under its blade the last Sark
soldier died.

There was an abrupt cessation of sound
and movement. The black galley drifted
with the freshening wind. The sun was low
on the horizon. Carse climbed wearily to the
steersman’s platform.

Ywain, still fast in Boghaz’ grip, followed
him, eyes full of hell-fire.

Carse went to the forward edge of the
platform and stood leaning on the sword.
The slaves, exhausted with fighting and
drunk with victory, gathered on the deck
below like a ring of panting wolves.

Jaxart came out from searching the
cabins. He shook his dripping blade up at
Ywain and shouted, “A fine lover she kept
in her cabin! The spawn of Caer Dhu, the
stinking Serpent!”

“We have

HERE was an instant reaction from the
slaves. They were tense and bristling
again at that name, afraid even in their num-
bers. Carse made his voice heard with dif-
ficulty.
“The thing is dead. Jaxart—will you
cleanse the ship?”

Jaxart paused before he turned to obey.
“How did you know it was dead?”

Carse said, “I killed it.”

The men stared up at him as though he
were something more than human. The
awed muttering went around—‘‘He slew the
Serpent!”

With another man Jaxart returned to the
cabin and brought the body out. No word
was spoken. A wide lane was cleared to
the lee rail and the black, shrouded thing
was carried along it, faceless, formless, hid-
den in its robe and cowl, symbol even in
death of infinite evil.

Again Carse fought down that cold repel-
lent fear and the touch of strange anger.
He forced himself to watch.

The splash it made as it fell was shockingly
loud in the stillness. Ripples spread in little
lines of fire and died away.

Then men began to talk again. They began
to shout up to Ywain, taunting her. Some-
one yelled for her blood and there would
have been a stampede up the ladder but that
Carse threatened them with his long blade.

“No! She’s our hostage and worth her
weight in gold.”

He did not specify how but he knew the
argument would satisfy them for awhile.
And much as he hated Ywain he somehow
did not want to see her torn to pieces by
this pack of wild beasts.

He steered their thoughts to another sub-
ject.

“We have to have a leader now. Whom
will you choose?”

There was only one answer to that. They
roared his name until it deafened him, and
Carse felt a savage pleasure at the sound of
it. After days of torment it ‘was good to
know he was a man again, even in an alien
world.

When he could make himself heard he
said, “All right. Now listen well. The Sarks
will kill us by slow death for what we've
done—if they catch us. So here’s my plan.
We'll join the free rovers, the Sea-Kings
who lair at Khondor!”

To the last man they agreed and the name
Khondor rang up into the sunset sky.

The Khonds among the slaves were like
wild men. One of them stripped a length
of yellow cloth from the tunic of a dead
soldier, fashioned a banner out of it and ran
it up in place of the dragon flag of Sark.

At Carse’s request, Jaxart took over the
handling of the galley and Boghaz carried
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ions beating up into the blue air, higher and
higher, growing tiny in the distance.

Lorn remained standing in the bow, watch-
ing until there was nothing left but empty
sky.
“We'll raise Khondor soon,” said Jaxart
and Carse turned to speak to him. Then
some instinct made him look back, and he
saw that Lorn was gone.

There was no sign of him in the water.
He had gone overside without a sound and
he must have sunk like a drowning bird,
pulled down by the weight of his useless
wings.
~ Jaxart growled, “It was his will and bet-
ter so.” He cursed the Sarks and Carse
smiled an ugly smile.

“Take heart,” he said, “we may thrash
them yet. How is it that Khondor has held
out when Jekkara and Valkis fell ?”

“Because not even the scientific weapons
of the Sarks’ evil allies, the Dhuvians, can
touch us there. You'll understand why when
you see Khondor.”

Before noon they sighted land, a rocky
and forbidcding coast. The cliffs rose sheer
out of the sea and behind them forested
mountains towered like a giant’s wall. Here
and there a narrow fiord sheltered a fishing
village and an occasional lonely steading
clung to the high pasture-land. Millions of
sea birds nested on the rocks and the surf
made a collar of white flame along the cliffs.

Carse sent Boghaz to the cabin for Ywain.
She had remained there under guard and he
had not seen her since the mutiny—except
once.

It had been the first night after the mutiny.
He had with Boghaz and Jaxart been ex-
amining the strange instruments that they
had found in the inner cabin of the Dhuvian,

“These are Dhuvian weapons that only
they know how to use,” Boghaz had de-
clared. “Now we know why Ywain had no
escort ship. She needed none with a Dhuvian
and his weapons aboard her galley.”

Jaxart looked at the things with loathing
and fear. ““Science of the accursed Serpent!
We should throw them after his body.”

“No,” Carse said, examining the things.
“If it were possible to discover the way in
which these devices operate—"

E HAD soon found that it would not

be possible without prolonged study.
He knew science fairly well, yes. But it was
the science of his own different world.

These instruments had been built out of a
scientific knowledge alien in nearly every
way to his own. The science of Rhiannon,
of which these Dhuvian weapons represented
but a small part!

Carse could recognize the little hypnosis
machine that the Dhuvian had used upon him
in the dark. A little metal wheel set with
crystal stars, that revolved by a slight pres-
sure of the fingers. And when he set it turn-
ing it whispered a singing note that so chilled
his blood with memory that he hastily set the
thing down.

The other Dhuvian instruments were even
more incomprehensible. One consisted of a
large lens surrounded by oddly asymmetrical
crystal prisms. Another had a heavy metal
base in which flat metal vibrators were
mounted. He could only guess that these
weapons exploited the laws of alien and
subtle optical and sonic sciences.

“No man can understand the Dhuvian sci-
ence,” muttered Jaxart. ‘“Not even the
Sarks, who have alliance with the Serpent.”

He stared at the instruments with the half-
superstitious hatred of a non-scientific folk
for mechanical weapons.

“But perhaps Ywain, who is daughter of
Sark’s king, might know,” Carse speculated.
“It’s worth trying.”

He went to the cabin where she was be-
ing guarded with that purpose in mind.
Ywain sat there and she wore now the
shackles he had worn.

He came in upon her suddenly, catching
her as she sat with her head bowed and her
shoulders bent in utter weariness. But at
the sound of the door she straightened and
watched him, level-eyed. He saw how white
her face was and how the shadows lay in
the hollows of the bones.

He did not speak for a long time. He had
no pity for her. He looked at her, liking the
taste of victory, liking the thought that he
could do what he wanted with her,

When he asked her about the Dhuvian
scientific weapons they had found Ywain
laughed mirthlessly.

“You must me an ignorant barbarian in-
deed if you think the Dhuvians would in-
struct even me in their science. One of them
came with me to overawe with those things
the Jekkaran ruler, who was waxing rebel-
lious. But S’San would not let me even
touch those things.”

Carse believed her. It accorded with what
Jaxart had said, that the Dhuvians jealously
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a death trap for any ship that entered it.

The tortuous channel widened at the end
into a landlocked harbor that not even the
winds could attack. Khond longships, fish-
ing boats and a scattering of foreign craft
filled the basin and the black galley glided
like a queen among them.

The quays and the dizzy flight of steps
that led up to the summit of the rock, con-
necting on the upper levels with tunneled
galleries, were thronged with the people of
Khondor and the allied clans that had taken
refuge with them. They were a hardy lot
with a raffish sturdy look that Carse liked.
The cliffs and the mountain peaks flung back
their cheering in deafening echoes.

Under cover of the noise Boghaz said
urgently to Carse for the hundredth time,
“Let me bargain with them for the secret!
I can get us each a kingdom—more, if you
will!”

And for the hundredth time, Carse an-
swered, “I have not said that I know the
secret. If I do it is my own.”

Boghaz swore in an ecstasy of frustration
and demanded of the gods what he had done
to be thus hardly used.

Ywain’s eyes turned upon the Earthman
once and then away.

Swimmers in their gleaming hundreds,
Sky Folk with their proud wings folded—
for the first time Carse saw their women,
creatures so exquisitely lovely that it hurt
to look at them—the tall fair Khonds and
the foreign stocks, a kaleidoscope of colors
and glinting steel. Mooring lines snaked out,
were caught and snubbed around the bol-
lards. The galley came to rest.

Carse led his crew ashore and Ywain
walked erect beside him, wearing her
shackles as though they were golden orna-
ments she had chosen to become her.

There was a group standing apart on the
quay, waiting. A handful of hard-bitten men
who looked as though seawater ran in their
veins instead of blood, tough veterans of
many battles, some fierce and dark-visaged,
some with ruddy laughing faces, one with
cheek and sword-arm hideously burned and
scarred.

Among them was a tall Khond with a
look of harnessed lightning about him and
hair the color of new copper and by his side
stood a girl dressed in a blue robe.

Her straight fair hair was bound back by
a fillet of plain gold and between her breasts,
left bare by the loose outer garment, a single

black pearl glowed with lustrous darkness.
Her left hand rested on the shoulder of
Shallah the Swimmer.

Like all the rest the girl was paying more
attention to Ywain than she was to Carse.
He realized somewhat bitterly that the whole
crowd had gathered less to see the unknown
barbarian who had done it all than to see
the daughter of Garach of Sark walking in
chains.

The red-haired Khond remembered his
manners enough to make the sign of peace
and say, “I am Rold of Khondor. We, the
Sea Kings, make you welcome.”

Carse responded but saw that already he
was half forgotten in the man’s savage pleas-
ure at the plight of his arch-enemy.

They had much to say to each other,
Ywain and the Sea Kings.

Carse looked again at the girl. He had
heard Jaxart's eager greeting to her and
knew now that she was Emer, Rold’s sister.

He had never seen anyone like her be-
fore. There was a touch of the fey, of the
elfin, about her, as though she lived in the
human world by courtesy and could leave
it any time she chose.

Her eyes were gray and sad, but her mouth
was gentle and shaped for laughter. Her
body had the same quick grace he had no-
ticed in the Halflings and yet it was a very
humanly lovely body.

She had pride, too—pride to match
Ywain’s own though they were so different.
Ywain was all brilliance and fire and pas-
sion, a rose with blood-red petals. Carse
understood her. He could play her own game
and beat her at it.

But he knew that he would never under-
stand Emer. She was part of all the things
he had left behind him long ago. She was
the lost music and the forgotten dreams, the
pity and the tenderness, the whole shadowy

world he had glimpsed in childhood but never
since.

ALL at once she looked up and saw him.
Her eyes met his—met and held, and
would not go away. He saw their expression
change. He saw every drop of color drain
from her face until it was like a mask of
snow. He heard her say,

“Who are you?”

He bent his head. “Lady Emer, I am
Carse the barbarian.”

He saw how her fingers dug into Shallah’s
fur and he saw how the Swimmer watched
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him with her soft hostile gaze. Emer’s voice
answered, almost below the threshold of
hearing.

“You have no name. You are as Shallah
said—a stranger.”

Something about the way she said the
word made it seem full of an eery menace.
And it was so uncannily close to the truth.

He sensed suddenly that this girl had the
same extra-sensory power as the Halflings,
developed in her human brain to even great-
er strength.

But he forced a laugh. “You must have
many strangers in Khondor these days.” He
glanced at the Swimmer. “Shallah distrusts
me, I don’t know why. Did she tell you also
that I carry a dark shadow with me wherever
I go?”

“She did not need to tell me,” Ener whis-
pered. “You face is only a mask and behind
it is a darkness and a wish—and they are
not of our world.”

She came to him with slow steps, as though
drawn against her will. He could see the
dew of sweat on her forehead and abruptly
he began to tremble himself, a shivering deep
within him that was not of the flesh,

“I can see . .. I can almost see . ..”

He did not want her to say any more.
He did not want to hear it.

“No!” he cried out. “No!”

She suddenly fell forward, her body heavy
against him. He caught her and eased her
down to the gray rock, where she lay in a
dead faint.

He knelt helplessly beside her but Shal-
lah said quietly, “I will care for her.” He
stood up and then Rold and the Sea Kings
were around them like a ring of startled
eagles.

“The seeing was upon her,” Shallah told
them.

“But it has never taken her like this be-
fore,” Rold said worriedly. “What hap-
pened? My thought was all on Ywain.”

“What happened is between the lady
Emer and the stranger,” said Shallah. She
picked up the girl in her strong arms and
bore her away.

Carse felt that strange inner fear still
chilling him. The “seeing” they had called
it. Seeing indeed, not of any supernatural
kind, but of strong extra-sensory powers that
had looked deep into his mind.

In sudden reaction of anger Carse said,
“A fine welcome! All of us brushed aside
for a look at Ywain and then your sister

faints at sight of me!”

“By the gods!” Rold groaned. “Your
pardon—we had not meant it so. As for my
sister, she is too much with the Halflings
and given as they are to dreams of the mind.”

He raised his voice. ‘“Ho, there, Iron-
beard! Let us redeem our manners!”

The largest of the Sea Kings, a grizzled
giant with a laugh like the north wind, came
forward and before Carse realized their in-
tention they had tossed him onto their shoul-
ders and marched with him up the quay
where everyone could see him.

“Hark, you!” Rold bellowed. “Hark!”

The crowd quieted at his voice.

“Here is Carse, the barbarian. He took
the galley—he captured Ywain—he slew the
Serpent! How do you greet him?”

Their greeting nearly brought down the
cliffs. The two big men bore Carse up the
steps and would not put him down. The
people of Khondor streamed after them,
accepting the men of his crew as their broth-
ers. Carse caught a glimpse of Boghaz, his
face one vast porcine smile, holding a gig-
gling girl in each arm.

Ywain walked alone in the center of a
guard of the Sea Kings. The scarred man
watched her with a brooding madness in his
unwinking eyes.

Rold and Ironbeard dumped Carse to his
feet at the summit, panting.

“You're a heavyweight. my friend,”
gasped Rold, grinning. ‘“Now—does our
penance satisfy you?”

Carse swore, feeling shamefaced. Then
he stared in wonder at the city of Khondor.

A monolithic city, hewn in the rock itself.
The crest had been split, apparently by dia-
strophic convulsions in the remoter ages of
Mars. All along the inner cliffs of the split
were doorways and the openings of galleries,
a perfect honeycomb of dwellings and giddy
flights of steps.

Those who had been too old or disabled
to climb the long way down to the harbor
cheered them now from the galleries or from
the narrow streets and squares.

The sea wind blew keen and cold at this
height, so that there was always a throb and
a wail in the streets of Khondor, mingling
with the booming voices of the waves below.
From the upper crags there was a coming
and going of the Sky Folk, who seemed to
like the high places as though the streets
cramped them. Their fledglings tossed on
the wind, swooping and tumbling in their
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private games, with bursts of elfin laughter.

Landward Carse looked down upon green
fields and pasture land, locked tight in the
arms of the mountains. It seemed as though
this place could withstand a siege forever.

They went along the rocky ways with the
people of Khondor pouring after them, filling
the eyrie-city with shouts and laughter.
There was a large square, with two squat
strong porticoes facing each other across it.
One had carven pillars before it, dedicated
to the God of Waters and the God of the
Four Winds. Before the other a golden ban-
ner whipped, broidered with the eagle badge
of Khondor.

At the threshold of the palace Ironbeard
clapped the Earthman on the shoulder, a
staggering buffet.

“There’ll be heavy talk along with the
feasting of the Council tonight. But we have
plenty of time to get decently drunk before
that. How say you?”

And Carse said, “Lead on!”

CHAPTER XI

Dread Accusation

HAT night torches lighted the banquet

hall with a smoky glare. Fires burned
on round hearths between the pillars, which
were hung with shields and the ensigns of
many ships. The whole vast room was hol-
lowed out of the living rock with galleries
that gave upon the sea.

Long tables were set out. Servants ran
among them with flagons of wine and smok-
ing joints fresh from the fires. Carse had
nobly followed the lead of Ironbeard all after-
noon and to his somewhat unsteady sight it
seemed that all of Khondor was feasting there
to the wild music of harps and the singing
of the skalds.

He sat with the Sea Kings and the leaders
of the Swimmers and the Sky Folk on the
raised dais at the north end of the hall.
Ywain was there also. They had made her
stand and she had remained motionless for
hours, giving no sign of weakness, her head
still high. Carse admired her. He liked it
in her that she was still the proud Ywain.

Around the curving wall had been set the
figureheads of ships taken in war so that
Carse felt surrounded by shadowy looming

monsters that quivered on the brink of life,
with the torchlight picking glints from a
jeweled eye or a gilded talon, momentarily
lighting a carven face half ripped away by
a ram.

Emer was nowhere in the hall.

Carse’s head rang with the wine and the
talking and there was a mounting excitement
in him. He fondled the hilt of the sword
of Rhiannon where it lay between his knees.
Presently, presently, it would be time.

Rold set his drinking-horn down with a
bang.

“Now,” he said, “let’s get to business.”
He was a trifle thick-tongued, as they all
were, but fully in command of himself. “And
the business, my lords? Why, a very pleasant
one.” He laughed. “One we’ve thought on
for a long time, all of us—the death of
Ywain of Sark!”

Carse stiffened. He had been expecting
that. “Wait! She’s my captive.”

They all cheered him at that and drank
his health again, all except Thorn of Tarak,
the man with the useless arm and the twisted
cheek, who had sat silent all evening, drink-
ing steadily but not getting drunk.

“Of course,” said Rold. “Therefore the
choice is yours.” He turned to look at
Ywain with pleasant speculation. “How
shall she die?” '

“Die?” Carse got to his feet. “What is
this talk of Ywain dying?”

They stared at him rather stupidly, too
astonished for the moment to believe that
they had heard him right. Ywain smiled
grimly.

“But why else did you bring her here?”
demanded Ironbeard. “The sword is too
clean a death or you would have slain her on
the galley. Surely vou gave her to us for
our vengeance?”’

“I have not given her to anyone!"” Carse
shouted. “I say she is mine and I say she is
not to be killed!”

There was a stunned pause. Ywain's eyes
met the Earthman’s, bright with mockery.
Then Thorn of Tarak said one word,
ﬂ'”/,z:\'?lﬁ

He was looking straight at Carse now
with his dark mad eyes and the Earthman
found his question hard to answer.

‘“Because her life is worth too much, as
a hostage. Are you babes, that you can't see
that? Why, you could buy the release of
every Khond slave—perhaps even bring Sark
to terms!”
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Thorn laughed. It was not pleasant laugh-
ter.

The leader of the Swimmers said, ‘“My
people would not have it so.”

“Nor mine,” said the winged man.

“Nor mine!” Rold was on his feet now,
flushed with anger. “You're an outlander,
Carse. Perhaps you don’t understand how
things are with us!”

“No,” said Thorn of Tarak softly. “Give
her back. She, that learned kindness at Ga-
rach’s knee, and drank wisdom from the
teachers of Caer Dhu. Set her free again to
mark others with her blessing as she marked
me when she burned my longship.” His eyes
burned into the Earthman. ‘“Let her live—
because the barbarian loves her.”

Carse stared at him. He knew vaguely
that the Sea Kings tensed forward, watch-
ing him—the nine chiefs of war with the eyes
of tigers, their hands already on their sword-
hilts. He knew that Ywain’s lips curved as
though at some private jest. And he burst
out laughing.

He roared with it. “Look you!” he cried,
and turned his back so that they might see
the scars of the lash. “Is that a love-note
Ywain has written on my hide? And if it
were—it was no song of passion the Dhuvian
was singing me when I slew him!”

He swung round again, hot with wine,
flushed with the power he knew he had over
them. :

“Let any man of you say that again and

. I'll take the head from his shoulders. Look
at you. Great nidderings, quarreling over
a wench’s life! Why don’t you gather, all
of you, and make an assault on Sark!”

There was a great clatter and scraping of
feet as they rose, howling at him in their
rage at his impudence, bearded chins thrust
forward, knotty fists hammering on the
board.

“What do you take yourself for, you pup
of the sandhills?” Rold shouted. ‘“Have
you never heard of the Dhuvians and their
weapons, who are Sark’s allies? How many
Khonds do you think have died these long
years past, trying to face those weapons?”

“But suppose,” asked Carse, “you had
weapons of your own?”

OMETHING in his voice penetrated
even to Rold, who scowled at him.

“If you have a meaning, speak it plainly!”

“Sark could not stand against you,” Carse

said, “if you had the weapons of Rhiannon.”

Ironbeard snorted. “Oh, aye, the Cursefi
One! Find his Tomb and the powers in it
and we'll follow you to Sark, fast enough.”

“Then you have pledged yourselves,”
Carse said and held the sword aloft. ‘“Look
there! Look well—does any man among you
know enough to recognize this blade?”

Thorn of Tarak reached out his one good
hand and drew the sword closer that he
might study it. Then his hand began to
tremble. He looked up at the others and
said in a strange awed voice, “It is the
sword of Rhiannon.”

A harsh sibilance of indrawn breath and
then Carse spoke.

“There is my proof. I hold the secret of
the Tomb.”

Silence. Then a guttural sound from Iron-
beard and after that, mounting, wild excite-
ment that burst and spread like flame.

“He knows the secret! By the gods he
knows!”

“Would you face the Dhuvian weapons if
you had the greater powers of Rhiannon?”
Carse asked.

There was such a crazy clamor of excite-
ment that it took moments for Rold’s voice
to be heard. The tall Khond’s face was half
doubtful.

“Could we use Rhiannon’s weapons of
power if we had them? We can’t even un-
derstand the Dhuvian weapons you captured
in the galley.”

“Give me time to study and test them and
I'll solve the way of using Rhiannon’s in-
struments of power,” Carse replied confi-
dently.

He was sure that he could. It would take
time but he was sure that his own knowledge
of science was sufficient to decipher the oper-
ation of at least some of those weapons of an
alien science.

He swung the great sword high, glittering
in the red light of the torches, and his voice
rang out, “And if I arm you thus will you
make good your word? Will you follow me
to Sark?”

All doubts were swept away by the chal-
lenge, by the heaven-sent opportunity to
strike at last at Sark on at least even terms.

The answer of the Sea Kings roared out.
“We'll follow!”

It was then that Carse saw Emer. She
had come onto the dais by some inner pas-
sage, standing now between two brooding
giant figureheads crusted with the memory
of the sea, and her eyes were fixed on Carse,
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wide and full of horror.

Something about her compelled them, even
in that moment, to turn and stare. She
stepped out into the open space above the
table. She wore only a loose white robe and
her hair was unbound. It was as though she
had just risen from sleep and was walking
still in the midst of a dream.

But it was an evil dream. The weight of
it crushed her, so that her steps were slow
and her breathing labored and even these
fighting men felt the touch of it on their
own hearts.

Emer spoke and her words were very
clear and measured.

“I saw this before when the stranger first
came before me, but my strength failed me
and I could not speak. Now I shall tell you.
You must destroy this man. He is danger,
he is darkness, he is death for us all!”

Ywain stiffened, her eyes narrowing. Carse
felt her glance on him, intense with interest.
But his attention was all on Emer. As on
the quay he was filled with a strange terror
that had nothing to do with ordinary fear,
an unexplainable dread of this girl’s strong
extra-sensory powers.

Rold broke in and Carse got a grip on
himself. Fool, he thought, to be upset by
woman’s talk, woman's imaginings . . .

“—the secret of the Tomb!” Rold was
saying. “Did you not hear? He can give us
the power of Rhiannon!”

“Aye,” said Emer sombrely. “I heard and
I believe. He knows well the hidden place
of the Tomb and he knows the weapons that
are there.”

She moved closer, looking up at Carse
where he stood in the torchlight, the sword
in his hands. She spoke now directly to him.

“Why should you not know, who have
brooded there so long in the darkness? Why
should you not know, who made those pow-
ers of evil with your own hands?”

Was it the heat and the wine that made
the rock walls reel and put the cold sickness
in his belly? He tried to speak and only a
hoarse sound came, without words. Emer’s
voice went on, relentless, terrible.

“Why should you not know—~you who are
the Cursed One, Rhiannon!”

The rock walls gave back the word like
a whispered curse, until the hall was filled
with the ghostly name Rhiannon! It seemed
to Carse that the very shields rang with it
and the banners trembled. And still the girl
stood unmoving, challenging him to speak,

and his tongue was dead and dry in his
mouth, .

They stared at him, all of them—Ywain
and the Sea Kings and the feasters silent
amid the spilled wine and the forgotten ban-
quet.

It was as though he were Lucifer fallen,
crowned with all the wickedness of the
world.

Then Ywain laughed, a sound with an odd
note of triumph in it. “So that is why! I see
it now—why you called upon the Cursed
One in the cabin there, when you stood
against the power of Caer Dhu that no man
can resist, and slew S’San.”

ER voice rang out mockingly. “Hail,
Lord Rhiannon!”

That broke the spell. Carse said, “You
lying vixen. You salve your pride with that.
No mere man could down Ywain of Sark
but a god—that’s different.”

He shouted at them all. “Are you fools
or children that you listen to such madness?
You, there, Jaxart—you toiled beside me at
the oar. Does a god bleed under the lash like
a comumon slave?”

Jaxart said slowly, “That first night in the
galley I heard you cry Rhiannon’s name.”

Carse swore. He rounded on the Sea
Kings. “You're warriors, not serving-maids.
Use your wits. Has my body mouldered in
a tomb for ages? Am I a dead thing walk-
ing?”

Out of the tail of his eyes he saw Boghaz
moving toward the dais and here and there
the drunken devils of the galley’s crew were
rising also, loosening their swords, to rally
to him.

Rold put his hands on Emer’s shoulders
and said sternly, “What say you to this, my
sister?”’

“I have not spoken of the body,” Emer
answered, “only of the mind. The mind of
the mighty Cursed One could live on and on.
It did live and now it has somehow entered
into this barbarian, dwelling there as a snail
lies curled within its shell.”

She turned again to Carse. “In yourself
you are alien and strange and for that alone
I would fear you because I do not under-
stand. But for that alone I would not wish
you dead. But I say that Rhiannon watches
through your eyes and speaks with your
tongue, that in your hands are his sword
and sceptre. And therefore I ask your
death.” '
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he knew their decision even before Rold
turned and said, “We accept, Carse. It
would be safer to slay you out of hand but—
we need those weapons.”

Carse felt the cold presence of imminent
death withdraw a little. He warned, “It
won’t be easy. The Tomb is near Jekkara.”

Ironbeard asked, “What of Ywain?”

“Death and at once!” said Thorn of
Tarak harshly.

Ywain stood silent, looking at them all
with cool, careless unconcern.

But Emer interposed. “Rold goes into
danger. Until he returns safely let Ywain
be kept in case we need a hostage for him.”

It was only now that Carse saw Boghaz
in the shadows, shaking his head in misery,
tears running down his fat cheeks.

“He gives them a secret worth a king-
dom!” wailed Boghaz. “I have been
robbed!”

CHAPTER XIII

Catastrophe

HE days that followed after that were
long strange days for Matthew Carse.

He drew a map from memory of the hills
above Jekkara and the place of the Tomb
and Rold studied it until he knew it as he
knew his own courtyard. Then the parch-
ment was burned.

Rold took one longship and a picked crew,
and left Khondor by night. Jaxart went with
him. Everyone knew the dangers of that
voyage. But one swift ship, with Swimmers
to scout the way, might elude the Sark
patrols. They would beach in a hidden cove
Jaxart knew of, west of Jekkara, and go the
rest of the way overland.

“If aught goes wrong on the return,”
Rold said grimly, “we’ll sink our ship at
once.”

After the longship sailed there was noth-
ing to do but wait.

Carse was never alone. He was given
three small rooms in a disused part of the
palace and guards were with him always.

A corroding fear crept in his mind, no
matter how he fought it down. He caught
himself listening for an inner voice to speak,
watching for some small sign or gesture that
was not his own. The horror of the ordeal

in the place of the Wise Ones had left its
mark. He knew now. And, knowing, he
could never for one moment forget.

It was not fear of death that oppressed
him, though he was human and did not want
to die. It was dread of living again through
that moment when he had ceased to be him-
self, when his mind and body were possessed
in every cell by the invader. Worse than
the dread of madness was the uncanny fear
of Rhiannon’s domination.

Emer came again and again to talk with
him and study him. He knew she was watch-
ing him for signs of Rhiannon’s resurgence.
But as long as she smiled he knew that he
was safe.

She would not look into his mind again.
But she referred once to what she had seen
there.

“You come from another world she said
with quiet sureness. “I think I knew that
when first I saw you. The memories of it
were in your mind—a desolate, desert place,
very strange and sad.”

They were on his tiny balcony, high under
the crest of the rock, and the wind blew clean
and strong down from the green forests.

Carse nodded. “A bitter world. But it
had its own beauty.”

“There is beauty even in death,” said
Emer, “but I am glad to be alive.”

“Let’s forget that other place, then. Tell
me of this one that lives so strongly. Rold
said you were much with the Halflings.”

She laughed. “He chides me sometimes,
sayllng that I am a changeling and not human
at all.”

“You don't look human now,”’ Carse told
her, “with the moonlight on your face and
your hair all tangled with it.”

“Sometimes I wish it were true. You
have never been to the Isles of the Sky
Folk?"

“No.”

“They’re like castles rising from the sea,
almost as tall as Khondor. When the Sky
Folk take me there I feel the lack of wings,
for I must be carried or remain on the
ground while they soar and swoop around
me. It seems to me then that flying is the
most beautiful thing in the world and I weep
because I can never know it.

“But when I go with the Swimmers I am
happier. My body is much like theirs though
never quite so fleet. And it is wonderful—
oh, wonderful—to plunge down into the
glowing water and see the gardens that they
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keep, with the strange sea-flowers bowing
to the tide and the little bright fish darting
like birds among them.

“And their cities, silver bubbles in the
shallow ocean. The heavens there are all
glowing fire, bright gold when the sun shines,
silver at night. It is always warm and the
air is still and there are little ponds where
the babies play, learning to be strong for
the open sea.

“I have learned much from the Halflings,”
she finished.

“But the Dhuvians are Halflings too?”
Carse said.

Emer shivered. “The Dhuvians are the
oldest of the Halfling races. There are but
few of them now and those all dwell at Caer
Dhu.”

Carse asked suddenly, “You have Hafling
wisdom—is there no way to be rid of the
monstrous thing within me?”

She answered somberly, “Not even the
Wise Ones have learned that much.”

The Earthman’s fists closed savagely on
the rock of the gallery.

“It would have been better if you’d killed
me there in the cave!”

Emer put her gentle hand on his and said,
“There is always time for death.”

FTER she left him Carse paced the

floor for hours, wanting the release
of wine and not daring to take it, afraid to
sleep. When exhaustion took him at last,
his guards strapped him to his bed and one
stood by with a drawn sword and watched,
ready to wake him instantly if he should
seem to dream.

And he did dream. Sometimes they were
nothing more than nightmares born of his
own anguish, and sometimes the dark whis-
per of an alien voice came gliding into his
mind, saying, “Do not be afraid. Let me
speak, for I must tell you.”

Many times Carse awoke with the echo
of his screaming in his ears, and the sword’s
point at his throat.

“I mean no harm or evil. I can stop your
fears if you will only listen!” .

Carse wondered which he would do first—
go mad or fling himself from the balcony
into the sea.

Boghaz clung closer to him than ever. He
seemed fascinated by the thing that lurked
in Carse. He was awed too but not too much
awed to be furious over the disposal of the
Tomb.

“I told you to let me bargain for it!” he
would say. “The greatest source of power
on Mars and you give it away! Give it with-
out even exacting a promise that they won’t
kill you when they get it.”

His fat hands made a gesture of finality.
“I repeat, you have robbed me, Carse.
Robbed me of my kingdom.”

And Carse, for once, was glad of the
Valkisian’s effrontery because it kept him
from being alone. Boghaz would sit, drink-
ing enormous quantities of wine, and every
so often he would look at Carse and chuckle.

“People always said that I had a devil in
me. But you, Carse—you have the devil in
you!”

“Let me speak, Carse, and I will make you
understand !”

Carse grew gaunt and hollow-eyed. His
face twitched and his hands were unsteady.

Then the news came, brought by a winged
man who flew exhausted into Khondor.

It was Emer who told Carse what had
happened. She did not really need to. The
moment he saw her face, white as death,
he knew.

“Rold never reached the Tomb,” she said.
“A Sark patrol caught them on the out-
ward voyage. They say Rold tried to slay
himself to keep the secret safe but he was
prevented. They have taken him to Sark.”

“But the Sarks don’t even know that he
has the secret,” Carse protested, clutching
at that straw, and Emer shook her head.

“They’re not fools. They’ll want to know
the plans of Khondor and why he was bound
toward Jekkara with a single ship. They’ll
have the Dhuvians question him.”

Carse realized sickly what that meant.
The Dhuvians’ hypnotic science had almost
conquered his own stubbornly alien brain.
;g would soon suck all Rold’s secrets out of

im.

“Then there is no hope?”

“No hope,” said Emer. ‘“Not now nor
ever again.”

They were silent for awhile. The wind
moaned in the gallery, and the waves rolled
in solemn thunder against the cliffs below.

Carse said, “What will be done now?”

“The Sea Kings have sent word through
all the free coasts and isles. Every ship and
every man is gathering here now and Iron-
beard will lead them on to Sark.

“There is a little time. Even when the
Dhuvians have the secret it will take them
time to go to the Tomb and bring the
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weapons back and learn their use. If we
can crush Sark before then . . .”

“Can you crush Sark?"’ asked Carse.

She answered honestly. “No. The Dhu-
vians will intervene and even the weapons
they already have will turn the scale against
us.

“But we must try and die trying, for it
will be a better death than the one that will
come after when Sark and the Serpent level
Khondor into the sea.”

He stood looking down at her and it
seemed to him that no moment of his life had
been more bitter than this. -

“Will the Sea Kings take me with them ?”

Stupid question. He knew the answer be-
fore she gave it to him.

“They are saying now that this was all a
trick of Rhiannon’s, misleading Rold to get
the secret into Caer Dhu. I have told them
it was not so but—"

She made a small tired gesture and turned
her head away. “Ironbeard, I think, be-
lieves me. He wili see that your death is
swift and clean.”

After awhile Carse said, “And Ywain?”

“Thorn of Tarak has arranged that. Her
they will take with them to Sark, lashed to
the bow of the leader’s ship.”

There was another silence. It seemed to
Carse that the very air was heavy, so that
it weighed upon his heart.

He found that Emer had left silently. He
turned and went out onto the little gallery,
where he stood staring down at the sea.

“Rhiannon,” he whispered, “I curse you.
I curse the night I saw your sword and I
curse the day I came to Khondor with the
promise of your tomb.”

HE light was fading. The sea was like

a bath of blood in the sunset. The wind
brought him broken shouts and cries from the
city and far below longships raced into the
fiord.

Carse laughed mirthlessly. “You've got
what you wanted,” he told the Presence
within him, “but you won’t enjoy it long!”

Small triumph.

The strain of the past few days and this
final shock were too much for any man to
take. Carse sat down on the carven bench
and put his head between his hands and
stayed that way, too weary even for emotion.

The voice of the dark invader whispered
in his brain and for the first time Carse was
too numb to fight it down,

“I might have saved you this if you had
listened. Fools and children, all of you, that
you would not listen!”

“Very well then—speak,” Carse muttered
heavily. “The evil is done now and Iron-
beard will be here soon. I give you leave,
Rhiannon. Speak.”

And he did, flooding Carse’s mind: with the
voice of thought, raging like a storm wind
trapped in a narrow vault, desperate, plead-
ing.

“If yow'll trust me, Carse, I could still
save Khondor. Lend me your body, let me
use it—"

“I'm not far gone enough for that, even
now.”

“Gods above!” Rhiannon’s thought raged.
“And there's so little time—"

Carse could sense how he fought to master
his fury and when the thought-voice came
again 1t was controlled and quiet with a
terrible sincerity.

“I told the truth in the grotto. You were
in my Tomb, Carse. How long do you think
I could lie there alone in the dreadful dark-
ness outside space and time and not be
changed? I'm no god! W hatever you may
call us now we Quirn were never gods—
only a race of men who came before the
other men.

“They call me evil, the Cursed One—but
I was not! Vain and proud, yes, and a fool,
but not wicked in intent. I taught the Ser-
pent Folk because they were clever and flat-
tered me—and when they used my teaching
to work evil I tried to stop them and failed
because they had learned defenses from me
and even my power could not reach them in
Caer Dhu.

“Therefore my brother Quiru judged me.
They condemned me to remain imprisoned
beyond space and time, in the place which
they prepared, as long as the fruits of my
sin endured on this world. Then they left
ne.

“We were the last of our race. There was
nothing to hold them here, nothing they
could do. They wanted only peace and learn-
ing. So they went away along the path they
had chosen. And I waited. Can you think
what that waiting must have been?”

“I think you deserved it,” Carse said
thickly. He was suddenly tense. The shad-
ow, the beginning of a hope . . .

Rhiannon went on. “I did. But you gave
me the chance to undo my sin, to be free to
follow my brothers.”
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where two corridors met, Carse saw a sin-
gle torch burning by a barred door that had
one small opening in its upper half. A sleepy
guard drowsed there over his spear.

Boghaz drew a long breath. “Ywain can
convince the Sarks,” he whispered, “but can
you convince her?”’

“I must,” Carse answered grimly.

“Well then—I wish us luck!”

According to the plan they had made on
the way Boghaz sauntered ahead to talk
to the guard, who was glad to have news of
what was going on. Then, in the middle of a
sentence, Boghaz allowed his voice to trail
off. Open-mouthed, he stared over the
guard’s shoulder

The startled man swung around.

Carse came down the corridor. He strode
as though he owned the world, the cloak
thrown back from his shoulders, his tawny
head erect, his eyes flashing. The wavering
torchlight struck fire from his jewels and the
sword of Rhiannon was a shaft of wicked
silver in his hand.

He spoke in the ringing tones he remem-
bered from the grotto.

“Down on your face, you scum of Khon-
dor—unless you wish to die!”

The man stood transfixed, his spear half
raised. Behind him Boghaz uttered a fright-
ened whimper.

“By the gods,” he moaned, “the devil has
poss'essed him again. It is Rhiannon, broken
free!”

Very godlike in the brazen light, Carse
raised the sword, not as a weapon but as a
talisman of power. He allowed himself to
smile.

“So you know me. It is well.” He bent
his gaze on the white-faced guard. “Do you
doubt, that I must teach you?”

“No,” the guard answered hoarsely. “No,
Lord!”

He went to his knees. The spear-point
clashed on rock as he dropped it. Then he
bellied down and hid his face in his hands.

Boghaz whimpered again, “Lord Rhian-
non.”

“Bind him,” said Carse, “‘and open me this
door.”

It was done. Boghaz lifted the three heavy
bars from their sockets. The door swung
inward and Carse stood upon the threshold.

She was waiting, standing tensely erect
in the gloom. They had not given her so
much as a candle and the tiny cell was closed
except for the barred slot in the door. The

air was stale and dank with a taint of mouldy
straw from the pallet that was the only furni-
ture. And she wore her fetters still.

Carse steeled himself. He wondered
whether, in the hidden depths of his mind,
the Cursed One watched. Almost, he
thought, he heard the echo of dark laughter,
mocking the man who played at being a god.

Ywain said, “Are you indeed Rhiannon?”

Marshal the deep proud wvoice, the look
of brooding fire in the glance.

“You have known me before,”
Carse. “How say you now?”

He waited, while her eyes searched him
in the half light. And then slowly her head
bent, stiffly as became Ywain of Sark even
before Rhiannon.

“Lord,” she said.

Carse laughed shortly and turned to the
cringing Boghaz.

“Wrap her in the cloths from the pallet.
You must carry her—and bear her gently,
swine!”

Boghaz scurried to obey. Ywain was ob-
viously furious at the indignity but she held
her tongue on that score.

“We are escaping then?” she asked.

“We are leaving Khondor to its fate.”
Carse gripped the sword. “I would be in
Sark when the Sea Kings come that I may
blast them myself, with my own weapons!”

Boghaz covered her face with the rags.
Her hauberk and the hampering chains were
hidden. The Valkisian lifted what might
have been only a dirty bundle to his massive
shoulder. And over the bundle he gave
Carse a beaming wink.

Carse himself was not so sure. In this
moment, grasping at the chance for freedom,
Ywain would not be too critical. But it was
a long way to Sark.

Had he detected in her manner just the
faintest note of mockery when she bent her
head?

said

CHAPTER XV
Under the Two Moons

OGHAZ, with the true instinct of his
breed, had learned every rathole in
Khondor. He took them out of the palace
by a way so long disused that the dust lay
inches thick and the postern door had almost
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giving orders concerning the galley. His
real reason was that he could not bear to
be alone. The fat thief was jubilant when
he heard the news.

“You have brought it off,” he chuckled,
rubbing his hands together in delight. “I
have. always said, Carse, that sheer gall
would carry a man through anything. I,
Boghaz, could not have done better.”

Carse said dourly, “I hope you're right.”

Boghaz gave him a sidelong glance.
“Carse—"

“Yes?"

“What of the Cursed One himself?”

“Nothing. Not a sign. It worries me,
Boghaz. I have the feeling that he’s wait-
ing.”

“When you get the weapons in your
hands,” Boghaz said meaningly, “I’ll stand
by you with a belaving pin.”

The soft-footed chamberlain hrought word

at last that Hishah had returned from Caer
Dhu and awaited audience with him.
- “Tt is well,” said Carse and then nodded
curtly toward Boghaz. ‘“This man will come
with me to supervise the handling of the
weapons.”’

The Valkisian’s ruddy cheeks lost sev-
eral shades of color but he came perforce
at Carse’s heels.

Garach and Ywain were in the throne
room and the black-cowled creature from
Caer Dhu. All bowed as Carse entered.

“Well,” he demanded of the Dhuvian,
“have you obeyed my command?”’

“Lord,” said Hishah softly, “I took coun-
sel with the Elders, who send you this word.
Had they known that the Lord Rhiannon
had returned they would not have presumed
to touch those things which are his. And
now they fear to touch them again lest in
their ignorance they do damage or cause
destruction.

“Therefore, Lord, thev beg you to ar-
range this matter vourself. Also they have
not forgotten their love for Rhiannon, whose
teachings raised them from the dust. They
wish to welcome you to your old kingdom
in Caer Dhu, for your children have been
long in darkness and would once again
know the light of Rhiannon’s wisdom, and
his strength.

Hishah made a now obeisance.
will you grant them this?”

Carse stood silent for a moment, trying
desperately to conceal his dread. He could
not go to Caer Dhu. He dared not go!

“Lord,

How long could he hope to conceal his de-
ception from the children of the Serpent,
the oldest deceiver of all?

If, indeed, he had concealed it at all.
Hishah’s soft words reeked of a subtle trap.

And trapped he was and knew it. He
dared not go—but even more he dared not
refuse.

He said, “I am pleased to grant them
their request.”

Hishah bowed his head in thanks. “All
preparations are made. The King Garach
and his daughter will accompany you that
you may be suitably attended. Your children
realize the need for haste—the barge is
waiting."”

“Good.” Carse turned on his heel, fixing
Boghaz as he did so with a steely look.

“You will attend me also, man of Valkis.
I may have need of you with regard to the
weapons.”’

Boghaz got his meaning. If he had paled
before he turned now a livid white with pure
horror but there was not a word he could
say. Like a man led to execution he fol-
lowed Carse out of the throne room.

IGHT brooded black and heavy as they
embarked at the palace stair in a low
black craft without sail or oar. Creatures
hooded and robed like Hishah thrust long
poles into the water and the barge moved

. out into the estuary, heading up away from

the sea.

Garach crouched amid the sable cushions
of a divan, an unkingly figure with shaking
hands and cheeks the color of bone. His
eyes kept furtively seeking the muffled form
of Hishah. Tt was plain that he did not
relish this visit to the court of his allies.

Ywain had withdrawn herself to the far
side of the barge, where she sat looking out
into the sombre darkness of the marshy
shore. Carse thought she seemed more de-
pressed than she ever had when she was
a prisoner in chains.

He too sat by himself, outwardly lordly
and magnificent, inwardly shaken to the soul.
Boghaz crouched nearby. His eyes were the
eyes of a sick man.

And the Cursed One, the real Rhiannon,
was still. Too still. In that buried corner
of Carse’s mind there was not a stir, not a
flicker. It seemed that the dark outcast of
the Quiru was like all the others aboard,
withdrawn and waiting.

It seemed a long way up the estuary. The
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water slid past the barge with a whisper of
sibilant mirth. The black-robed figures bent
and swayed at the poles. Now and again
a bird cried from the marshland and the
night air was heavy and brooding.

Then, in the light of the little low moons,
Carse saw ahead the ragged walls and ram-
parts of a city rising from the mists, an old,
old city walled like a castle. It sprawled
away into ruin on all sides and only the
great central keep was whole.

There was a flickering radiance in the air
around the place. Carse thought that it was
his imagination, a visual illusion caused by
the moonlight and the glowing water and the
pale mist.

The barge drew in toward a crumbling
quay. It came to rest and Hishah stepped
ashore, bowing as he waited for Rhiannon
to pass.

Carse strode up along the quay with
Garach and Ywain and the shivering Boghaz
following. Hishah remained deferentially at
the Earthman’s heels.

A causeway of black stone, much cracked
by the weight of years, led up toward the
citadel. Carse set his feet resolutely upon it.
Now he was sure that he could see a faint,
pulsing web of light around Caer Dhu. It
lay over the whole city, glimmering with a
steely luminescence, like starlight on a frosty
night.

He did not like the look of it. As he ap-
proached it, where it crossed the causeway
like a veil before the great gate, he liked
it less and less.

Yet no one spoke, no one faltered. He
seemed to be expected to lead the way, and
he did not dare to betray his ignorance of
the nature of the thing. So he forced his
steps to go on, strong and sure.

He was close enough to the gleaming web
to feel a strange prickling of force. One
more stride would have taken him into it.
And then Hishah said sharply in his ear,
“Lord! Have you forgotten the Veil, whose
touch is death?”

Carse recoiled. A shock of fear went
through him and at the same time he realized
that he had blundered badly.

He said quickly, “Of course I have not
forgotten!”

“No, Lord,” Hishah murmured. “How
indeed could you forget when it was you
who taught us the secret of the Veil which
warps space and shields Caer Dhu from any
force?”

Carse knew now that that gleaming web
was a defensive barrier of energy, of such
potent energy that it somehow set up a
space-strain which nothing could penetrate.

It seemed incredible. Yet Quiru science
had been great and Rhiannon had taught
some of it to the forefathers of these Dhu-
vians. '

“How, indeed, could you forget?” Hishah
repeated.

There was no hint of mockery in his words
and yet Carse felt that it was there.

The Dhuvian stepped forward, raising his
sleeved arms in a signal to some watcher
within the gate. The luminescence of the
Veil died out above the causeway, leaving
a path open through it.

And as Carse turned to go on he saw that
Ywain was staring at him with a look of
startled wonder in which a doubt was already
beginning to grow. The great gate swung
open and the Lord Rhiannon of the Quiru
was received into Caer Dhu.

HE ancient halls were dimly lighted by

what seemed to be globes of prisoned
fire that stood on tripods at long intervals,
shedding a cool greenish glow. The air was
warm and the taint of the Serpent lay heavy
in it, closing Carse’s throat with its hateful
sickliness.

Hishah went before them now and that
in itself was a sign of danger, since Rhian-
non should have known the way. But Hishah
said that he wished the honor of announc-
ing his lord and Carse could do nothing but
choke down his growing terror and follow.

They came into a vast central place, closed
in by towering walls of the black rock that
rose to a high vault, lost in darkness over-
head. Below, a single large globe lightened
the heavy shadows.

Little light for human eyes. But even that
was too much!

For here the children of the serpent were
gathered to greet their lord. And here in
their own place they were not shrouded in
the cowled robes they wore when they went
among men.

The Swimmers belonged to the sea, the
Sky Folk to the high air, and they were
perfect and beautiful in accordance with their
elements. Now Carse saw the third pseudo-
human race of the Halflings—the children
of the hidden places, the perfect, dreadfully
pgrfefct offspring of another great order
of life,
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In that first overwhelming shock of re-
vulsion Carse was hardly aware of Hishah’s
voice saying the name of Rhiannon and the
. soft, sibilant cry of greeting that followed
was only the tongue of nightmare speaking.

From the edges of the wide floor they
hailed him and from the open galleries above,
their depthless eyes glittering, their narrow
ophidian heads bowed in homage.

Sinuous bodies that moved with effortless
ease, seeming to flow rather than step. Hands
with supple jointless fingers and feet that
made no sound and lipless mouths that
seemed to open always on silent laughter,
infinitely cruel. And all through that vast
place whispered a dry harsh rustling, the
light friction of skin that had lost its primary
scales but not its serpentine roughness.

Carse raised the sword of Rhiannon in
acknowledgment of that welcome and forced
himself to speak.

“Rhiannon is pleased by the greeting of
his children.”

It seemed to him that a little hissing ripple
of mirth ran through the great hall. But he
could not be sure, and Hishah said,

“My Lord, here are your ancient weap-
ons.”

They were in the center of the cleared
space. All the cryptic mechanisms he had
seen in the Tomb were here, the great flat
crystal wheel, the squat looped metal rods,
the others, all glittering in the dim light.

Carse’s heart leaped and settled to a heavy
pounding. “Good,” he said. “The time is
short—take them aboard the barge, that I
may return to Sark at once.”

“Certainly, Lord,” said Hishah. “But
will you not inspect them first to make sure
that all is well. Our ignorant handling . . .”

Carse strode to the weapons and made a
show of examining them. Then he nodded.

“No damage has been done. And now—"

Hishah broke in, unctuously courteous.
“Before you go, will you not explain the
workings of these instruments? Your chil-
dren were always hungry for knowledge.”

“There is no time for that,” Carse said
angrily. “Also, you are as you say—chil-
dren. You could not comprehend.”

“Can it be, Lord,” asked Hishah very
softly, “that you yourself do not compre-
hend ?”

There was a moment of utter stillness. The
icy certainty of doom took Carse in its grip.
He saw now that the ranks of the Dhuvians
had closed in behind them, barring all hope

of escape.

Within the circle Garach and Ywain and
Boghaz stood with him. There was shocked
amazement on Garach’s face and the Val-
kisian sagged with the weight of horror
that had come as no surprise to him. Ywain
alone was not amazed, or horrified. She
looked at Carse with the eyes of a woman
who fears but in a different way. It came to
Carse that she feared for him, that she did
not want him to die.

In a last desperate attempt to save himself
Carse cried out furiously,

“What means this insolence? Would
you have me take up my weapons and use
them against you?”

“Do so, if you can,” Hishah said softly.
“Do so, oh false Rhiannon, for assuredly

by no other means will you ever leave Caer
Dhu!”

CHAPTER XVIII
The Wrath of Rhiannon

ARSE stood where he was, surrounded

by the crystal and metal mechanisms
that had no meaning for him, and knew with
terrible finality that he was beaten. And
now the hissing laughter broke forth on all
sides, infinitely cruel and jeering,

Garach put out a trembling hand toward
Hishah. “Then,” he stammered, “this is
not Rhiannon?”

“Even your human mind should tell you
that much now,” answered Hishah contemp-
tuously. He had thrown back his cowl and
now he moved toward Carse, his ophidian
eyes full of mockery.

“By the touching of minds alone I would
have known you false but even that I did
not need. You, Rhiannon! Rhiannon of the
Quiru, who came in peace and brotherhood
to greet his children in Caer Dhu!”

The stealthy evil laughter hissed from
every Dhuvian throat and Hishah threw his
head back, the skin of his throat pulsing with
his mirth.

“Look at him, my brothers! Hail Rhian-
non, who did not know of the Veil nor
why it guards Caer Dhu!”

And they hailed him, bowing low.

Carse stood very still. For the moment
he had even forgotten to be afraid.
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“You fool,” said Hishah. ‘“Rhiannon
hated us at the end. For at the end he
learned his folly, learned that the pupils to
whom he gave the crumbs of knowledge had
grown too clever. With the Veil, whose
secret he had taught us, we made our city
impregnable even to his mighty weapons, so
that when he turned finally against us it was
too late.”

Carse said slowly, “Why did he turn
against you?”

Hishah laughed. “He learned the use
we had for the knowledge he had given us.”

Ywain came forward, one step, and said,
“What was that use?”

“I think vou know already,” Hishah an-
swered. “That is why you and Garach were
summoned here—not only to see this impos-
tor unmasked but to learn once and for all
your place in our world.”

His soft voice had in it now the bite
of the conqueror.

“Since Rhiannon was locked in his tomb
we have gained subtle dominance on every
shore of the White Sea. We are few in
number and averse to open warfare. There-
fore we have worked through the human
kingdoms, using your greedy people as our
tools.

“Now we have the weapons of Rhiannon.
Soon we will master their use and then we
will no longer need human tools. The Chil-
dren of the Serpent will rule in every pal-
ace—and we will require only obedience
and respect from our subjects.

“How think vou of that, Ywain of the
proud head, who have always loathed and
scorned us?”

“T think,” said Ywain, “that T will fall
upon my own sword first.”

Hishah shrugged. “Fall then.” He turned
to Garach. “And you?”

But Garach had already crumpled to the
stones in a dead faint.

Hishah turned again to Carse. ‘“And
now,” he said. “you shall see how we wel-
come our lord!”

Boghaz moaned and covered his face with
his hands. Carse gripped the futile sword
tighter and asked in a strange, low voice,

“And no one ever knew that Rhiannon
had finally turned against you Dhuvians?”

Hishah answered softly. “The Quiru knew
but nevertheless they condemned Rhiannon
because his repentance came too late. Other
than they only we knew. And why should
we tell the world when it pleased our humor

to see Rhiannon, who hated us, cursed as
our friend?”

Carse closed his eyes. The world rocked
under him, and there was a roaring in his
ears, as the revelation burst upon him.

Rhiannon had spoken the truth in the
place of the Wise Ones. Had spoken truth
when he voiced his hatred of the Dhuvians!

The hall was filled with a sound like the
rustling of dry leaves as the ranks of the
Dhuvians closed gently in toward Carse.

With an effort of will almost beyond hu-
man strength Carse threw open all the chan-
nels of his mind, trying desperately now in
this last minute to reach inward to that
strangely silent, hidden corner.

He cried aloud, “Rhiannon!”

That hoarse cry made the Dhuvians pause,
Not because of fear but because of laughter.
This, indeed, was the climax of the jest!

Hishah cried, ‘“Aye, call upon Rhiannon!
Perhaps he will come from his Tomb to
aid you!”

And they watched Carse out of their depth-
less jeering eyes as he swayed in torment.

UT Ywain knew. Swiftly she moved

to Carse’s side and her sword came
rasping out of the sheath, to protect him
as long as it could. )

Hishah laughed. “A fitting pair—the
princess without an empire and the would-
be-god!”

Carse said again, in a broken whisper,
“Rhiannon!”

And Rhiannon answered.

From the depths of Carse’s mind where
he had lain hidden the Cursed One came,
surging in terrible strength through every
cell and atom of the Earthman’s brain,
possessing him utterly now that Carse had
opened the way.

As it had been before in the place of the
Wise Ones the consciousness of Matthew
Carse stood aside in his own body and
watched and listened.

He heard the voice of Rhiannon—the real
and godlike voice that he had only copied—
ring forth from his own lips in anger that was
beyond human power to know.

“Behold vour Lord, oh crawling children
of the Serpent! Behold—and die!”

The mocking laughter died away into si-
lence. Hishah gave back and into his eyes
came the beginning of fear.

Rhiannon’s voice rolled out, thundering
against the walls. The strength and fury of
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Rhiannon blazed in the Earthman’s face
and now his body seemed to tower over the
Dhuvians and the sword was a thing of
lightning in his hands.

“What now of the touching of wminds,
Hishah? Probe deeply—more deeply than
you did before when your feeble powers
could not penetrate the mental barrier I set
against vou!”

Hishah voiced a high and hissing scream.
He recoiled in horror and the circle of the
Dhuvians broke as they turned to seek their
weapons, their lipless mouths stretched wide
in fear.

Rhiannon laughed, the terrible laughter
of one who has waited through an age
for vengeance and finds it at last.

“Run! Run and strive—for in your great
wisdom you have let Rhiannon through your
guarding Veil and death is on Caer Dhu!”

And the Dhuvians ran, writhing in the
shadows as they caught up the weapons they
had not thought to need. The green light
glinted on the shining tubes and prisms.

But the hand of Carse, guided now by the
sure knowledge of Rhiannon, had darted
toward the biggest of the ancient weapons—
toward the rim of the great flat crystal wheel.
He set the wheel to spinning.

There must have been some intricate trig-
gering of power within the metal globe, some
hidden control that his fingers touched.
Carse never knew. He only knew that a
strange dark halo appeared in the dim air,
enclosing himself and Ywain and the shud-
dering Boghaz and Garach, who had risen
doglike to his hands and knees and was
watching with eyes that held no shred of
sanity. The ancient weapons were also en-
closed in that ring of dark force, and a
faint singing rose from the crystal rods.

The dark ring began to expand, like a
circular wave sweeping outward.

The weapons of the Dhuvians strove
against it. Lances of lightning, of cold
flame and searing brilliance, leaped toward
it, struck—and splintered and died. Power-
ful electric discharges that broke themselves
on the invisible dielectric that shielded Rhian-
non’s circle.

Rhiannon’s ring of dark force expanded
relentlessly, out and out, and where it
touched the Dhuvians the cold ophidian
bodies withered and shriveled and lay like
cast-off skins upon the stones.

Rhiannon spoke no more. Carse felt the
deadly throb of power in his hand as the

shining wheel spun faster and faster on its
mount and his mind shuddered away from
what he could sense in Rhiannon’s mind.

For he could sense dimly the nature of the
Cursed One’s terrible weapon. It was akin
to that deadly ultra-violet radiation of the
Sun which would destroy all life were it
not for the shielding ozone in the atmosphere.

But where the ultra-violet radiation known
to Carse’s Earth science was easily ab-
sorbed, that of Rhiannon’s ancient alien sci-
ence lay in uncharted octaves below the four-
hundred angstrom limit and could be pro-
duced as an expanding halo that no known
matter could absorb. And where it touched
living tissue, it killed.

Carse hated the Dhuvians but never in the
world had there been such hatred in a human
heart as he felt now in Rhiannon.

Garach began to whimper. Whimpering,
he recoiled from the blazing eyes of the man
who towered above him. Half scrambling,
half running, he darted away with a sound
like laughter in his throat.

Straight out into the dark ring he ran
and death received him and silently withered
him.

PREADING, spreading, the silent force

pulsed outward. Through metal and
flesh and stone it went, withering, killing,
hunting down the last child of the Serpent
who fled through the dark corridors of Caer
Dhu. No more weapons flamed against it.
No more supple arms were raised to fend
it off.

It struck the enclosing Veil at last. Carse
felt the subtle shock of its checking and then
Rhiannon stopped the wheel.

There was a time of utter silence as those
three who were left alive in the city stood
motionless, too stunned almost to breathe.

At last the voice of Rhiannon spoke. “The
Serpent is dead. Let his city—and my
weapons that have wronght such evil in this
world—pass with the Dhuvians.”

He turned from the crystal whee! and
sought another instrument, one of the squat
looped metal rods.

He raised the small black thing and
pressed a secret spring and from the leaden
tube that formed its muzzle came a little
spark, too bright for the eye to look upon.

Only a tiny fleck of light that settled on
the stones. But it began to grow. It seemed
to feed on the atoms of the rock as flame
feeds on wood. Like wildfire it leaped across
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the flags. Tt touched the crystal wheel and
the weapon that had destroyed the Serpent
was itself consumed.

A chain-reaction such as no nuclear sci-
entist of Earth had conceived, one that could
make the atoms of metal and crystal and
stone as unstable as the high-number radio-
active elements.

Rhiannon said, “Come.”

They walked through the empty corridors
in silence and behind them the strange
witchfire fed and fattened and the vast cen-
tral hall was enveloped in its swift de-
struction. |

The knowledge of Rhiannon guided Carse
to the nerve-center of the Veil, to a chamber
by the great gate, there to set the controls
so that the glimmering web was forever
darkened.

They passed out of the citadel and went
back down the broken causeway to the quay
where the black barge floated.

Then they turned, and looked back, upon
the destruction of a city.

They shielded their eyes, for the strange
and awful blaze had something in it of the
fire of the Sun. It had raced hungrily out-
ward through the sprawling ruins, and
made of the central keep a torch that lighted
all the sky, blotting out the stars, paling
the low moons.

The causeway began to burn, a lengthen-
ing tongue of flame between the reeds of
the marshland.

Rhiannon raised the squat looped tube
again. From it, now, a dim little globule of
light not a spark, flew toward the nearing
blaze.

And the blaze hesitated, wavered, then
began to dull and die. :

The witchfire of strange atomic reaction
that Rhiannon had triggered he had now
damped and killed by some limiting counter-
factor whose nature Carse could not dream.

They poled the harge out onto the water
as the quivering radiance behind them sank
and died. And then the night was dark again
and of Caer Dhu there was nothing to be seen
but steam.

The voice of Rhiannon spoke, once more.
“It is done,” he said. “I have redeemed
my sin.”

The Earthman felt the utter weariness of
the being within him as the possession was
withdrawn from his brain and body.

And then, again, he was only Matthew
Carse.

CHAPTER XIX

Judgment of the Quiru

HE whole world seemed hushed and

still in the dawn as their barge went
down to Sark. None of them spoke and
none of them looked back at the vast white
steam that still rolled solemnly up across
the sky.

Carse felt numbed, drained of all emo-
tion. He had let the wrath of Rhiannon
use him and he could not yet feel quite
the same. He knew that there was something
of it still in his face, for the other two would
not quite meet his eyes nor did they break
the silence.

The great crowd gathered on the water-
front of Sark was silent too. It seemed that
they had stood there for long looking toward
Caer Dhu, and even now, after the glare
of its destruction had died out of the sky,
they stared with white, frightened faces.

Carse looked out at the Khond longships
riding with their sails slack against the yards
and knew that that terrible blaze had awed
the Sea Kings into waiting.

The black barge glided in to the palace
stair, The crowd surged forward as Ywain
stepped ashore, their voices rising in a
strange hushed clamor. And Ywain spoke
to them.

“Caer Dhu and the Serpent both are
gone—destroyed by the Lord Rhiannon.”

She turned instinctively toward Carse.
And the eyes of all that vast throng dwelt
upon him as the word spread, growing at
last to an overwhelming cry of thankfulness.

“Rhiannon! Rhiannon the Deliverer!”

He was the Cursed One no longer, at least
not to these Sarks. And for the first time,
Carse realized the loathing they had had
for the allies Garach had forced upon them.

He walked toward the palace with Ywain
and Boghaz and knew with a sense of awe
how it felt to be a god. They entered the
dim cool halls and it seemed already as
though a shadow had gone out of them.
Ywain paused at the doors of the throne
room as though she had just remembered
that she was ruler now in Garach’s place.

She turned to Carse and said, “If the Sea
Kings still attack . . .”

“They won’t—not until they know what



70 THRILLING WONDER STORIES

happened. And now we must find Rold if
he still lives.”

“He lives,” said Ywain. “After the Dhu-
vians emptied Rold of his knowledge my
father held him as hostage for me.”

They found the Lord of Khondor at last,
chained in the dungeons deep under the
palace walls. He was wasted and drawn with
suffering but he still had the spirit left to
raise his red head and snarl at Carse and
Ywain.

“Demon,” he said. “Traitor. Have you
and your hellcat come at last to kill me?”

Carse told him the story of Caer Dhu
and Rhiannon, watching Rold’s expression
change slowly from savage despair to a
stunned and unbelieving joy.

“Your fleet stands off Sark under Iron-
beard,” he finished. “Will you take this
word to the Sea Kings and bring them in
to Parley e

“Aye,” said Rold. “By the gods I will!”
He stared at Carse, shaking his head. “A
strange dream of madness these last days
have been! And now—to think that I
would have slain you gladly in the place of
the Wise Ones with my own hand!

That was shortly after dawn. By noon the
council of the Sea Kings was assembled in
the throne room with Rold at their head
and Emer, who had refused to stay behind
in Khondor.

They sat around a long table. Ywain
occupied the throne and Carse stood apart
from all of them. His face was stern and
very weary and there was in it still a hint
of strangeness.

He said with finality, “There need be no
war now. The Serpent is gone and with-
out its power Sark can no longer oppress
her neighbors. The subject cities, like Jek-
kara and Valkis, will be freed. The empire
of Sark is no more.”

Ironbeard leaped to his feet, crying fierce-
ly, “Then now is our chance to destroy Sark
forever!”

Others of the Sea Kings rose, Thorn
of Tarak loud among them, shouting their
assent. Ywain's hand tightened upon her
sword.

Carse stepped forward, his eyes blazing.
“I say there will be peace! Must I call upon
Rhiannon to enforce my word?”

They quieted, awed by that threat, and
Rold bade them sit and hold their tongues.

“There has been enough of fighting and
bloodshed,” he told them sternly. “And for

the future we can meet Sark on equal terms.
I am Lord of Khondor and I say that
Khondor will make peace!”

Caught between Carse’s threat and Rold’s
decision the Sea Kings one by one agreed.
Then Emer spoke. “The slaves must all be
freed—human and Halfling alike.”

Carse nodded. “It will be done.”

“And,” said Rold, “there is another con-
dition.” He faced Carse with unalterable
determination. “I have said we will make
peace with Sark—but not, though you bring
fifty Rhiannons against us, with a Sark that
is ruled by Ywain!”

. “Aye,” roared the Sea Kings. looking
wolf-eyed at Ywain, “That is our word
also!”

There was a silence then and Ywain rose
from the high seat, her face proud and
sombre.

“The condition is met,” she said. “I have
no wish to rule over a Sark tamed and
stripped of empire. I hated the Serpent as
you did—but it is too late for me to be queen
of a petty village of fishermen. The people
may choose another ruler.”

HE stepped down from the dais and

went from them to stand erect by a
window at the far end of the room, looking
out over the harbor.

Carse turned to the Sea Kings. “It is
agreed, then.”

And they answered, “It is agreed.”

Emer, whose fey gaze had not wavered
from Carse since the beginning of the parley,
came to his side now, laying her hand on his.
“And where is your place in this?"’ she asked
softly.

Carse looked down at her, rather dazedly.
“TI have not had time to think.”

But it must be thought of, now. And he
did not know.

As long as he bore within him the shadow
of Rhiannon this world would never accept
him as a man. Honor he might have but
never anything more and the lurking fear of
the Cursed One would remain. Too many
centuries of hate had grown around that
name.

Rhiannon had redeemed his crime but
even so, as long as Mars lived, he would
be remembered as the Cursed One.

As though in answer, for the first time
since Caer Dhu the dark invader stirred and
his thought-voice whispered in Carse’s mind.

“Go back to the Tomb and I will leave
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you, for I would follow my brothers. After
that you are free. I can guide you back along
that pathway to your own time if you wish.
Or you can remain here.”

And still Carse did not know.

He liked this green and smiling Mars.
But as he looked at the Sea Kings, who were
waiting for his answer, and then bheyond
them through the windows to the White Sea
and the marshes, it came to him that this
was not his world, that he could never truly
belong to it.

He spoke at last and as he did so he saw
Ywain’s face turned toward him in the
shadows.

“Emer knew and the Halflings also that
I was not of your world. I came from out
of space and time, along the pathway which
is hidden in the Tomb of Rhiannon.”

He paused to let them grasp that and they
did not seem greatly astonished. Because of
what had happened they could believe any-
thing of him, even though it be beyond their
comprehension.

Carse said heavily, “A man is born into
one world and there he belongs. I am going
back to my own place.”

He could see that even though they pro-
tested courteously, the Sea Kings were re-
lieved.

“The blessings of the gods attend you,
stranger,” Emer whispered and kissed him
gently on the lips.

Then she went and the jubilant Sea Kings
went with her. Boghaz had slipped out and
Carse and Ywain were alone in the great
empty room.

He went to her, looking into her eyes that
had not lost their old fire even now. “And
where will you go now?”” he asked her.

She answered quietly, “If you will let me
I go with you.”

He shook his head. “No. You could not
live in my world, Ywain. It’s a cruel and
bitter place, very old and near to death.”

“It does not matter. My own world also
is dead.”

He put his hands on her shoulders, strong
beneath the mailed shirt. “You don’t under-
stand. I came a long way across time—a
million years.” He paused, not quite know-
ing how to tell her.

“Look out there. Think how it will be
when the White Sea is only a desert of blow-
ing dust—when the green is gone from the
hills and the white cities are crumbled and
the river beds are dry.” ;

Ywain understood and sighed. “Age and
death come at last to everything. And death
will come very swiftly to me if I remain here.
I am outcast and my name is hated even
as Rhiannon’s.”

He knew that she was not afraid of death
but was merely using that argument to sway
him.

And yet the argument was true,

“Could you be happy,” he asked, “with
the memory of your own world haunting you
at every step?”’

“I have never been happy,” she answered,
“and therefore I shall not miss it.” She
looked at him fairly. “I will take the risk.
Will you?”

His fingers tightened.
huskily. “Yes, I will.”

He took her in his arms and kissed her
and when she drew back she whispered, with
a shyness utterly new in her, “The ‘Lord
Rhiannon’ spoke truly when he taunted me
concerning the barbarian.” She was silent
a moment, then added, “I think which world
we dwell in will not matter much, as long
as we are together in it.”

Days later the black galley pulled into Jek-
kara harbor, finishing her last voyage under
the ensign of Ywain of Sark.

It was a strange greeting she and Carse
received there, where the whole city had
gathered to see the stranger, who was also
the Cursed One, and the Sovereign Lady of
Sark, who was no more a sovereign. The
crowd kept back at a respectful distance and
they cheered the destruction of Caer Dhu
and the death of the Serpent. But for Ywain
they had no welcome.

Only one man stood on the quay to meet
them. It was Boghaz—a very splendid
Boghaz, robed in velvet and loaded down
with jewels, wearing a golden circlet on his
head.

He had vanished out of Sark on the
day of the parley on some mission of his
own and it seemed that he had succeeded.

He bowed to Carse and Ywain with
grandiloquent politeness.

“I have been to Valkis,” he said. “It’s a
free city again—and because of my unparal-
leled heroism in helping to destroy Caer Dhu
I have been chosen king.”

He beamed, then added with a confiden-
tial grin, “I always did dream of looting a
royal treasury!”

“But,” Carse reminded him, “it’s your
treasury now.”

“Yes,” he said
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“We send letters to Continental and stuff
comes back,” said Cal. “Somebody over
there must know about this! What did you
want? What's so exciting about the cata-
logue ?”

Joe arched his eyebrows. “Ever hear of a
catherimine tube? One with an endiom com-
plex of plus four, which guarantees it to be
the best of its kind on the market?”

“What kind of gibberish is that?”

“I dunno but this outfit sells them for
sixteen dollars each.” Joe tossed the cata-
logue across the desk. “This is absolutely
the cockeyedest thing I ever saw. If you
hadn’t told me those beads were condensers
I'd say somebody had gone to a lot of work
to pull a pretty elaborate gag. But the con-
densers were real—and here’s a hundred and
forty-four more of them.”

H E PICKED up a little card with the
beads neatly mounted in small holes.
“Somebody made these. A pretty doggoned
smart somebody, I'd say—but I don’t think
it was Continéntal.” ,

Cal was slowly thumbing through the
book. Besides the gibberish describing un-
familiar pieces of electronic equipment there
was something else gnawing at his mind.
Then he grasped it. He rubbed a page of the
catalogue between his fingers and thumb.

“Joe, this stuff isn’t even paper.”

“T know. Try to tear it.”

Cal did. His fingers merely slipped away.
“That’s as tough as sheet iron!”

“That’s what I found out. Whoever this
Electronic Service outfit is, they've got some
pretty bright engineers.”

“Bright engineers! This thing reflects a
whole electronic culture completely foreign
to ours. If it had come from Mars it couldn’t
be any more foreign.”

Cal thumbed over the pages, paused to
read a description of a Folterator incorpo-
rating an electron sorter based on entirely
new principles. The picture of the thing
looked like a cross between a miniature hot
air furnace and a backyard incinerator and
it sold for six hundred dollars.

And then he came to the back of the book,
which seemed to have a unity not possessed
by the first half. He discovered this to be
true when he came to an inner dividing cover
in the center of the catalogue.

For the first time, the center cover an-
nounced, Electronic Service—Unit 16 offers
a complete line of interocitor components. In

the following pages you will find complete
descriptions of components which reflect the
most modern engineering advances known to
interocitor engineers.

“Ever hear of an interocitor?” said Cal.

“Sounds like something a surgeon would
use to remove gallstones.”

“Maybe we should order a kit of parts
and build one up,” said Cal whimsically.

“That would be like a power engineer try-
ing to build a high-power communications
receiver from the ARRL Amateur’s Hand-
book catalogue section.”

“Maybe it could be done,” said Cal
thoughtfully, He stopped abruptly and
stared down at the pages before him. “But
good heavens, do you realize what this
means—the extent of the knowledge and
electronic culture behind this? It exists right
here around us somewhere.”

“Maybe some little group of engineers in
a small outfit that doesn’t believe in mixing
and exchanging information through the
IRE and so on? But are they over at Con-
tinental? If so why all the beating about the
bush telling us they didn’t get our order and
so on?” :

“It looks bigger than that,” said Cal
doubtfully. “Regardless, we know their mail
goes through Continental.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Do? Why, I'm going to find out who
they are, of course. If this is all it seems to
be T'll hit them up for a job. Mind if I take
this catalogue along? I'd like to use it at
home tonight. I'll see you get it back in the
morning. I'll probably want to order some
more of this stuff just to see what happens.”

“It’s all right with me,” said Joe. “I don't
know what it’s all about. I'm no engineer—
just a dumb purchasing agent around this
joint.”

“For some things you can be thankful,”
said Cal.

CHAPTER II
The Tumbling Barrel

HE suburb of Mason was a small
outlying place, a moderately concen-
trated industrial center. Besides Ryberg In-
strument there were Eastern Tool and
Machine Company, the Metalcrafters, a small
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thought of the strange catalogue over in his
bookcase.

“Did you ever find out where the gears
came from?” he asked.

“No, but we sure intend to. Believe me,
if we can find out the secret of those wheels
it’s going to revolutionize the entire science
of mechanical engineering. They didn't
come from the place we ordered them from.
We know that much. They came from some
place called merely ‘Mechanical Service—
Unit Eight.” No address. Whoever they are
they must be geniuses besides screwball
business people.”

Electronic Service—Unit 16, Mechanical
Service—Unit 8—they must be bigger than
he had supposed, Cal thought.

He went out to the little kitchenette to
mix up some drinks. From the other room
he heard Larsen calling Edmunds a triple-
dyed liar. Two perfectly smooth wheels
couldn’t transmit power of that order merely
by friction.

“I didn’t say it was friction,” Edmunds
was saying. “It was something else—we
don’t know what.”

Something else, Cal thought. Couldn’t
Edmunds see the significance of such wheels?
They were as evident of a foreign kind of
mechanical culture as the condensers were
evidence of a foreign electronic culture.

He went up to the Continental plant the
next day, his hopes of finding the solution
there considerably dimmed. His old friend,
Simon Foreman, was still in charge of the
condenser development.

He showed Simon the bead and Simon
said, “What kind of a gadget is that?”

“A four-mike condenser. You sent it to
us., I want to know more about it.” Cal
watched the engineer’s face closely.

Simon shook his head as he took the bead.
“You're crazy! A four-mike condenser—we
never sent you anything like this!”

He knew Simon was telling the truth.

It was Edmunds’ story of the toothless
gears that made it easier for Cal to accept
the fact that the condensers and catalogue
had not come from Continental. This he de-
cided during the train ride home.

But where were the engineers responsible
for this stuff? Why was it impossible to lo-
cate them? Mail reached Electronic Service
through Continental. He wondered about
Mechanical Service. Had Eastern received
a catalogue of foreign mechanical compo-
nents?

But his visit to Continental had thrown
him up against a blank wall. No one ad-
mitted receiving the condenser orders and
Cal knew none of Simon Foreman's men
were capable of such development.

And that catalogue! It wasn’t enough
that it should list scores of unfamiliar com-
ponents. It had to be printed on some un-
known substance that resembled paper only
superficially.

That was one more item that spoke not
merely of isolated engineering advances but
of a whole culture unfamiliar to him. And
that was utterly impossible. Where could
such a culture exist?

Regardless of the fantastic nature of the
task, he had made up his mind to do what
he had suggested only as a joke at first. He
was going to attempt the construction of an
interocitor, Somehow he felt that there
would be clues to the origin of this fantastic
engineering.

But could it be done? He'd previously
dismissed it as impossible but now that it
was a determined course the problem had to
be analyzed further, In the catalogue were
one hundred and six separate components
but he knew it was not simply a matter of
ordering one of each and putting them to-
gether.

That would be like ordering one tuning
condenser, one coil, one tube and so on and
expecting to build a super-het from them.
In the interocitor there would be multiples
of some parts, and different electrical values.

And, finally, if he ever got the thing work-
ing how would he know if it were perform-
ing properly or not?

He quit debating the pros and cons. He
had known from the moment he first looked
through the catalogue that he was going to
try.

He went directly to the purchasing office
instead of his lab the next morning. Through
the glass panels of the outer room he could
see Joe Wilson sitting at his desk with his
face over a shoe box, staring with an intent
and agonized frown.

Cal grinned to himself. It was hard to tell
when Joe’s mugging was real or not but he
couldn’t imagine him sitting there doing it
without an audience.

AL opened the door quietly, and

then he caught a glimpse of the con-
tents of the box. It was wriggling. He
scowled, too.
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oscillator of a transmitter, perhaps. It was
mounted in a support that seems to call for
mounting on the main frame ‘members.

“This gives me an important dimension so
I can finish the framework. But there’s about
four hundred and ninety terminals—more or
less—on that planetary generator. That’s
what’s got me buffaloed but good. These
parts seem to be interchangeable in different
circuits, otherwise they might be marked for
wiring.

“The catalogue refers to various elements,
which are named, and gives electrical values
for them—but I can’t find out which elements
are which without tearing into sealed units.
So here’s a reorder on all the parts I may
have to open up.”

Joe glanced at it. “Know what that first
shipment cost ?”’

“Don’t tell me it cleaned my project out?"”

“They billed us this morning for twenty-
eight hundred dollars.”

Cal whistled softly. “If that stuff had been
produced by any of the technological methods
I know anything about they would have sent
a bill nearer twenty-eight thousand.”

“Say, Cal, why can’t we track this outfit
down through the patent office. There must
be patents on the stuff.”

“There’s not a patent number on anything.
I've already looked.”

“Then let’s ask them to send us eithér the
number or copies of the patents on some of
these things. They wouldn’t distribute un-
patented items like this, surely. They’'d be
worth a fortune.”

“All right. Put it in the letter with your
reorder. I don’t think it will do much good.”

AL returned to the lab and worked im-
patiently through the morning on con-
sultations with the production department re-
garding his transmitter. After :unch he re-
turned to the interocitor. He decided against
opening any of the tubes. If anything should
happen to their precarious contact with the
supplier before they located him—

He began work on identification of the
tube elements. Fortunately the catalogue
writers had put in all voltage and current
data. But there were new units :hat made no
sense to Cal—albion factors, inverse reduc-
tion index, scattering efficiency.

Slowly he went ahead. Filaments were
easy but some of the tubes had nothing re-
sembling filaments or cathodes. When he
applied test voltages he didn’t know whether

anything was happening or not.

Gradually he found out. There was one
casual sketch showing a catherimine tube in-
side a field-generating coil. That gave him
a clue to a whole new principle of-operation.

After six days he was able to connect
proper voltages to more than half his tubes
and get the correct responses as indicated by
catalogue specifications. With that much in-
formation available he was able to go ahead
and construct the entire power supply of the
interocitor.

Then Joe called him one aftert:oon. ‘“Hey,
Cal! Have you busted any of those tubes
yet?”

“No. Why?”

“Don’t! They're getting mad or some-
thing. They aren’t going to send the reorder
we asked for and they say there are no
patents on the stuff. Besides, that address in
Philadelphia turned out to be a dud.

“Cramer, the salesman who looked it up,
says there’s nothing there but an old ware-
house that hasn’t been used for years. Cal,
who can these guys be? I'm beginning to not
like the smell of this business.”

“Read me their letter.”

“ ‘Dear Mr. Wilson,’ they say, ‘We can-
not understand the necessity of the large
amount of reorder which you have sub-
mitted to us. We trust that the equipment
was not broken or damaged in transit.. How-
ever, if this is the case please return the dam-
aged parts and we will gladly order replace-
ments for you. Otherwise we fear that, due
to the present shortage of interocitor equip-
ment, it will be necessary to return your or-
der unfilled.

“ ‘We do not understand your reference to
patents. There is nothing of such a nature in
connection with the equipment. Please feel
free to call upon us at any time. If you find
it possible to function under present circum-
stances will you please contact us by interoc-
itor at your earliest convenience and we will
discuss the matter further.’”

“What was that last line?” Cal asked.

“— ‘contact us by interocitor—’ "’

“That’s the one! That shows us what the
apparatus is—a communication device.”

“But from where to where and from whom
to whom?”

“That’s what I intend to find out.
lieve me I do—now as never before!”
~ They weren’t going to let him open up the
tubes or other sealed parts, that was obvious.
Cal arranged for an X-ray and fluoroscope

Be-
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“You would not have come this far unless
you were interested in the job we have to
offer.”

“I don’t understand.” A

“You have seen the type of technology in
our possession. No matter who or what we
are, having come this far you would pursue
us to the ends of the Earth to find out how
we came by that technology and to learn its
mastery for yourself. Is it not so?”

The arrogant truth of the man’s statement
was like a physical blow that rocked Cal back
on his heels. There was no uncertainty in the
man’s voice. He knew what Cal was going
to do more surely than Cal had known him-
self up to this moment.

“You seem pretty certain of that.” Cal
found it hard to keep an impulsive hostility
out of his voice.

“I am. We pick our applicants quite care-

fully. We make offers only to those we are

certain will accept. Now, since you are about
to join us, I will relieve your mind of some
unnecessary tensions.

“It has undoubtedly occurred to you, as to
all thinking people of your day, that the
scientists have done a particularly abominable
job of dispensing the tools they have de-
vised. Like careless and indifferent work-
men they have tossed the products of their
craft to gibbering apes and baboons. The re-
sults have been disastrous to say the least.

“Not all scientists, however, have been
quite so indifferent. There are a group of us
who have formed an organization for the pur-
pose of obtaining better and more conserva-
tive distribution of these tools. We call our-
selves, somewhat dramatically perhaps, but
none the less truthfully, Peace Engineers.
Our motives are sure to encompass what-
ever implications you can honestly make of
the term.

“But we need men—technicians, men of
imagination, men of good will, men of superb
engineering abilities—and our method has to
be somewhat less than direct. Hence, our
approach to you. It involved simply an inter-
ception of mail in a manner you would not
yet understand.

“You passed your aptitude test and so
were more successful than some of your fel-
low engineers in this community.”

Cal thought instantly of Edmunds and the
toothless gears and the tumbling barrel com-
pound.

“Those other things—" he said. “They
would have led to the same solution?”

“Yes. In a somewhat different way, of
course. But that is all the information I can
give you at this time. The next consideration
is your coming here.”

“Where? Where are you? How do I
come?”’

The readiness with which his mind ac-
cepted the fact of his going shocked and
chilled him. Was there no other alternative
that he should consider? For what reasons
should he ally himself with this unknown
band who called themselves Peace Engi-
neers? He fought for rational reasons why
he should not.

There were few that he could muster up.
None, actually. He was alone, without fam-
ily or obligations. He had no partieular pro-
fessional ties to prevent him from leaving.

As for any potential personal threat that
might lie in alliance with the Peace Engineers
—well, he wasn’t much afraid of anything
that could happen to him personally.

But in reality none of these factors had
any influence. There was only one thing
that concerned him. He had to know more
about that fantastic technology they pos-
sessed. '

And they had known that was the one
factor capable of drawing him.

The interviewer paused as if scnsing what
was in Cal’s mind. “You will learn the an-
swers to all your questions in proper order,”
he said. “Can you be ready tomorrow ?”’

“I’'m ready now,” Cal said.

“Tomorrow will be soon enough. Our
plane will land on your airfield exactly at
noon. It will remain fifteen minutes. It will
take off without you if you are not in it by
that time. You will know it by its color. A
black ship with a single horizontal orange
stripe, an Army BT-13 type.

“That is all for now. Congratulations and
good luck to you. I'll be looking forward to
seeing you personally.

“Stand back now. When I cut off the in-
terocitor will be destroyed. Stand back!”

Cal backed sharply to the far side of the
room. He saw the man’s head nod, his face
smiling a pleasant good-by, then the image
vanished from the screen.

Almost instantly there came the hiss of
burning insulation, the crack of heat-shat-
tered glass. From the framework of the in-
terocitor rose a blooming bubble of smoke
that slowly filled the room as wires melted
and insulation became molten and ran.

Cal burst from the screen room and
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and two feet in diameter at the thickest
point. As far as size was concerned, it
might have been a large toy model dirigible,
but it never occurred to Bill—even at his
first glimpse of it when it was about fifty
feet in the air, just opposite his window—
that it might be a toy or a model.

There was something about it, even at the
most casual look, that said alien. You
couldn’t put your finger on what it was.
Anyway, alien or terrestrial, it had no visible
means of support. No wings, propellers,
rocket tubes or anything else—and it was
made of metal and obviously heavier than
air.

But it floated down like a feather to a
point just about a foot above the grass. It
stopped there and suddenly, out of one end
of it (both ends were so nearly alike that
you couldn’t say it was the front or back)
came a flash of fire that was almost blinding.
There was a hissing sound with the flash
and the cat under Bill Wheeler’s hand turned
over and was on her feet in a single lithe
movement, looking out of the window. She
spat once, softly, and the hairs on her back
and the back of her neck stood straight up,
as did her tail, which was now a full two
inches thick.

Bill didn’t touch her; if you know cats
you don’t when they’re like that. But he
said, “Quiet, Beautiful. It’s all right. It's
only a spaceship from Mars, to conquer
Earth. Itisn’t a mouse.”

E WAS right on the first count, in a

way. He was wrong on the second,
in a way. But let’s not get ahead of our-
selves like that.

After the single blast from its exhaust tube
or whatever it was the spaceship dropped the
last twelve inches and lay inert on the grass.
It didn’t move. There was now a fan-shaped
area of blackened earth radiating from one
end of it, for a distance of about thirty feet.

And then nothing happened except that
people came running from several directions.
Cops came running, too, three of them, and
kept people from going too close to the alien
object. Too close, according to the cops’
idea, seemed to be closer than about ten
feet. Which, Bill Wheeler thought, was
silly. If the thing was going to explode or
anything, it would probably kill everyone
for blocks around.

But it didn’t explode. It just lay there,
and nothing happened. Nothing except that

flash that had startled both Bill and the cat.
And the cat looked bored now, and lay back
down on the windowsill, her hackles down.

Bill stroked her sleek fawn-colored fur
again, absent-mindedly. He said, “This is
a day, Beautiful. That thing out there is
from outside, or I'm a spider’s nephew. I'm
going down and take a look at it.”

He took the elevator down. He got as
far as the front door, tried to open it, and
couldn’t. All he could see through the glass
was the backs of people, jammed tight
against the door. Standing on tiptoes and
stretching his neck to see over the nearest
ones, he could see a solid phalanx of heads
stretching from here to there.

He got back in the elevator. The operator
said, “Sounds like excitement out front.
Parade going by or something?”

“Something,” Bill said. “Spaceship just
landed in Central Park, from Mars or some-
where. You hear the welcoming committee
out there.”

“The hell,” said the operator. ‘“What’s
it doing?”

“Nothing.”

The operator grinned. “You're a great
kidqer, Mr. Wheeler. How’s that cat you

ot?”
g “Fine,” said Bill. “How’s yours?”

“Getting crankier. Threw a book at me
when I got home last night with a few under
my belt and lectured me half the night be-
cause I'd spent three and a half bucks. You
got the best kind.”

“I think so,” Bill said.

By the time he got back to the window,
there was really a crowd down there. Cen-
tral Park West was solid with people for
half a block each way and the park was solid
with them for a long way back. The only
open area was a circle around the spaceship,
now expanded to about twenty feet in radius,
and with a lot of cops keeping it open instead
of only three.

Bill Wheeler gently moved the Siamese
over to one side of the windowsill and sat
down. He said, “We got a box seat, Beau-
tiful. I should have had more sense than
to go down there.”

The cops below were having a tough
time. But reinforcements were coming,
truckloads of them. They fought their way
into the circle and then helped enlarge it.
Somebody had obviously decided that the
larger that circle was the fewer people were
going to be killed. A few khaki uniforms
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the closet and grabbed a valise, hurried to
a cabinet and began to stuff instruments
and bottles into the valise. He was ready by
the time there was a knock on the door.
He said, “Hold the fort, Beautiful. Got
to see a man about a mouse.” He joined
the policemen waiting outside his door and
was escorted through the crowd and into
the circle of the elect and into the tent.

HERE was a crowd around the spot

where the cylinder lay. Bill peered over
shoulders and saw that the cylinder was
neatly split in half. The inside was hollow
and padded with something that looked like
fine leather, but softer. A man kneeling at
one end of it was talking.

“—not a trace of any activating mechan-
ism, any mechanism at all, in fact. Not a
wire, not a grain or a drop of any fuel. Just
a hollow cylinder, padded inside. Gentle-
men, it couldn’t have traveled by its own
power in any conceivable way. But it came
here, and from outside. Gravesend says the
material is definitely extra-terrestrial. Gen-
tlemen, I'm stumped.”

Another voice said, “I’ve an idea, Major.”
It was the voice of the man over whose
shoulder Bill Wheeler was leaning and Bill
recognized the voice and the man with a
start. It was the President of the United

States. Bill quit leaning on him.
© “I'm no scientist,” the President said.
“And this is just a possibility. Remember
the one blast, out of that single exhaust hole?
That might have been the destruction, the
dissipation of whatever the mechanism or
the propellant was. Whoever, whatever, sent
or guided this contraption might not have
wanted us to find out what made it run. It
was constructed, in that case, so that, upon
landing, the mechanism destroyed itself ut-
terly. Colonel Roberts, you examined that
scorched area of ground. Anything that
might bear out that theory?”

“Definitely, sir,” said another voice.
“Traces of metal and silica and some carbon,
as though it had been vaporized by terrific
heat and then condensed and uniformly
spread. You can’t find a chunk of it to pick
up, but the instruments indicate it. An-
other thing—"

Someone tapped Bill Wheeler on the shoul-
der. “You're Wheeler, aren’t you?”

Bill turned. “Professor Winslow!” he
said. “I've seen your picture, sir, and I've

read your papers in the Journal. I'm proud

to meet you and to—"

“Cut the malarkey,” said Professor Wins-
low, “and take a gander at this.” He
grabbed Bill Wheeler by the arm and led
him to a table in one corner of the tent.

“Looks for all the world like a dead
mouse,” he said, “but it isn’t. Not quite. I
haven’t cut in yet; waited for you and
Grimm. But I've taken temperature tests
and had hairs under the mike and studied
musculature. It’s—well, look for yourself.”

Bill Wheeler looked. It looked like a
mouse all right, a very small mouse, until
you looked closely. Then you saw little
differences, if you were a biologist.

Grimm got there and—delicately, reverent-
ly—they cut in. The differences stopped
being little ones and became big ones. The
bones didn’t seem to be made of bone, for
one thing, and they were bright yellow
instead of white. The digestive system
wasn’t too far off the beam, and there was a
circulatory system and a white milky fluid
in it, but there wasn’t any heart. There were,
instead, nodes at regular intervals along the
larger tubes.

“Way stations,” Grimm said. “No central
pump. You might call it a lot of little hearts
instead of one big one. Efficient, I'd say.
Creature built like this couldn’t have heart
trouble. Here, let me put some of that white
fluid on a slide.”

Someone was leaning over Bill’s shoulder,
putting uncomfortable weight on him. He
turned his head to tell the man to get the
hell away and saw it was the President of the
United States. “Out of this world?” the
President asked quietly.

“And how,” said Bill. A second later he
added, “Sir,” and the President chuckled.
He asked, “Would you say it's been dead
long or that it died about the time of
arrival ?”

Winslow answered that one. “It’s purely a
guess, Mr. President, because we don’t
know the chemical make-up of the thing, or
what its normal temperature is. But a rectal
thermometer reading twenty minutes ago,
when I got here, was ninety-five three and
one minute ago it was ninety point six. At
that rate of heat loss, it couldn’t have been
dead long.”

“Would you say it was an intelligent
creature?”

“I wouldn’t say for sure, Sir. It’s too alien,
But I'd guess—definitely no. No more so
than its terrestrial counterpart, a mouse.
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and it was my first one. Maybe you guessed,
but you were too much a lady to let on. As
far as my job goes, I'm on damage-control
and spend most all my time in a big mask
looking at a welding torch flame. Some job,
hey?

Well, the fellows told me what you Venu-
sian women are like, and they told me that
except for being pretty white on account of
no sunshine, you all look the kind of women
that here on earth we make actresses of.
And then they told me some other stuff.

Honest, Zill, you're the most gorgeous
thing I’ve ever seen, and you were certainly
right to smack me the way you did. I be-
lieved that stuff the fellows told me. I
should have known what kind of a girl you
are. I hope you’re not still mad. I'm not
really that sort of a guy. Something about
the soft night air there did things to me.
Someday I’ll bring you here so I can show
you what a moon and stars look like. After
you walked off in a huff I wandered around
for hours before I went back and hit the
sack.

Here I am in the big barracks near New
Mexport, and I can tell you that after all
that purple-and-green brush there on Venus
it would look like a pretty rough place to
a girl like you. The sun glares down and it
would burn you to one big blister in five
minutes. All rock and sand and hot wind.

I hope I'll be coming back soon, because
we certainly got an awful lot to talk about,
Zill, and I won’t make a fool of myself like
I did near the end of our evening last time
I saw you.

I'm due to go back out again in three
months, so that means it will be nearly a
year before I see you again. The next time,
I think I'll get sick at Venusport and get
myself grounded for about a month.

The papers are all full of some sort of
trouble in London. Tonight on the telescreen
they gave us a quick look at it. I couldn’t
make head or tail of it—a black line that
goes right up from a rooftop straight up
into the air. The big scientists have given
out with a lot of fancy language but no-
body seems to know anything about it ex-
cept that it’s growing.

They make me go to classes all the time
and learn more stuff about space, and so
I will have to stop this now as I have a
class coming up. I'll write again soon.

Best regards,
Bill Wheeland

BRISTOLPORT
D 20 Sept. 1998
EAREST ZILL:

I guess you maybe are wondering what
the dickens I am doing over here in Eng-
land instead of staying at New Mexport
and studying a lot of math and physics and
stuff.

Well, it’s like this. In the last letter I
sent you, which you won’t get yet for an-
other three months probably, I told about
this trouble in London.

Right now, it is two miles thick. I saw
it three days ago. Looking at it is sort of
like standing in the sunlight and looking
into a place where it is black night. Vel-
vety like. It is like looking at a wheel which
is spinning so fast you can’t see it move.
And is it ever dark!

They found out about it when it was about
the size of a pencil. The way they found out,
some guy walked through it and it cut him
right in half. It stops at the Heaviside
Layer. When it was little—about as big
around as your pretty arm—the scientists
messed with it a lot, shoving steel bars into
it and so on. Every time, the black stuff eats
off the steel in a flash without even joggling
the arm of the guy that holds it.

They don’t know what it is yet. The news-
papers are full of fancy talk. One old bug
calls it a “crack in infinity.” Imagine that?
Others think it's extradimensional, or a
vortex of pure force, or some such crackpot
thing. All they really know is that it’s black
and it’s really growing fast.

It doesn’t suck stuff up, though. The way
it baffles them the most is that when you
take a tub of water and shove it up tlose to
the thing, it eats a hole in the side of the tub
but the water doesn’t run out the hole. Beats
me.

Lots of crazy people have sneaked by the
police lines and jumped into it. They don’t
even yelp, I hear. Crazy religions have
popped up all over and people are yammer-
ing about the end of the world. All I can
say is, if this is the end of the world, it’s a
real black color, you bet!

Yesterday we watched the big artillery
firing into it. Even though it’s only two
miles thick, the shells don’t come out the
other side. There isn’t any explosion, even.
Except, of course, when the shells go bam
before they hit it.

They’ve tried flame-throwers and big jolts
of electricity and fire hoses and everything,
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and nothing makes a dent on it. It just keeps
expanding a little faster each day., Geomet-
ric rate of expansion, they say.

People are awful excited, Zill. Lots of
them are getting drunk, and people in the
parts of London that aren’t touched yet are
killing each other and raising the dickens in
general.

The political boys are saying that this is
the end of Great Britain at last, and there
will have to be some new balance of power.
You people on Venus know all about that,
with both British and Russky bases not too
darn far from where you live.

Right now, Parliament is arguing about
using an atomic bomb to break this black
thing up. Some of them say too much prop-
erty is going to be destroyed and if they pay
no attention to it, it will go away all by itself.

Hundreds of years ago they had something
in London called the Black Death. You
probably read about it in missionary school.
Anyway, they’re calling this black pillar the
Black Death. It fits somehow, and I guess
it will catch on.

On the telescreen this morning some U. S.
politician from the Midwest made a short
speech. He said that it was all a fake and
that the British were making it up for some
ulterior motive. If that thingis a fake, so is
that congressman. And the British are be-
ginning to think the Russkies put it in their
back yard.

Anyway, it looks like in a few days they’ll
bomb it and then it’ll be all over. I'll let you
know.

Zill, I've been thinking over all the things
I want to say to you, and I bet anything that
when I see you again I won’t be able to say
a darn word. Already I feel shy and funny
about seeing you again. I'm glad that two
years ago they finally approved Venus-Earth
marriages, if you know what I mean!

Affectionately,
Bill

PARISPORT
Z 29 Sept. 1998
ILL, DARLING:

London is gone. I know that isn’t as
much a shock to you as it is to me, because
you've never seen it. Well, it looks like you
never will.

The Black Death is ten miles in diameter
now. It started a block from the East India
Dock Road near where the River Thames
makes that big loop you may have seen on

maps. The west edge of it has gobbled up
Kensington Gardens, the south end is down
to Crystal Palace and on the north there
isn’t any such place as Walthamstow any
more. The east part of it is out in the Plum-
stead Marshes.

Over here, we can see it during the day-
time like a thin black shaft that goes right
up into the blue sky, so far that you can’t
see the top of it. It is perfectly cylindrical.
And I told you how black it is.

All the other countries have become pretty
uneasy about the whole thing, but not to the
extent of sending their big science bugs to
help get rid of the thing. The newspapers
and the telescreens are still loaded with wild
guesses.

You've got no idea of the confusion. You
see, the thing expands so slow that vou can
walk right away from it. The only trouble
is that all the kinds of transportation away
from London are completely messed up.
The roads are jammed with people carry-
ing bundles away from London and looking
back over their shoulders at the Black Death
with their eyes bugging out.

The thing that seems to have people the
most upset is the way the bombs worked.
They used rockets, and with the controls
they’ve got they can hit the date on a dime
at a thousand miles, as you know. The
rockets were launched from secret bases
in the north of Scotland. The first one was
aimed to go off at the heart of the Black
Death. It roared across the sky and dipped
down into the blackness.

Nothing happened. They figured maybe
it was a defective one. All the people had
been evacuated for a long distance around
the base of the thing. The second one that
dropped into it didn’t do a thing, either. They
busted the third one very nicely about a
hundred feet from the edge of the Black
Death and about ten feet from the ground
to reduce the effective range.

The big column of smoke and debris roared
up to fifty thousand feet and you couldn’t
see the Black Death any more. But an hour
later you could see it all right. It was just as
healthy as ever. Or as unhealthy. They
tried two more, and then gave up.

The United States is rushing all sorts of
ships, air and water, over to England to
evacuate the population if necessary. Already
a few hundred thousand people have been
transported to Canada, and they say the con-
fusion there is something for the books. With
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tered within our perimeter defenses. Right
now, the only thing space ships mean to the
average guy 1s a chance to get off this planet.

Last night T heard the heavy chug, chug,
chug of rockets slamming out across the
desert at the bands of rough citizens who
would like to get in here and take over one
of the ships. The people Crown is bringing
in here are of all nationalities, and I guess
that you could say they are the cream of
humanity. He’s also having books and things
brought in. That irritates a lot of the guys,
who think that maybe this Crown will be
rescuing books instead of people.

New York is gone, baby. Funny, but the
shock of Néw York going isn’t as bad as
London. I guess all of us are getting a little
punchy.

It's tough on the little kids. They walk
around here with smeary little faces and
puffy eyes getting in everybody’s way, and
there’s no way to tell them what the trouble
is. I'm exhausted, honey. They’ve had me
doing repair work on old ships that had been
retired and hadn’t yet been busted up for
scrap.

So it looks like T'll be seeing you before
too long. I'm getting this off in a ship that’s
headed out in an hour, so I must close now.
I’'ve got to get the letter smuggled aboard.
There’s no room for mail anymore.

Right now, the Black Death has covered
Montreal and New York, Cairo and Moscow.
That'll give you an idea of the size of it.
The weather is clear and dry. I guess so
many clouds and storms have blown into the
darn thing that there won’t be any more rain
here.

All my love,
Bill

]) NEw MEXPORT
EAR ZILL:

Where all the ships were there is nothing
but sand. There are a few left. This morn-
ing we could see the Blackness in the east.
There hasn’t been any sunrise yet. The sun
is behind the thing.

I'll give this to one of the guys in the
barracks to take with him. He'll give it to
you personally.

I don’t know how to say all this, Zill. 1
don’t know how to say any part of it. The

board that Crown set up has cleared the
last of the crews for the remaining ships.
I'm not on any of the crews. And I'm not
a passenger.

I keep thinking that if I had maybe a
year more experience in space I'd be worth
taking along. As it stands, I'm just a punk
who doesn’t know much about space and
doesn’'t know anything about anything else.

All the time, I thought I'd be going. Pretty
silly, wasn’t it? When I realized what was
going to happen I got sort of a stiff grin on
my face, and I went in and sat on my bunk
and bit on my thumb knuckle to keep from
crving like a baby.

Misery loves company, I suppose, but I
don't get much comfort out of thinking of
all the millions and millions of people who
have disappeared into that Black Death,

Crown thinks he’s staying behind, too.
There’s a plan to slug him and put him
aboard the last ship. He’ll wake up in deep
space. I guess that’s a good thing. He’s
turned this escape into a pretty orderly thing.

Well, Zill, there isn’t much point in weep-
ing on your pretty shoulder, and I've given
up thinking that mavbe they’ll change their
mind about me. I even thought of killing
one of the crew guys so that maybe I could
take his place, but there are hundreds of guys
in my shoes and the odds are against my
being picked, even if T could do such a thing.

I keep thinking that things would have
worked out very nicely for the two of us,
but I guess it 1s just one of those things.
You are very beautiful. Zill, and you will
find a nice guy, I am sure. Better find a
smarter guy than me. Zill.

Joey is around looking for this letter, so
I must close now. I like to think that maybe
you will keep these letters of mine. Sort
of like a keepsake.

I know this writing is a little wobbly, but
you ought to be ahle to read it okay. To tell
the truth, I'm scared green!

Anyway, when vou find a nice guy. which
I am sure you will, vou hetter hide these
letters of mine so he won’t read them and
get jealous. If he isn’t good to you, honey,
I will transport myself over there and T'll
haunt the son of a.gun. Ha, ha!

Your friend,
Bill Wheeland

Next Issue: Four Outstanding Science Fiction Novelets by MURRAY LEIN-
STER, ARTHUR C. CLARKE, A. E. VAN VOGT and JOHN D. MacDONALD!
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His hair almost stood on end. This thing
was utterly ridiculous. The laboratory was
in the heart of the administrative area of
Belterra, the Ford Plantations, and Belterra
was as near the heart of the Brazilian tropics
as it could get without actually sitting on the
equator.

“Winter” in Belterra was simply a time
of excessive rain with little cessation of
summer’s heat and more mosquitoes than
usual. The average temperature ran around
a hundred degrees at ten o’clock on almost
any morning, increasing to about one hun-
dred and three or four at noon.

Outside of the refrigerator—which pro-
duced a frost that Pindobal knew and ice—
and the results of some of his own chemical
activities in the laboratory, there probably
had not been naturally produced frost in
Belterra during the million years immediate-
ly preceding the naming of the place. Yet,
there it was—and Jose Pindobal was cold
for a reason other than the frost on the
outside of the windowpane and the chill in
the small laboratory.

He found himself afraid to go to the door
and look out, but if what he feared had
happened—an utter impossibility—he must
face it sooner or later. He opened the door
on the deserted yard of the motor pool.
Lighted by a pale moon the shadows of the
garage, the office buildings, the stores and
storeroom, stood out, more sharply etched
than ever in his experience even when the
moon was at the brilliant full which the
tropics allowed.

The silence was broken only by the rising
murmur of his heartbeats.

Stretching away across the yard, but be-
yond the locked iron gate, out into the first
section of young rubber trees, as far as the
eyes could see, snow covered the ground to
a depth of at least six inches.

“Mother of God!” moaned Jose Pindobal.
“Tell me it isn’t so! Tell me T am not re-
sponsible for this hideous thing!”

He stopped and gathered a handful of the
soft powdery stuff. Snow was also outside
his experience because he had spent all his
life in the Amazon Valley. His hand shook
until the flakes sifted off the palm and
through his fingers. His whole body began
to shake.

He turned back into the laboratory, shut
the door behind him, leaned against it. His
face was the face of a hunted animal. His
eyes protruded as, one by one he studied the
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instruments on tables, walls, floor—the bal-
ances, the scales, the chemicals, the retorts,
the Bunsen burners, the wvials, tumblers,
pipets. The thing simply could not be true!

WO weeks ago Jose Pindobal, who had

been in the laboratory since its erection,
fourteen years before—his estate so lowly
that he became its head only after every other
American and Brazilian physicist had left—
had had a waking dream. There was plenty
of time for dreaming for there was little
Plantation work to do.

The place was falling apart, laborers and
white collar men leaving so fast that even
ordinary routine could not be carried out.
The job of the laboratory was rubber, the
analyzing of diseases of rubber trees, of
blights, of jungle plants which occasionally
killed livestock, of experimental shrubs the
Brazilian head of the Plantations wished to
try out.

Jose Pindobal’s wage was sixty dollars a
month, which indicated, as he fully realized,
the importance of the laboratory to the de-
caying Plantations. The General Manager
looked in about once a week, merely to see
if he were present. He doubted if the boss
even knew his name. Yes, there was plenty
of time—and Jose Pindobal was ambitious.
Buried in the most obscure laboratory in
South America there wasn’t the slightest
chance that he would ever make his mark
in the world. He often confided his ambi-
tions to Maria, his wife.

“I can think of but one way for you to
become famous, my Jose,” she said.

“And that, Maria ?” he countered, not very
hopefully.

“By causing snow to fall on Belterra and
producing ice on the Tapajos River!” Maria
had gone to school two years in the United
States and never missed a chance to tell
everybody, even Jose, about the winters with
snow and ice, the snowball fights and ice
skating, which she had so much .enjoyed.

It was utterly foolish, of course, but here,
two weeks later, at three o’clock in the morn-
ing, there was snow on the face of Belterra,
clinging to the prayerful arms of the young
rubber trees. And for all of those two weeks
Jose Pindobal had been thinking of Maria’s
words.

That sort of thing would make the world
sit up and take notice, so much was clear,
and he spent hours just dreaming about it
and trying to figure out some scientific meth-
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od by which the thing could be done. Not
only that but he had actually tried a few ex-
periments !

He thought back now to some of his first
ideas, based on what he had read while a stu-
dent in Sdo Paulo. Into his mind had flashed
an imaginary picture of the ice age, when the
creeping glaciers from the Far North had
covered so much of the Northern Hemi-
sphere. What had caused them? How had
they been dispersed, been caused to recede,
not by human agency but by Nature?

Could Nature’s work with the glaciers be
done by man on a smaller scale? Was it
true that what man could imagine man could
do? Jose Pindobal could imagine the Tapajos
River, sixth in size of the Amazon’s tribu-
taries, fifteen kilometers wide at Belterra,
frozen from bank to bank. It scarcely flowed
at Belterra, thirty kilometers from the Ama-
zon. It was really a series of long lakes for
its last two hundred kilometers. Yes, he
could imagine that.

Then he thought of some of the world’s
high mountains, of one in particular—Shasta,
in the Western United States, on whose
crest was perpetual snow, visible to Cali-
fornians in the middle of the hottest summer.
If now, there were a mountain near Belterra
high enough to reach the altitude of the
snows—but there wasn’t. Belterra itself was
around five hundred feet above sea level.

He would have to do this thing Maria
had suggested without the aid of a mountain,
the nearest one being in the Andes, quite too
far to the west. However, if a man were able
to produce all the symptoms of a moun-
tamn . .. : .

So his thoughts ran, the wildest he had
ever had. He did not discuss his thoughts or
his experiments with Maria, who had prob-
ably forgotten the snatch of conversation
which had started him thinking.

Besides chemistry he had the aid of elec-
tric power—2300 volts—not much power,
but electric power just the same, which he
could manage to augment for his experi-
ments. There wasn’t much you could do with
twenty-three hundred volts and that was
what made experimentation especially inter-
esting.

He had worked out a way to increase the
electrical force, on his own. He had made
use of all the wire he could beg, borrow or
steal. A maze of the stuff was new in opera-
tion in the laboratory. He had been work-
ing with the wires when he had dropped off
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to sleep, probably around eleven o’clock,
his bedtime ordinarily being eight-thirty or
nine. In less than four hours snow had cov-
ered—

How much of Belterra did it cover, any-
way?

He was shivering with the cold. There was
nothing in the laboratory to keep him warm.
The clothing he needed had never been seen
in the tropics. Soon Belterra would waken
and see—it began to snow again, a gentle
snowfall, silent, deep, mysterious, which re-
mains a wonder to people who see it every
year of their lives. It made Jose Pindobal
feel like praying.

Out on the street he looked right and left
—Ileft to the church and beyond, right to the
post office, the village beyond that and, far
beyond the village, the towering monsters
of the jungles, the “old forest,” which had
been standing longer than the oldest in-
habitant could remember.

The forest crowns were blocked out by
snow! Trees which inherited the sunlight of
generations without snow now held tons of
it aloft in unaccustomed branches and leaves.
Jose Pindobal had got over his first terror.
After all, wasn’t this what he had tried to
do in theory all along? Roofs were covered
with white so that dark walls looked wild
and fearful below them. The church roof
was a mantle of white.

OW, how about the river? Jose Pin-

dobal raced back to the motor pool,
got out a Ford pick-up truck, drove to his
own home near the post office.

“Maria! Maria!” he called, forgetting all
about the lecture.

“What in time do you mean, coming home
at this hour?” Then Maria, her head out
the door of the palm frond cabin, noted the
snow.

“Jose!” she cried. “The snow! You've
done it, Jose! But what are you doing with
the company car? You know it is only for
visiting officials, who get everything free!
You'll be fired!”

“It comes to me that I will not be fired,”
he said, with such dignity as he could mus-
ter in view of the fact that his teeth were
chattering and the heat of the motor helped
very little. “Bring the children, wrapped
warmly. You come, too! Bring me some-
thing to wrap about myself. I have never
been so cold. My hammock will do.”

It was a strange group, the Pirndobal fam-

",
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ano Tapuyo, Porto Novo’s oldest resident,
“are you going to turn off this white catas-
trophe ?”’

Jose Pindobal sought desperately fast for
an answer, found one at the end of his
tongue. “I am under orders, remember? I
can do nothing until commanded so to do
by the General Manager of the Plantation!”

They piled the children back into the car.
Maria looked out across the frozen Tapajos
to where the low far opposite bank was
usually visible as a wall perhaps two vards
high., across the horizon from south to north.

““Jose!” she said. “Look yonder! It can't
be true, I know. It has to be an optical illu-
sion, but it certainly looks real enough . ..”

“Yep, Dad!” said Jose Junior. “I see
what mama’s afraid to say! There’s a moun-
tain on the other bank, or just behind it.
Looks just like pictures I saw in school of
Japan’s Fujiyama!”

Jose Pindobal stared in his turn, not sure
now that his heart was beating at all. Of
course he had thought of a mountain high
enough that its crest would catch the snows
of the heights, but among all impossible
things— And yet, had a Great Master not
said, “If your faith be as a grain of mustard
seed ye may command the mountain to cast
itself into the sea and it wvill obey you!”

“My faith is very slight!”- wailed Jose
Pindobal. “And I gave no command—ex-
cept in my sleep! I did think.” Then he
heaved a sigh of relief. He didn’t really mind
a mountain appearing where there could not
possibly be one but he wanted to expect it
to be able to get used to the idea a little at
a time. He had noticed no mountain after
all—but only clouds, high and white and
heavy, which behaved exactly as if they hov-
ered about a mountain peak!

He remembered then his idea of develop-
ing all the symptoms of a mountain and
groaned, but managed to regain some of his
confidence on the drive back to Belterra,
where people were now pouring from their
houses to form silent shivering groups, to
stare at the ground, the lowering white
clouds from which came not the rain, to
which they were all accustomed, but snow,
entirely outside their experience.

Nobody said anything to Jose Pindobal.
No official even demanded why he drove a
company car without authority. He left his
wife and family at home, returned to his labo-
ratory, his mind almost deserting him as it
labored over all the combinations and pos-
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sibilities. He expressed himself succinctly
when, an hour later, Charles Townsend, the
Gerente, entered the laboratory.

“You're the only scientist on the planta-
tion, Pindobal. Maybe you’ve some explana-
tion for this unheard of phenomenon and
what we can do about it?”

Jose Pindobal gulped and swallowed. “I
can explain it, Senhior Charles! That is, up
to a point I can. I caused it! Rather I set
forces in motion somehow which produced
the phenomenon.”

“What rot!” said the Gerente. “What man
could cause this?”

“There is snow,” said Jose with dignity.
“It has been somehow caused. Do you know
how ?”

“Well, no. I'll accept your crazy statement
on one condition—that you turn it off before
it kills all our rubber trees and drives people
crazy in the Valley!”

Two huge tears slipped from Jose’s eyes
and scurried down his swart cheeks.

“I would give my hands and my brain,
Senhor Charles,” he wailed, “if I could do
that! But I don’t know how! I made a
dozen different experiments with forces last
night and early this morning but which one
of them did what you Americans call ‘ring
the bell’ T do not know! I do not know how
it started, scientifically, therefore I have no
idea how to stop it!”

“And possibly,” said the Gerente, ‘“you
had nothing to do with it at all?”

But Jose Pindobal had waited too long
for fame. “I did it all right!” he said.

CHAPTER II
The Winter Crept

AT NINE o’clock that morning nobody
in the world save the people of Bel-
terra knew that snow had fallen in the heart
of the tropics. But at nine-fifteen o’clock
the company radio to Belem made contact
and gave the brief word to the world:

“Snow falls at Belterra, heart of the Cen-
tral Brazilian tropics. Tapajos frozen over
at same spot, thirty kilometers from the
Amazon. Obscure Brazilian scientist named
Jose Pindobal claims he produced the mir-
acle of snow and ice!”

The Belem office made the Belterra office
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repeat the message twice, each time con-
firmed by Townsend, before it would accept
the statement as sufficiently true to give to
the press. Then the air waves began to pul-
sate with the phenomenon.

At nine-fifteen also the tri-weekly mail and
passenger plane came out of the east from
Belem, unwarned, to scare the pilot, copilot,
steward and passengers half out of their wits.
For suddenly, where they had been accus-
tomed to seeing Belterra, there now seemed
to be a blank space. Townsend had to wave
half a dozen times to the pilot before he
could be- convinced it was safe to land. His
face a mask, Jose Pindobal stood beside
Townsend, who addressed the pilot brusque-
ly.
“You've got Manfred Kramer aboard,
haven't you? The American physicist? I
saw in the newspapers—"’

“Yes, I'm aboard, or was,” said a hearty
voice beside Townsend. “Just what is go-
ing on here anyway?”

“I would like to know that myself, Mr.
Kramer. Maybe you can tell me. But first,
I'd like to go up and circle about, see just
what the extent of this thing is.”

“We hit it about a minute before Bel-
terra came in sight,” said the pilot. “There
was the usual jungle and water all the way
from Belem. Then, suddenly, there was
neither jungle nor water, just this stuff. Fly-
ing into it was like flying into an icebox.”

“That’s mostly imagination,” said Town-
send. “It has to be reasonably warm to
snow—which will doubtless sound very
strange to any Brazilian.”

Kramer, Townsend, pilot and copilot head-
ed for the plane. The passengers insisted
that since they had paid their passage they
also had a right to any side trips. So it was
a loaded plane that took off on the oddest
observation trip ever taken above the Ama-
zon Valley,

There were many “firsts” for Jose Pin-
dobal. This was his first airplane ride,
something he could refer to casually the
next time Maria began talking of her two
years in the United States. She probably
wouldn't talk so much about the snow she
had experienced after this!

The plane shot up to five hundred feet
while Jose Pindobal kept his mouth shut to
hold his heart in. Then he gave himself to
the glory of flight. Looking out and down
he could see just where the snow lay—and
his heart began hammering with another
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kind of excitement.

Before one of his experiments he had
allowed his imagination complete free play.
If, he had told himself, he could cause snow
to fall on Belterra and ice to form on the
Tapajos, he could confine both to certain
definite areas! Therefore, either as a matter
of bravado or as an expression of faith, he
had made a penciled outline of just where
the snow and ice were to extend.

Belterra’s plateau was to be covered, the
seventeen thousand acres of cultivated rub-
ber and one-half mile of the surrounding
jungles. The road to Porto Novo and ten
kilometers further north to Pindobal—the
harbor which was not named for Jose or any
of his family—was to be covered, overflow-
ing it to the left to half the distance between
the road and the river, to extend a half mile
into the forest to the right as one traveled
north!

Below him now, if he ever needed proof
again, was proof enough that Jose Pindobal’s
experiment, one of them, or a combination
of them, had worked or got out of hand—
for the snow lay almost exactly on the area
of land which he had sketched out rudely
when he had planned his experiment!

“You must always have a plan!” Doctor
Camargo of the Institute of Agronomy had
preached to his underlings. “You never ac-
complish anything without a plan!”

Well, Jose Pindobal had had a plan and
it appeared to be proving the words of Doc-
tor Camargo, superintendent of the Ford
Plantations as well as head of the Institute!

“Why didn’t I think to tell Senhor Charles
before we took off on this flight ?” he asked
himself. “Now when I tell him he'll simply
believe I was inspired by what we all see
from the plane!”

KRAMER and Townsend were sitting
in one of the rear seats, deep in con-
versations. Once in a while one or the other
looked at Jose Pindobal.

“It’s ridiculous, of course,” said Town-
send, “but snow in the Amazon Valley is
itself ridiculous.”

“Anything can happen, even the impossi-
ble, when a half-baked scientist begins to
mess with forces he doesn’t understand. We
can always check on this lad. He doesn’t
look very bright to me.”

“But if it works out that he did cause
this?”” asked Townsend.

“Then, even if it was the purest accident,
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he looks bright enough to be world famous!”
said Kramer.

It was the “mountain” on the far bank of
the Tapajos that stirred Jose Pindobal the
most. The river, as he had anticipated, was
frozen completely across and the ice hung
from a spot five kilometers upriver to an
equal distance downriver from Belterra. The
snow and ice had been isolated then!

The “mountain” was a strange mountain
indeed. It appeared that only the clouds
recognized it, for snow clouds, unmistakable
in their whiteness, hung all about what might
have been a mountain peak twelve to fifteen
thousand feet high. Wind stirred and hurled
them. Their flee:;y tendrils whipped out like
raveled fleeces fir abgve the altitude being
flown by the pline,

“There’s a mountais there!” cried a wom-
an. “But the map and book both fail to show
any mountain.”

“There is no mountain,” said Townsend,
fearful of a panic—for the plane was head-
ing straight into where the mountain’s side
would be if there were a mountain.

“I once flew all around Mount Ranier in
Washington!” said the woman. “I guess I
know what a high mountain looks like in
winter with clouds around its crest!”

“There is no mountain, lady,” insisted
Townsend, ‘“high or low, visible or in-
visible.”

“There is a mountain,” said Jose, cour-
age suddenly rising in him as he became
absolutely sure for the first time that this
was no dream and that he had done all this.
“There is a mountain, all right,” he re-
peated. “It’s an invisible mountain, made
up of lines of force, but it is there!”

“He knows, lady,” said Townsend sar-
castically, ‘“‘because he made it!”

That, Jose Pindobal realized, was the sur-
est way to make her disbelieve it. Town-
send was a smart man. Kramer was 'ook-
ing oddly at Jose Pindobal, now beckoned
him to the seat in front of Townsend and
himself.

“These lines of force, Jose,” he said quiet-
ly, “are of course the lines of vertical force
first suggested years ago by Marconi.”

“Nicola Tesla,” said Jose Pindobal
promptly. Kramer glanced at Townsend.
“T’ve thought often of his theory of lines of
force too high for enemy neighbors to sur-
mount, erected at every national frontier.
When I thought of a mountain that would
attract and catch the snow I knew that one
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composed of lines of force might do it. Snow
would also fall through the ‘mountain’ onto
the ground, which was what I wished to
haPpen.”

‘If the snow doesn’t melt before night-
fall,” said Townsend grimly, “do you realize
what it means to Plantations?”

“The death,” said Jose Pindobal miser-
ably, “of two million two hundred and fifty
thousand rubber trees just coming into pro-
duction!”

“Exactly! And a lot of other things you
haven’t even imagined! People inside your
ring of snow are catching pneumonia, grippe,
common cold.” Townsend clamped his lips
tightly. He had said enough.

“Then the thing to do is find the way to
turn it off!” said Pindobal. “I've said I
don’t know which of my experiments, or
combination of them, caused this. One thing
only is familiar—the outline of the snow on
the earth. It’s just the way I laid it out, the
very area I wished the snow to cover and
so planned in one of my calculations. But
I meant the crest of the mountain to be di-
rectly above Belterra and there are other
things in this I didn’t allow for!”

“No doubt,” said Townsend. “You realize
of course that you don’t have a job?”

“Then I have no responsibility for un-
raveling my work, have I? If you will land
and let me off I'll collect my family and
we’ll start moving!”

Kramer laughed softly. “If I'm going to
be of any use to you, Charles,” he said. “I’'m
going to need your chief scientist, who nat-
urally wishes to be paid—at, I should say,
something like double his current wage! Be-
sides, by now the world will take a great in-
terest in what happens to Jose Pindobal!”

OSE looked at Townsend, who
shrugged, grinned wryly and nodded.
“If T am to do anything in time,” said
Pindobal. “we’d best get back to the lab-
oratory. One of the things I had not counted
on is happening. You'll notice it has begun
snowing again—but have you noticed that
the area has been extended all around for
more than a kilometer? And there is, or
should be, no one in the laboratory !”
Townsend instructed the pilot to turn back.
The plane had circled the snow area, had
flown directly through Jose’s “mountain,”
and everybody aboard was satisfied of the
truth of what their senses had reported.
“I regret just one thing, Townsend.” sald
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Jose, enjoying the wince of the Gerente when
so familiarly addressed by an underling
whose name he had had to ask. “What is my
snow doing to the birds, the beasts, the
snakes, the insects?”’

“Better worry about
snapped Townsend.

“They can be got out or instructed what
to wear and about building fires.” said Jose.
“What vou're really concerned about is rub-
ber, isn’t it? It’s about eleven o’clock, or-
dinarily the heat of the day. We may need
as much time to turn this off as it took me
to turn it on, so if we're to get started—"

“There won't be anything to it,” said
Kramer pompously. “All we'll have to do is
disconnect all electrical equipment in the lab-
oratory, throw out or brake up all chemicals
that appear to be ‘working’ and the snow,
the mountain, the ice in the Tapajos, will
simply all collapse. The snow will produce
no more muddy water when-it runs off than
a good rain.”

“I can agree about the melting snow,” said
Jose Pindobal, delighted with himself that he
could disagree with a world-famous scientist
and noting by Townsend’s expression that
the Gerente was going to make sure his dis-
agreement reached the press the instant re-
porters began to descend on Belterra.

“I can’t agree about my edifice of invisible
forces collapsing. I wish it were true but it
isn’t—or the area of snow would not increase
when nothing is being done in the laboratory.
No, Kramer, it isn’t just a matter of erasing
the gadgets and forces by which I brought
this into being but of starting from scratch
and tearing it down!

“And if anybody has got into the lab-
oratory and messed with my stuff—and the
Brazilian doesn’t live who wouldn’t try if
he got a chance—we may have a real job on
our hands. I may have brought perpetual
snow and ice to the Amazon Valley.”

“Belterra,” corrected Townsend, “and ten
kilometers of the Lower Tapajos!”

“With a spread all around,” reminded
Jose Pindobal, “of approximately one kilo-
meter ! If the spread is arithmetically pro-
gressive how long before there is snow in
Santarem and ice on the Amazon?”

The woman who knew a mountain when
she saw it looked up from her books and
maps and answered the question as if she
had been a judge sentencing a delinquent.

“Thirty days!” she said.

The olane landed, slid through the snow

people dying!”
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to a stop. Snow fell silently, mysteriously.
It fell on the upturned face of Jose Pindobal
who, deep inside him, was beginning in a
very strange way, to grow!

CHAPTER III
The World Descends

THE press services of the world checked
and rechecked on the wild story which
came unheralded out of the Amazon Valley.
When satisfied that the story, in substance,
was true, those services which had represen-
tatives in Rio bade them hurry to Belterra,
quite ignoring the fact that it was consider-
ably more than a hop, skip and jump, while
those services which did not have representa-
tives began sending them as fast as diplomatic
wheels could be turned.

The little company radio connecting Bel-
terra with Belem was jammed. Camargo and
Townsend closed it to all but official busi-
ness, then by weight of press, political and
public opinion, were forced to reopen it,
reserving only the right to establish com-
pany priorities.

One of the first messages which came over
was a bid from a chemical company in the
United States for the services of Jose Pindo-
bal, offering more money than he had ever
imagined receiving—two hundred dollars a
month! Charles Townsend with difficulty re-
strained him from arranging for a chartered
plane to Belem.

“I admit that two hundred dollars is four
thousand cruzeiros but it still is not all the
money in the world. Besides, I feel that you
owe something to the company.”

“For making me laboratory chief when
I was the only chemist left? Just what do
I owe the company?”

“The right to be free of whatever it is
you have caused here.”

“I shall stay, Senhor,” said Jose Pindo-
bal, “provided that my pay becomes four
thousand cruzeiros per month, this stipend
to hold until I am offered more by other for-
eign groups with vision!”

_ “Only Dr. Camargo can grant such a raise
in pay.”

“Contact him, then!”

“Oh, well, I'll guarantee it. If he refuses
I'll make it good myself.”
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“While we are talking,” said Kramer,
“nothing much is happening to the snow, ice
and the mountain, except that the air is get-
ting colder, a wind is rising and, if I am not
mistaken, the snow field is much bigger than
it was! Now, Jose, just what did you do
here in all this maze of stuff?”

“My name, Kramer,” said Jose Pindobal,
“is Senhor Pindobal!”

“My apologies, Senhor Pindobal!” said
Kramer with a deep bow. ‘“Have you any
written calculations?”

“Yes. I began by estimating at what Cen-
tigrade reading snow might reasonably be
expected to fall, other conditions being equal.
I have the figures here somewhere,”

“I can estimate that, I think,” said Kra-
mer gravely. ‘“What else?”

“T estimated the height a mountain should
be to catch snow—twelve to fifteen thousand
feet. At least I felt that that was enough
with which to experiment. Then I laid out a
design over the map of Belterra which should
include all of Belterra and a kilometer ex-
tention all around.

“By a series of intricate calculations I
decided just where a perpendicular to my
plane-design, from the mathematical center
of the design and therefore from the center
of Belterra, extended to a height of twelve
to fifteen thousand feet—"

“Just where is the center?”” asked Town-
send. “Surely not where your mountain
stands, clear on the other side of the Tapajos,
almost out of sight of Belterra entirely!”

“The design was correct,” said Jose Pin-
dobal stiffly, ‘“even if a slight error in cal-
culation caused the mountain—"

‘“Please let Senhor Pindobal continue,”
said Kramer, “before he gets another and
bigger offer to make the same kinds of mis-
takes for higger and better companies!”

A boy entered the laboratory with a
radio. He said it was for Jose Pindobal
before Townsend could flag him down or

snatch the message. It offered Jose Pindo-
bal three hundred dollars a month as a scien-
tific consultant to a professor of pure science
who held the chair in one of the biggest col-
leges in the United States.

“Okay, Pendobal,” said Townsend, “three
hundred a month, but let me remind you
that if it develops that you didn’t cause this
after all you won’t even be worth sixty a
month to the Plantations!”

“That I do not fear,” said Pindobal in a
tone of voice which indicated that he did,
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after all, fear that very thing. So many
things were happening which were outside
his most careful calculations.

“Now the lines of force,” persisted Kra-
mer. ‘“How did you erect them in the sem-
blance of a mountain?”

“First I projected my plane-design into
the air in an infinite series of points, lines
connecting the tips of which would be the
contours of the mountain in my mind.”

“A geometrical operation requiring but the
twist of a wrist!” said Kramer wryly. “More
infinite wrist twists! One for each point!”

“It is no time for levity, Kramer!” said
Jose Pindobal. “Perhaps I was a little care-
less with my points. But I erected them in
various places—atop the laboratory, atop
the church at Coracis—the Heart of the
Plantations—at Pindobal and Porto Novo.”

“Just when did you do all this?” asked
Townsend.

“During the past two weeks,” said Pin-
doval miserably, “while I was out checking
on the progress of leaf blight among the
rubber trees!”

“The work,” Townsend pointed out, “for
which you are paid! Who drove the car for
you? Who helped you erect the points ? How
did you energize them?”

“The thing to do is un-energize them,
Charlie,” said Kramer. ‘“You can bawl this
man out all the rest of his life after we’ve
managed to disrupt this Ice Age he started.
To begin with, since it is easy to replace if
it doesn’t work, let us remove the ‘points’
he established atop the laboratory.”

“Somehow he must have strung wires to
all those points,” said Townsend.

“No, I connected up a kind of electrical
broadcast from the radio!”

“Radio!” repeated Townsend. “There is
no radio here!”

“There is!” said Pindobal, pointing to
one of the least intricate of the masses of
wire on one of the several pack-jammed ta-
bles. “I made one. I looked into the coma
mercial radio at the Guest House. Then 1
spent a half hour at the radio in the Es-
critoria—"

“Another twist of the wrist!” groaned
Kramer, adding hastily. “But you broadcast
to all of your points, somehow amplified
I suppose. from here?”

“No, each unit is separate!” said Pindo-
bal. “I felt that if one of my units went out
of order the others might continue and hold
up my mountain of force—as a tent may
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Nobody denied his wail of self-accusation
as Charles Townsend fumbled his way along
the road like a blindman, feeling with his
tires for the tracks through the shrieking
white wilderness. He turned on his lights—
so much wasted effort as Pindobal did not
fail to remind him.

There were flashes of dark hurrying forms,
swinging across the road from the right.

“Wild pigs!” said Townsend. “Hundreds
of them! The nearest forest on the right
must be two miles away or more!”

Birds of many kinds began crashing blind-
ly into the car. A jaguar broke from the
smother, saw the car, vaulted the hood as
lightly and unconcernedly as if it had been
a fallen log in his path. A white deer, al-
most invisible in the smother, crashed into
the car and fell back, its neck broken. Town-
send halted, stepped out, retrieved the deer
and tossed it into the back of the truck.

“Can you imagine,” he was gasping when
he returned to the cab, “what it is like ahead
and behind beyond our range of vision?
The wild creatures are trying to escape from
this white catastrophe as they would flee
from a forest fire. The Plantations will be
filled with dead in no time if this blizzard
is not turned off!”

“Your interest,” said Jose Pindobal,” is
rubber!”

“Just how much of it do you think is left ?”
asked Townsend.

“Most of it,” said Kramer. “This blizzard
has to be of limited extent. We caused it by
cutting out the Pindobal Point System at the
laboratory. Different degrees of temperature
and areas of high and low pressure.”

“I’ve read weather reports!” snapped
Townsend. “I don’t know what causes
weather any more than the people who make
the reports!”

“At least I do not make reports,” said
Jose Pindobal. “I make the weather!”

UT Townsend snorted. The trio never
expected to see Coracio, but they
reached it, white and miserable in the heart
of the Plantations, not one human being in
sight—pigs, ducks, chickens, cattle, sheep,
dogs, cats, horses all gone, carried away by
the blizzard or taken inside by their owners.
It looked like a village of the dead, but
when they reached the church they found
it packed with kneeling people, crowded
close together for warmth, a fire which
threatened to burn the church down around
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them blazing in the middle of the basilica.
Townsend stepped inside, called out to them,

“No one must return home alone while
the storm lasts,” he said. “It is possible for
a person to be lost in a smother like this
within arm’s length of his own door.”

He knew they heard him and were com-
forted because he was the Gerenfe whom they
had always regarded as all-powerful. I,
now, he could turn off the terror they would
all but worship him.

Townsend came out with Pindobal and
Kramer and looked up the slant of the roof
to the spot where Pindobal insisted he had
set up his Pindobal Point System Extended.
Snow whistled, whuffed crazily, and curled
threateningly over the roof's comb. It was
like a great rapids of white water smashing
down an incline against a wilderness of rock
and being hurled heavenward again. The
roaring was terrific. :

"'I;he radio!” snapped Townsend. “Where
is it?”

Pindobal stepped into the church, fired a
question at the kneeling people about a
mysterious maze of wire they- must have
seen near the altar. He got an answer, came
back out.

“Pedro Mendes,” he said, choking on the
snow and shouting to make himself heard,
“somehow connected the radio with the
storm, so he threw it out in the snow! But
he can’t remember just where! If it de-
velops that we have to do something to it,
we’ll have to find it!”

“If it’s on this side,” said Kramer, “the
drift will be ten feet deep in another hour!
Now I've got to get onto the roof or we'll
get a volunteer from inside.”

“It’s a risk it’s up to me to take,” said
Townsend. “Going up on that roof will be
like swimming up a rapids. A rope thrown
over from the other side, hanging down on
this—"

Some of the people in the church now
packed the door to watch and listen and Jose
Pindobal played to the grandstand. He
might never again have a chance.

“If anyone becomes a hero by climbing the
roof,”” he said, ‘“I shall be he!”

Townsend found a rope under the car seat.
Kramer simply threw it up into the blizzard
on the windward side. It vanished over the
roof and Pindobal caught the end, started
up hand over hand, feet flat against the wall
of the church, body horizontal until he got
his feet against the eaves, pushed his face
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melting slowly in the heat of the motor.

Jose Pindobal could see enough however
to realize that the car was moving through
an area of “‘excessive disturbance.” It seemed
always the center of a whirlpool of snow, hail,
even hints of rain, as if his weather making
had given the Amazon all the weather even a
genius could have thought of.

Jose Pindobal remembered that he had
hoped inside him that if the weather gods did
not give him what he asked, they might com-
promise and give him at least enough to make
him famous, or help him get another job or at
least to keep Maria from complaining be-
cause she had fewer bangles than some of
the other Plantation women.

The hailstorm swung across the road to
the left, then back to the right; then it came
head-on to meet the car and it looked to
Townsend as if the windshield bulged in-
ward with its terrific force. Then the storm
seemed to whipsaw from ahead, switch to
the stern and worry the car from there. Then
it would shift aloft and drive down straight
as if it would crush the car flat in the road.
On either hand the rubber trees twisted their
limbs together and their crowns as if they
were wringing their hands to keep them
warm. Younger rubber trees broke off short.
The car forged ahead through broken rem-
nants of them.

Sometimes the storm stopped, formed an
area of stillness all around the car, so that
it was like a vacuum, that vacuum at the
middle of a hurricane, which held their
breaths, suffocated them so they could not
breathe. Cold as they were sweat burst from
their every pore to become icy when the
storm changed again and possessed the car
like a whirlwind of snowy elementals on a
rampage.

OSE PINDOBAL was afraid but he
was also very proud. He had caused

all this and sooner or later he would find
a way with the help, perhaps, of his ad-
visors—Kramer might even prove of some
use—to cause the thing he had caused to be-
come uncreated. Meanwhile it was a bed-
lam of bedlams and becoming momentarily
worse. As the car bounced from side to
side, jumped over trees half buried in the
fused snow and hail, the weather seemed to
keep pace. It bounced as the car bounced.
“Just what stations are your ‘radios’ con-
nected with, Senhor Pindobal?”’ asked
Kramer at last. “They must be connected
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with something, some station or other.”

“They are,” said Jose, “but I do not know -
with just which stations, except that they
are all foreign, all four of them! You see,
I picked my stations purely because they gave
me languages I did not understand.

“Thus I had stations which could not
interfere with my work as Brazilian stations
might—as they would do when this is all
over if the word came out that I had tapped
the source of radio-energy which the gov-
ernment feels belongs solely to government
officials and their close friends.”

“Look, Senhor Pindobal,” said Kramer
exasperatedly. ‘“You don’t use the power
of some foreign radio station to build up
lines of force for a weather creator! How
are your stations powered? Batteries? Tied
in on the electrical circuit of the Planta-
tions?”’

“Mine,” said Jose Pindobal,” are con-
nected with foreign stations! Since I con-
nected them neither to batteries nor the com-
pany circuit and synchronized them with
stations broadcasting languages I did not un-
derstand—"

“Which means,” said Townsend, “that he
has no idea what makes his radio broadcast-
ing stations tick!”

‘I do, though, Townsend,” said Pindo-
bal. “I told you. I connected them with
speech I did not understand.”

“And lo, a mountain came into being be-
yond the Tapajos!” said Townsend.

They came to the top of the grade down
which Pindobal had recently traveled side-
wise to the road leading left to Porto Novo.
Townsend did little better, for the road was
a shambles. Babassu palms had snapped off
short and were lying helter skelter across
the road. The storm seemed to have trav-
eled just ahead of the Ford Pick-up, so that
down ahead palms could be seen even now—
twisted off by the whirling storm, fronds
hammered to pulp by the hailstones—crash-
ing into the road.

Townsend got through by a series of backs
and fills, pushing the palms out of the way
to right and left, turning the car into a kind
of snowplow.

At Porto Novo, which place they reached
at one in the afternoon, hedlam reigned as
much as elsewhere. Cabins had been smashed
flat by hailstones, windows broken, schooners
in the harbor dismasted.

As Kramer and Townsend looked out
across the frozen river while Pindobal took
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but he was short-sighted as he was mean.
After a spell Mrs. Tarbell died of being hit
on the haid with a stone she was throwing
up the slope at the shack, and it bounced
back at her. So that left only the eight Tar-
bell boys and Yancey. He stayed right
where he was, though.

He might have stayed there till he
shriveled up and went to glory, except the
Tarbells started feudin’ with us. We stood
it as long as we could, on account of they
couldn’t hurt us. Uncle Les, who was visitin’
us, got skittery, though, and said he was
tired of flying up like a quail, two or three
miles in the air, every time a gun went off
behind a bush. The holes in his hide closed
up easy enough, but he said it made him
dizzy, on account of the air bein’ thinned out
that high up.

HIS went on for a while, leastwise,

and nobody got hurt, which seemed to
rile the eight Tarbell boys. So one night
they all come over in a bunch with their
shootin’ irons and busted their way in. We
didn’t want no trouble.

Uncle Lem, who’s Uncle Les’s twin except
they was born quite a spell apart, he was
asleep for the winter, off in a holler tree
somewheres, so he was out of it. But the
baby, bless his heart, is gittin’ kind of
awkward to shift around, bein’ as how he’s
four hunnerd years old and big for his age—
’bout three hunnerd pounds, I guess.

We could of all hid out or gone down to
Piperville in the valley for a mite, but then
there was Grandpaw in the attic, and I'd
got sort of fond of the little perfesser feller
we keep in a bottle. Didn’t want to leave
him on account of the bottle might of got
smashed in the ruckus, if the eight Tarbell
boys was likkered up enough.

The perfesser’s cute—even though he
never did have much sense. Used to say we
was mutants, whatever they are, and kept
shooting off his mouth about some people
he knowed called chromosomes. Seems like
they got mixed up with what the perfesser
called hard radiations and had some young
'uns which was either dominant mutations
or Hogbens, but I allus got it mixed up with
the Roundhead plot, back when we was
living in the old country. Course I don't
mean the real old country. That got sunk.

So, seein’ as how Grandpaw told us to
lay low, we waited till the eight Tarbell
bovs busted down the door. and then we all
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went invisible, including the baby. Then
we waited for the thing to blow over, only
it didn’t.

After stompin’ round and ripping up
things a lot, the eight Tarbell boys come
down in the cellar. Now that was kind of
bad, because we was caught by surprise. The
baby had gone invisible, like I say, and so
had the tank we keep him in, but the tank
couldn’t move round fast like we could.

One of the eight Tarbell boys went and
banged into it and hit hisself a smart crack
on the shank-bone. How he cussed! It was
shameful for a growin’ boy to hear, except
Grandpaw kin outcuss anybody I ever heard,
so I didn’t larn nothing. -

Well—he cussed a lot, jumped around,
and all of a sudden his squirrel rifle went off.
Must have had a hair-trigger. That woke up
the baby, who got scared and let out a yell.
It was the blamedest yell I'd ever heerd out
of the baby yet, and I've seen men go all
white and shaky when he bellers. Our per-
fesser feller told us oncet the baby emitted
a subsonic. Imagine!

Anyhow, seven of the eight Tarbell boys
dropped daid, all in a heap, without even
time to squeal. The eighth one was up at the
haid of the cellar steps, and he got all quivery
and turned around and ran. I guess he was
so dizzy he didn’t know where he was head-
ing. 'Fore he knowed it, he was up in the
attic, where he stepped right square on
Grandpaw.

Now the fool thing was this: Grandpaw
was so busy telling us what to do he’d en-
tirely forgot to go invisible hisself. And I
guess one look at Grandpaw just plumb
finished the eighth Tarbell boy. He fell right
down daid as a skun coon. Cain’t imagine
why, though I got to admit Grandpaw wasn’t
lookin’ his best that week. He’d been sick.

“You all right, Grandpaw ?” I asked, sort
of shaking him out. He cussed me.

“’Twarn’t my fault,” T told him.

“’Sblood!” he said, madlike. ‘“What
rabble of canting jolt-heads have I sired?
Put me down, you young scoundrel.” So I
put him back on the gunnysack and he
turned around a couple of times and shut his
eyes. After that, he said he was going to
take a nap and not to wake him up for
nothing, bar Judgment Day. He meant it,
too.

So we had to figger out for ourselves
what was best to do. Maw said it warn’t
our fault, and all we could do was pile the
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eight Tarbell boys in a wheelbarrow and
take ’em back home, which I done. Only I
got to feeling kind of shy on the way, on
account of I couldn’t figger out no real polite
way to mention what had happened. Be-
sides, Maw had told me to break the news
gentle. “Even a polecat’s got feelings,” she
said.

O T left the wheelbarrow with the eight
Tarbell boys in it behind some scrub
brush, and I went on up the slope to where
I could see Yancey sittin’, airin’ hisself out
in the sun and reading a book. I still hadn’t
studied out what to say. I just traipsed along
slowlike, whistling Yankee Doodle. Yancey
didn’t pay me no mind for a while.

He's a little mean dirty man with chin
whiskers. Couldn’t be much more'n five feet
high. There was tobacco juice on his whisk-
ers, but I might have done old Yancey wrong
in figgerin’ he was only sloppy. I heard he
used to spit in his beard to draw flies, so’s
he could ketch 'em and pull off their wings.

Without looking, he picked up a stone and
flang it past my head. “Shet up an’ go
'way,” he said.

“Just as you say, Mister Yancey,” I told
him, mighty relieved, and started to. But
then I remembered Maw would probably
whup me if I didn't mind her orders, so I
sort of moved around quiet till I was in back
of Yancey and looking over his shoulder at
what he was readin’. It looked like a book.
Then I moved around a mite more till I was
up-wind of him,

He started cacklin’ in his whiskers.

“That’s a real purty picture, Mister
Yancey,” I said.

He was gigglin’ so hard it must of cheered
him up.

“Ain't it, though,” he said, banging his
fist on his skinny old rump. “My, my!
Makes me feel full o’ ginger just to look
at it!”

It wasn’t a book, though. It was a
magazine, the kind they sell down at the
village, and it was opened at a picture. The
feller that made it could draw real good.
Not so good as an artist I knowed once,
over in England. He went by the name of
Crookshank or Crookback or something like
that, unless I’'m mistook.

Anyway, this here that Yancey was look-
in’ at, was quite a picture. It showed a lot
of fellers, all exactly alike, coming out of a
big machine which I could tell right off
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wouldn't work. But all these fellers was as
like as peas in a pod. Then there was a
red critter with bugged-out eyes grabbing
a girl, I dunno why. It was sure purty.

“Wisht something like that could really
happen,” Yancey said.

“It ain't so hard,” I told him. “Only
that gadget’s all wrong. All you need is a
wash basin and some old scrap iron.”

(‘Hey?l’

“That thing there,” I said. “The jigger
that looks like it’s making one feller into a
hull lot of fellers. It ain’t built right.”

“I s’pose you could do it better?” he
snapped, sort of mad.

“We did, once,” I said. “I forget what
Paw had on his mind, but he owed a man
name of Cadmus a little favor. Cadmus
wanted a lot of fighting-men in a real hurry,
so Paw fixed it so’s Cadmus could split his-
self up into a passel of soldiers. Shucks.
I could do it myself.”

“What are you blabberin’ about ?”” Yancey
asked. “You ain’t lookin’ at the right thing.
This here red critter’s what I mean. See
what he’s a-gonna do? Gonna chaw that
there purty gal’'s haid off, looks like. See
the tusks on him? Heh, heh, heh. I wisht
I was a critter like that. I'd chaw up plenty
of people.”

“You wouldn’t chaw up your own kin,
though, I bet,” I said, seein’ a way to break
the news gentle.

“’Tain’t right to bet,” he told me. “Allus
pay your debts, fear no man, and don’t lay
no wagers. Gamblin’s a sin. I never made
no bets and I allus paid my debts.” He
stopped, scratched his whiskers, and sort
of sighed. “All except’'n one,” he added,
frowning. '

“What was that?”

“Oh, I owed a feller something. Only I
never could locate him afterwards. Must
be nigh on thutty years ago. Seems like I
got likkered up and got on a train. Guess
I robbed somebody, too, 'cause I had a roll
big enough to choke a hoss. Never tried
that, come to think of it. You keep hosses?”

“No, sir,” I said. “We was talking about
your kin.” ,

“Shet up,” old Yancey said. “Well, now,
I had myself quite a time.” He licked his
whiskers. ‘“Ever heard tell of a place called
New York? In some furrin’ country, I
guess. Can’t understand a word nobody
says. Anyway, that’s where I met up with
this feller, I often wisht I could find him









122

“You got something better,” Yancey said.
“Black, wicked magic, that’s what. I ain’t
sayin’ yea or nay ’'bout that. It’s your own
affair. But seein’ as how you kilt off them
wuthless young ’uns of mine, so’s I can’t
do like I was intendin’—why, then it looks
like you ought to be willing to help me in
some other way. 'Long as I kin locate that
feller and pay him what I owe him, I'm
satisfied. Now ain’t it the gospel truth that
you kin split me up into a passel of me-
critters?”’

“Why, I guess we kin do that, I s’pose,”
Maw said.

“An’ ain’t it gospel that you kin fix it
s0’s every dang one of them me-critters will
travel real fast and see everybody in the
hull entire world?”

“That’s easy,” I said.

“Ifn I kin git to do that,” Yancey said,
“it'd be easy for me to spot that feller and
give him what he’s got comin’ to him.” He
snuffled. “I allus been honest. I'm skeered
of dyin’ unless I pay all my debts fust.
Danged if'n I want to burn through all
e-ternity like you sinful Hogbens are
a-gonna.”

“Shucks,” Maw said, “I guess we kin
help out, neighbor, bein’ as how you feel so
het-up about it. Yes, sir, we'll do like you
want.”

Yancey brightened up considerable.

“Promise?”’ he asked. “Swear it, on your
word an’ honor?”

Maw looked kind of funny, but Yancey
pulled out his bandanna again, so she busted
down and made her solemn promise. Right
away Yancey cheered up.

“How long will the spell take?” he asked.

“There ain’t no spell,” I said. “Like I
told you, all I need is some scrap iron and
a wash basin. 'Twon’t take long.”

“T’ll be back real soon,” Yancey said, sort
of cackling, and run out, laffin’ his haid off.
Goin’ through the yard he kicked out at a
chicken, missed, and laffed some more.
Guess he was feelin’ purty good.

“You better go on and make that gadget
so’s it’ll be ready,” Maw told me. “Git

oin’.”

“Yes, Maw,” I said, but I sot there for
a second or two, studyin’. She picked up the
broomstick.

- “You know, Maw—"

“Well ?”

“Nothir’,” I said, and dodged the broom-
stick. I went on out, trying to git clear what
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was troublin’ me. Something was, only I
couldn’t tell what. I felt kind of unwillin’
to make that there gadget, which didn’t
make right good sense, since there didn’t
seem to be nothing really wrong.

WENT out behind the woodshed,
though, and got busy. Took me ’bout
ten minutes, but I didn’t hurry much. Then
I come back to the house with the gadget
and said I was done. Paw told me to shet up.
Well, I sot there and looked at the gim-
mick and still felt trouble on my mind. Had
to do with Yancey, somehow or other.
Finally T noticed he’d left his old magazine
behind, so I picked it up and started reading
the story right under that picture, trying
to make sense out of it. Durned if I could.
It was all about some crazy hillbillies who
could fly. Well, that ain’t no trick, but what
I couldn’t figger out was whether the feller
that writ it was trying to be funny or not.
Seems to me people are funny enough any-
how, without trying to make ’em funnier.

Besides, serious things ought to be treated
serious, and from what our perfesser feller
told me once, there’s an awful lot of people
what really believe in science and take it
tremendous serious. He allus got a holy
light in his eye when he talked about it. The
only good thing about that story, it didn’t
have no girls in it. Girls make me feel funny.

I didn’t seem to be gittin’ nowheres, so I
went down to the cellar and played with the
baby. He’s kind of big for his tank these
days. He was glad to see me. Winked all
four of his eyes at me, one after the other.
Real cute.

But all the time there was something about
that magazine that kept naggin’ at me. I
felt itchy inside, like when before they had
that big fire in London, some while ago.
Quite a spell of sickness they had then, too.

It reminded me of something Grandpaw
had told me once, that he’d got the same sort
of skitters just before Atlantis foundered.
Course, Grandpaw kin sort of look into the
future—which ain’t much good, really, on
account of it keeps changing around. I can’t
do that myself yet. I ain’t growed up enough.
But I had a kind of hunch that something
real bad was around, only it hadn't happened
quite yet.

I almost decided to wake up Grandpaw, I
felt so troubled. But around then I heard
trompin’ upstairs, so I clomb up to the
kitchen, and there was Yancey, swiggin’
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you met up with in New York, you was tell-
ing me about? I figgered you just owed him
some money.”’

“Never said no sech thing,” Yancey
snapped. “A debt’s a debt, be it money or
a bust in the haid. Ain’t nobody a-gonna
step on my corn and git away with it, thutty
years or no thutty years.”

“He stepped on your corn?” Paw asked.
“That’s all he done?”

“Yup. I was likkered up at the time, but
I recollect I went down some stairs to where
a lot of trains was rushing around under the
ground.”

“You was drunk,” Paw chimed in.

“I sure was,” Yancey said. “Couldn’t be
no sech thing—trains runnin’ underground!
But I sure as shootin’ wasn’t dreamin’ 'bout
the feller what stepped on my corn. Why, I
kin still feel it. I got mad. It was so crowded
I couldn’t even move for a mite, and I never
even got a good look at the feller what
stepped on me.

“By the time I hit out with my stick, he
must of got away. Never knew what he
looked like. Might have been a female, but
that don’t signify. I just ain’t a-gonna die till
I pay my debts and git even with everybody
what ever done me dirt. I allus got even
with every dang soul what done me wrong,
and most everybody I ever met did.”

ILED up a hull lot was Yancey Tar-
bell. He went right on from there:

“So I figgered, since I never found out
just who this feller was what stepped on my
corn, I better make downright sure and take
a lick at everybody, man, woman, and child.”

“Now you hold your hosses,” I said.
“Ain’t no children could have been alive
thutty years ago, an’ you know it.”

“Makes no difference,” Yancey snapped.
“I was a-thinkin’, and I got an awful idea.
Suppose that feller went and died? Thutty
years is a long time. But then I figgered,
even if he did up and die, chances are he
got married and had kids fust. If'n I can’t
git even with him, I kin git even with his
chillun. The sins of the father—that’s Scrip-
ture. If'n I hit everybody in the world, I
can’t go fur wrong.”

“You ain’t hitting no Hogbens,” Maw
said. ‘“None of us been in New York since
afore you was born. I mean, we ain’t never
been there. So you kin just leave us out
of it. How’d you like to git a million dol-
lars instead? Or maybe you want to git
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young again or something like that? We kin
fix that for you instead, if you'll give up this
here wicked idea.”

“TI ain’t a-gonna,” Yancey said, stubborn
“You give your gospel word to help me.’

“Well, we ain’t bound to keep a promise
like that ” Maw said, but then Grandpaw
chimed in from the attic.

“The Hogben word is sacred,” he told us.
“It’s our bond. We must keep our promise
to this booby. But, having kept it, we are
not bound farther.”

“Oh?” T said, sort of gittin’ a thought.
“That bein’ the case—Mister Yancey, just
what did we promise, exact?”

He waved the monkey wrench at me.

“I'm a-gonna git split up into as many
people as they are people in the world, and
I'm a-gonna be standing right beside all of
em. You give your word to help me do that.
Don'’t you try to wiggle out of it.”

“I ain’t wigglin’,” I said. “Only we bet-
ter git it clear, so’s you'll be satisfied and
won’t have no kick comin’. One thing,
though. You got to be the same size as
everybody you visit.”

l‘He ?’)

“I km fix it easy. When you step on thxs
here gadget, there’ll be two billion, one hun-
nerd fifty million, nine hunnerd ‘and fifty-
nine thousand, nine hunnerd and twenty
Yanceys all over the world. S’posin’, now,
one of these here Yanceys finds himself
standing next to a big feller seven feet tall?
That wouldn’t be so good, would it?”

“I want to be eight feet high,” Yancey
said.

“No, sir. The Yancey who goes to visit
a feller that high is a-gonna be just that
high hisself, exactly. And the one who visits
a baby only two feet high is a-gonna be only
two feet high hisself. What’s fair’s fair. You
agree to that, or it’s all off. Only other
thing, you’ll be just exactly as strong as the
feller you're up agin.”

I guess he seen I was firm. He hefted the
monkey wrench,

“How’ll I git back?”” he asked.

‘“We’ll take care of that,” I said. “T’ll give
you five seconds. That’s long enough to
swing a monkey wrench, ain’t it?”

“It ain’t very long.”

“If'n you stay longer, somebody might hit
back.”

“So they might,” he said, turnin’ pale
under the dirt. “Five seconds is plenty.”

‘““Then if’'n we do just that, you'll be satis-
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fied? You won’t have no kick comin’?”

He swung the monkey wrench and laffed.

“Suits me fine and dandy,” he said. “I'll
bust their haids good. Heh, heh. heh.”

“Then you step right on here,” I said,
showin’ him. “Wait a mite, though. I bet-
ter try it fust, to make sure it works right.”

I picked up a stick of firewood from the
box by the stone and winked at Yancey.
“You git set,” I said. “The minute I git
back, you step right on here.”

Maw started to say something, but all of
a sudden Grandpaw started laffin’ in the
attic. I guess he was lookin’ into the future
again.

I stepped on the gadget, and it worked
slick as anything. Afore I could blink, I was
split up into two billion, one hunnerd and
fifty million, nine hunnerd and fifty-nine
thousand, nine hunnerd and nineteen Saunk
Hogbens.

There was one short, o’ course, on account
of I left out Yancey, and o’ course the Hog-
bens ain’t listed in no census. But here I
was, standin’ right in front of everybody in
the hull entire world except the Hogben
fam’ly and Yancey hisself. It was plumb on-
reasonable. '

EVER did I know there was so many
faces in this world! They was all
colors, some with whiskers, some without,
some with clothes on, same naked as needles,
some awful big and some real short, and half
of them was in daylight and half was in the
night time. I got downright dizzy.

For just a flash, I thought I could make
out some of the people I knowed down in
Piperville, including the sheriff, but he got
mixed up with a lady in a string of beads
who was chasing a kangaroo-critter, and she
turned into a man dressed up fit to kill who
was speechifyin’ in a big room somewheres.

My, I was dizzy.

I got a-hold of myself and it was about
time, too, for just about then near everybody
in the hull world noticed me. Course, it
must have looked like I'd popped out of thin
air, right in front of them, real sudden, and
—well, you ever had near two billion, a hun-
nerd and fifty million, nine hunnerd and
fifty-nine thousand, nine hunnerd and nine-
teen people looking you right square in the
eye? It's just awful. I forgot what I'd been
intending. Only I sort of heard Grandpaw’s
voice telling me to hurry up.

So I pushed that stick of firewood I was
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holding, only now it was two billion, a hun-
nerd and fifty million, nine hunnerd and
fifty-nine thousand, nine hunnerd and nine-
teen sticks, into just about the same number
of hands and let go. Some of the people let
go too, but most of 'em held on to it. Then
I tried to remember the speech I was a-gonna
make, telling 'em to git in the fust lick at
Yancey afore he could swing that monkey
wrench.

But I was too confounded. It was funny..
Having all them people looking right at me
made me so downright shy, I couldn’t even -
open my mouth. What made it worse was
that Grandpaw yelled I had only one second
left, so there wasn’t even time to make a
speech. In just one second, I was a-gonna
flash back to our kitchen, and then old Yan-.
cey was all ready to jump in the gadget and
swing that monkey wrench. And I hadn't
warned nobody. All I'd done was give every-
body a little old stick of firewood.

My, how they stared! I felt plumb naked.
Their eyes bugged right out. And just as I
started to thin out around the edges like a
biscuit, I—well, I don’t know what come
over me. I guess it was feeling so oncom-
mon shy. Maybe I shouldn’t of done it,
but—

I done it!

Then I was back in the kitchen. Grand-
paw was laffin’ fit to kill in the attic. The
old gentleman’s got a funny kind of sense of
humor, I guess. I didn’t have no time for
him then, though, for Yancey jumped past
me and into the gadget. And he disappeared
into thin air, the way I had. Split up, like I'd
been, into as many people as there was in the
world, and standing right in front of 'em.

Maw and Paw and Uncle Les was looking
at me real hard. I sort of shuffled.

“I fixed it,” I said. “Seems like a man
who'’s mean enough to hit little babies over
the haid deserves what he’s”—1I stopped and
looked at the gadget “—what he’s been and
got,” I finished. on account of Yancey had
tumbled out of thin air, and a more whupped-
up old rattlesnake I never seen. My!

Well, I guess purty near everybody in the
hull world had took a whang at Mister Yan-
cey. He never even had a chance to swing
that monkey wrench. The hull world had got
in the fust lick.

Yes, siree. Mister Yancey looked plumb
ruined.

But he could still yell. You could of
heard him a mile off. He kept screamin’ that
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bother to read the express tag on it, or he
would have seen that it was addressed to
Professor Aldous Muntz at this street and
number. He wouldn’t have thought of “The
Mathematics of Multiple Time-Tracks” at
that, though. He knew nothing of abstruse
speculations on the nature of space and time
and reality. But the landlady turned on a
drop-light and he poked at the paper wrap-
ping inside the crate,

There were many wires. There were two
or three radio tubes. There were trans-
former coils, and there was a row of dials
marked, Milliamperes, Kilovolts, and so on.

He pulled away the crating boards. He
saw that it was not a factory-made contriv-
ance. It was not enclosed in a mass-produc-
tion case. All the works v ere in plain view,
though some were swathed in protective cov-
erings. To Mr. Grebb it looked vaguely like
a home-made radio. He was disappointed.

The doorbell rang upstairs. The landlady
said: “I’d better answer the bell. You just
look it over, Mr. Grebb.”

HE went up. Mr. Grebb shook his head

sadly. Tt was not something that could

be sold at a standard hot-goods price, with a

profit for himself. But he saw an extension

cord with a bavonet plug at the end. He

pulled it out and plugged it into the outlet of
the dangling cellar light.

Nothing happened. There was a row of
switches. He poked one or two, experiment-
ally. Still nothing happened. He did not
hear music or even an enthusiastic voice tell-
ing of the marvelous new product, Reeko. a
refined deodorant and double your money
back if your best friends can smell you. The
machine remained inert and useless. He did
not notice that a tiny dial went over to “20”
on the milliampere scale and to “19.6” on
the kilovolt dial.

He turned and lumbered upstairs, dis-
gusted. Not a chance for a sudden buck.
Which was just his kind of luck, he thought.
Like having Joe Hallix for a boss.

“I ain’t got time to look it over good,” he
told his landlady. “I'll see about it later.”

He put on his hat and windbreaker and
went out the front door. He saw the morn-
ing paper on the porch. He picked it up
and stuffed it in his pocket. It belonged to
his landlady. but she had not seen him take
it. It would be convenient to read on the
bus. He had to run to get to the corner on
time. He thought of Hallix who would
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raise the devil if he were late to work. He
breathed heavily in his indignation at the
existence of people like Joe Hallix who would
get him fired if he had half a chance. Pres-
ently he got out the newspaper.

He read, quite unsuspicious. The news-
paper, had he known it, was unique. It was
quite the most remarkable newspaper on
the whole world. It was the direct result of
a milliammeter reading of twenty and a
kilovolt reading of nineteen-point-six on the
device down in the cellar of his landlady’s
home.

This newspaper said that ‘“Undertaker
Joe” had beaten “Goatface Jim’ at the
wrestling matches last night. It said that
the Rangers had won, 6-3, in last night’s
night game. It said that Carribee had
romped home first in the fourth race, paying
seven for two. Mr. Grebb was pained. He
stuffed the paper in the crack of the seat
beside him. He fell into hitter meditation on
the undesirable characteristics of Joe Hallix.

In time, he got off the bus, the bus-con-
ductor gathered up the paper with other
trash and heaved it into the trash box at the
end of the line, and it was lost forever.
Which was regrettable, because all other
copies of the morning paper said that Goat-
face Jim had won over Undertaker Joe,
that the Pilots beat the Rangers 5-3, and
that Mooncalf won in the fourth race, pay-
ing three for two. The foreign news was
different, too, the political news was subtly
unlike, and the financial news was peculiar.
But Mr. Grebb did not notice.

That day he drove his truck, and got into
three arguments with customers, two with
Joe Hallix, and almost had a fight with a
friend who insisted that Goatface Jim had
won the wrestling match. Mr. Grebb was
furious when his friend’s newspaper checked.
It was apparently the same edition of the
same paper he’d read, but it didn’t say the
same things. He considered that it had
betrayed him.

Actually, the paper was the result of Pro-
fessor Muntz’ apparatus for experiment in
multiple time-tracks. But Mr. Grebb had
never heard of Professor Muntz except as a
lodger who’d dodged a truck and jumped in
front of a bus. He certainly had never heard
of multiple time-tracks and surely could not
have imagined experiments in that field.

But very many eminent scientists would
have given much to read that newspaper,
and the contrivance in the cellar could have
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been sold to any of half a dozen research
institutions for tens of thousands of dollars.
But Mr. Grebb didn't even guess at such a
thing, and he went to bed that night in a very
gloomy mood.

Next morning the alarm clock jerked him
awake and he went downstairs filled with
bitterness at the fate which made him get up
and gave him Joe Hallix as a boss. His
landlady dared 1ot address him even after he
was fed.

He stamped dourly out the front door.
There was the morning paper. He stooped
to pick it up. As he bent over, there was
the thump of a rolled-up paper landing. Then
there were two papers on the porch. Mr.
Grebb jumped, and turned scowling to
glare at the paper-boy who apparently had
almost hit him. But there was no paper-boy
in sight. The paper seemed to have ma-
terialized out of empty air. Mr. Grebb
growled anathemas at fool boys who hid.
and went to his bus.

TODAY’S paper did not deceive him.
Today, his oracular comments on sport-
ing events went unchallenged. But he had a
furious argument with Joe Hallix. The de-
livery boss was riding him. Mr. Grebb
fumed and muttered all day. When he got
home, his landlady said uneasily:

“Mr. Grebb, did you see the paper?”

He growled inarticulately.

“There’s a piece in it about Mr. Muntz,”
said the landlady. “You know, the lodger
who had your room and was hit by a bus?
They call him Professor Muntz and say he
lives here! But the policemen told me that he
died in the hospital. I don’t know what to
think !’

Mr. Grebb remembered vaguely a news-
paper which had told kim lies. Yesterday’s
paper. It had appeared out of thin air and it
did not tell the truth. Today, the paper that
appeared from nowhere had been left behind.
But he had no theory. He merely growled:

“Don’t believe them newspapers. They
print a lot of hooey!”

From his experience of the day before, the
remark was justified. But he did not think
of the machine in the cellar. Which was a
pity, because Mr. Grebl and his landlady too
would have been clasped to the bosom of any-
body who understood “The Mathematics of
Multiple Time-Tracks” and found out about
that machine or the newspapers either.

The theory of multiple time-tracks is, in
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effect, that since there are a great number of
really possible futures, that there are a great
number of possibly :eal presents. If a dozen
futures are equally possible, they are equally
real, and there is no reason to assume that
all of them but one cease to have any validity
merely because we experience that one as the
present.

The theory says that there is no evidence
that the present moment of our experience is
the only present moment that exists. That
reality may be multiple, and that if you toss a
coin for a decision, resolving that if it comes
heads you will propose to Mabel and to
Helen if it comes tails, there exist two futures
in which each event can happeén, and possibly
after the tossing there exist two present
moments in which each event does.

And thus it followed that if Professor
Muntz jumped out of the way of a truck,
immediately before him there was one future
in which he was hit by a bus, and another in
which he was not. So that a person who
understood Professor Muntz’ work, and
knew about the machine down in the cellar,
would immediately have concluded that the
newspaper came from a time-track in which
Professor Muntz’ attempt to dodge the truck
had been wholly successful.

But Mr. Grebb did not even speculate
about such things. Instead, at supper he
described at length and bitterly just what
part of a horse’s anatomy most resembled
Joe Hallix. He explained in great detail just

_how Joe Hallix had gotten all the delivery

slips mixed up so that he, Mr. Grebb, had
almost been charged with the loss of four
kegs of beer. And afterward he went out to
a tavern and had hali a dozen beers and
grew more embittered as he thought upon his
wrongs.

Next morning was cloudy when he went
out the front door. There was one paper on
the porch. There was a large wet space in
the small front yard, and part of the porch
was soaking wet. Mr. Grebb picked up the
paper, dourly wondering who the devil had
been using a hose when it looked like rain
anyhow. Then there was a plopping sound,
and a second paper appeared out of nowhere
and smacked close by Mr. Grebb. He looked
indignantly for the boy. He was invisible.
There was no boy. The newspaper had come
from nowhere.

Mr. Grebb picked it up, too, and went
belligerently out to the street to find the
paper boy and tell him to stop playing tricks.






THE LIFE-WORK OF PROFESSOR MUNTZ

rain-showers in a space no more than twenty
feet across. Sometimes the rain fell there
when it wasn't raining anywhere else. It was
exactly as if that small twenty-foot circle
.were somewhere connected with another
weather process—or a time-track—so that
it received rain quite independently of the
ground about it.

Naturally, nobody noticed it. It was night
and everything was rain-wet to begin with,
and nobody would have understood, anyhow.
A COUPLE of hundred miles away,

however, there were people who would
have understood it, if they’d known. There
had been much learned discussion of “The
Mathematics of Multiple Time-Tracks,” and
as Mr. Grebb bellowed his fury in a tavern
around the corner from his boarding house,

an eminent mathematician was making an
address to a scientific society.

“Professor Muntz has disappeared,” he
announced regretfully, “and his disappear-
ance is clearly the result of his excessive
shyness. However, the references to experi-
mental evidence in his work have borne fruit.
He speaks of interdimensional stresses lead-
ing to a tendency of disparate time-streams
to coalesce. Then he observes that experi-
mental evidence throws some of his equations
into question. A careful study of his equa-
tions his disclosed a trivial error in assump-
tion which when corrected modifies his
equations into accord with the experimental
results he mentions.

“There can be no doubt that he has
achieved experimental proof of the reality of
time-streams, of whole systems of reality,
which are parallel to but separate from the
reality we know. And what does that mean?
It means that if we miss a train in this
reality, somewhere there is a cosmos in which
we catch it. A thief who has been undetected
in the universe we know, has somewhere
made some slip which has led to his dis-
covery.”

The learned scientist went on and on with
his speech, two hundred miles from where
Mr. Grebb bellowed to his tavern com-
panions of the iniquity of Joe Hallix.

Next morning, Mr. Grebb was bleary-eyed
and morose. He almost lacked appetite. He
ate only twelve pancakes and almost forced
himself to mop up the plate. He was uneasy.
If sixty or seventy kegs of beer were missing,
due to his fine scorn of bookkeeping details,
he was in a bad fix. If that bookkeeper guy
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hunted back for six months or so and found
even more missing—well, that would make
it right serious. Mr. Grebb was ready to
weep with vexation and terror of jail,

But he went out of the front door. Keep-
ing gallantly to established custom even in
this time of stress, he stooped for the news-
paper his landlady paid for and sadly com-
plained she never received. As he bent over,
there was a loud slapping noise. A rolled-up
newspaper hit him a resounding whack in the
seat of the pants.

He roared, grabbed it, and plunged for
the street to avenge the indignity. But there
was no paper-boy anywhere about. The
paper had materialized in mid-air above a
twenty-foot circle which yesterday had
received rain independently of neighboring
territory.

Mr. Grebb was formidable as he marched
at last toward his bus. He was large and
coarse and infuriated. He rode on the bus,
scowling. A fat woman stood beside his
seat. She glared at him because he did not
offer his place to a fat lady. He unfolded a
newspaper to intercept the glare. A minor
headline caught his eye:

AJAX BREWERY VICTIMIZED.

Underneath was a news-item. More than
four hundred kegs of beer had cleverly been
diverted from the regular channels of trade
during the past six months. Unscrupulous
customers had bought them at cut rates
from a dishonest employee.

Irregularities had been suspected, and on
the previous day a bookkeeper, checking up,
had quite accidentally looked in a drawer
containing office-supplies in the delivery
director’s desk. He found there, casually
hidden, forged delivery slips used to cover
past diversions, and other delivery slips
made ready for use in future thefts, Con-
fronted with the evidence, Joe Hallix had
confessed to a six-months’ career in the
racket and had been placed under arrest.

Mr. Grebb stared blankly. The item was
infinitely plausible, but it simply was not
true. That had not happened yesterday.
When he left the brewery the bookkeeper
was still frankly suspicious of him.

Then, suddenly, Mr. Grebb’s mouth
dropped open. His mental processes were
never clear, so he did not reason. But the
newspaper story was exactly what he would
like to believe, and therefore he was con-
vinced instantly that this was exactly what
Joe Hallix had been doing.
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E BECAME filled with a bellicose
triumph. The newspaper slipped from
his hands and fell to the floor of the bus, to
be trampled on and soiled and so ultimately
to go unglanced-at into a trash box. But Mr.
Grebb steamed. So that was what Joe Hallix
was doing! And he was blaming the missing
beer on an innocent truck-driver of utter
integrity—on Mr. Grebb himself!

He stalked into the warehouse with
magnificent dignity, to find himself con-
fronted by Joe Hallix, by the hookkeeper, and
by two other men of ominous aspect.

“Look here, Grebb!” said the bookkeeper
sternly. “I worked all night on this thing!
There's four hundred kegs of beer missing in
the past six months! Every record is
straight but yours? Your delivery slips are
a mess! What've you been putting over?”

Mr. Grebb breathed heavily.

“Me,” said Mr. Grebb dramatically, “I
been thinkin’! Thinkin’ about why my
records always get jammed up an’ why Joe
Hallix always keeps pickin’ on me an’ ripen-
in’ me up for a fall guy for him! Any of the
other drivers will tell you I'm a right guy,
an’ any one of 'em will tell you he’s a crook!”

The bookkeeper interrupted impatiently,
but Mr. Grebb bellowed him down.

“Look in his desk!” he roared in righteous
wrath. “Look where he keeps his blank
forms! You'll find the whole works right
there! Right in this here drawer!”

He thumped with a hairy ham of a hand,
breathing in snorts of indignation.

Joe Hallix tried to laugh scornfully. But it
wasn’t good. That Mr. Grebb, of all humans,
should have hit so instantly and with such
uncanny accuracy upon the hiding-place of
papers he had to have handy for the working
of his racket, and which nobody in the world
should ever have thought of looking for, was
simply beyond belief. It was too sudden and
too startling and too starkly impossible.

Joe Hallix tried to laugh it off, but sweat-
t;zoured out on his forehead. When the book-

eeper, after one look at his graying face,
stooped to pull out the drawer, Joe Hallix got
panicky. And the two ominous gentlemen
turned their attention to him. . . .

Mr. Grebb returned to his boarding house
in a mood of triumphant indignation. He
was as near to perfect happiness as he would
ever get. Joe Hallix was unmasked and
headed for jail, and he, Mr. Grebb, was
proven innocent as a babe unborn. More-
over, that half-keg of beer he had managed
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to get away with, two months before, would
never be charged against him.

He was magnificent in his sensations of
vindicated purity. He told his landlady about
it at supper. But he did not mention the
newspaper. He did not understand that, and
therefore he ignored it. She listened
admiringly.

“I always knew you were smart, Mr.
Grebb,” she said with conviction. ‘“That’s
why I asked you about that machine down
in the basement. Did you ever get time to
look at it again, Mr. Grebb?”

“It’s no good,” said Mr. Grebb largely.
“It’s just some stuff put together crazy. It
don’t work.”

“Too bad,” said the landlady. “And I've
let it clutter up my cellar all this time.”

“I'll get it out for you,” said Mr. Grebb,
generously. “Give it a couple kicks to get it
in two pieces so I can handle it easy, an’ I'll
pile it out on the sidewalk for the garbage
man to haul away.”

Which, out of the kindness of his heart, he
did. It is still a mystery in high scientific
circles just what Professor Muntz did with
himself, and what sort of experimental
apparatus he had to back his work in “The
Mathematics of Multiple Time-Tracks.”
Some eminent scientists still hope he will
turn up eventually, in spite of his passionate
shyness. It is not likely, because he jumped
out of the way of a truck and landed in front
of a bus. In this time-track, at any rate.
Perhaps in another, different conditions pre-
vail. But life and the theory of multiple time-
tracks are full of paradoxes.

In this time-track the paradox was that
nobody would ordinarily think of Mr. Grebb
and Professor Muntz in the same breath, so
to speak, yet their careers most curiously
impinged upon each other. Mr. Grebb was
driving the truck that Professor Muntz
dodged when he jumped in front of the bus,
and Mr. Grebb moved into the lodging
Professor Muntz vacated, and Mr. Grebb
kicked to pieces the device which was the
Professor’s life-work, and set the fragments
out on the sidewalk for the garbage-man.

But Professor Muntz had his effect on
Mr. Grebb, too. It was his device that
brought those newspapers from another
time-track and enabled Mr, Grebb to unmask
the fine villainy of Joe Hallix. It is due to
Professor Muntz’ life-work in fact—it is its
fine fruit—that Mr. Grebb still drives a
truck for the Ajax Brewing Company.,
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rocket’s pilot. “There’s not another planet in
this whole system that’s livable except at
terrific expense, and just no damn reason to
spend the money. There’s not even any
mlhtary reason—a base on the moon is noth-
ing but an expensive assemblage of strate-
gical disadvantages.”

“Hear, hear,” said the pilot, who was a
major. “We've got a base, all the same.
Even a citizenry, if one civilian counts.”

“Just because the Army is grabby. They
love to own land. Even if it isn’t any good.
What are they doing, I ask you? Just trying
to figure out ways to get to Mars, where they
can acquire more useless property at terrific
expense. Is there anything valuable out here,
I ask you? No. There’s nothing in the solar
system valuable enough to pay the expenses
of getting to it. Nothing.”

“You have no 1magmatlon, Dr. Kagen.”

“People keep saying that to me,” Pete
complained. “Just because I try to save the
taxp’)?yers’ money. Look where it’s gotten
me.

E REGARDED
crater-pitted landscape with more than
a little disfavor.

“Anyhow,” he said, “The Congress of the
United States wants to know what there is
up here that’s costing so much money. And
it had better be good.”

“We're losing ships,” the pilot said.

“I know that. But you're losing all of
them, and that wasn’t counted on; the figures
on your probable losses were estimated at
several million bucks less than the present
output. The Congress of the United States
thinks maybe some Colonel has his hand
jammed in the till, and if the Congress is
right, you can whistle for your next ap-
propriation.”

The pilot shrugged. “You can't get to
Mars on your hands and knees,” he said.
“There are plenty of risks. Some of them
have to be unexpected ones.”

“Some of them,” Pete said.

Probably the pilot had been a little ruffled
by the dim view Pete had taken of the
Army’s motives, the romance of space, and
the possibility of a new appropriation. His
landing was rough even by lunar standards—
which did nothing to raise Pete’s estimate of
the amount of romance to be found per cubic
mile of space.

Nevertheless, he could find nothing seri-
ously amiss at the base, except for the one,

the approaching,
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unhappy fact that the big ships never came
back. There were minor irregularities here
and there—the Post Exchange, for instance,
was profiting sinfully on the sale of soap—
but Pete seldom reported such things, con-
sidering that a man who is marooned has a
right to exercise a little free enterprise now
and then.

What interested him most was that his
tour of the base did not turn up one single
clue which might show why the big ships
never came back. The Army was as puzzled
by the systematic losses as he was. There was
no scandal here; no bookkeeping tricks hid
paper flights where no ship had flown; the
ships had been lost—and thirty men with
them on every flight.

Pete’s permanent frown was graven even
deeper when he came out of the base com-
mandant’s office. The Colonel—evidently no
Generals were yet willing to risk their necks
at Project Moonstruck—followed him to the
big window of the tower.

“Damn funny,” Pete muttered. He looked
out over the camp to the distant crater wall.
It ringed the base, but from here it looked
like the discarded underjaw of a dinosaur.
One of the sharper teeth seemed to he having
some dental work done; Pete pointed to the
crazy zigzagging bridgework that crowned it.

“What'’s that, Colonel ?”

“That’s Richardson Observatory—or rath-
er, their solar observatory. They're still
building it. The big telescope is out yonder
a ways, plunk in the middle of the Mare
Serenitatis.”

“I see,” Pete said.
ture; no shielding.”

“Why would they need shielding?” the
Colonel said, smiling. “It hasn’t rained since
I've been here.”

“I'm not a boob,” Pete said sharply. “I
was thinking of meteorites.”

The Colonel pointed aloft at the eerie green
globe of Earth. “That’s a mighty big broom,”
he said. “Broom and dustbin all in one. Any
meteor that’s big enough and fast enough to
make it to the Moon would blot out the whole
camp. All that buckshot that zips around
the atmosphere as you come out never gets
here.”

“Earth diverts all the small stuff, eh?”

“Right.” said the Colonel. “Funny thing:
most of the meteors we see here are traveling
horizontally to our surface. Curving toward
the Earth, you see. Every so often one hits,
but the chances really aren’t much greater

“Odd-looking struc-
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sure he'd find nothing amiss. He tabulated
the odd accident in the bottomless filing-case
of his memory. Little incidents of this kind,
he had found long ago, had a way of turning
into valuable clues once they were under-
stood completely.

Anyhow, there was rothing at the nascent
solar observatory that could make million-
dollar ships blow up in mid-space; and as
Col. Beach had said, everybody on the pro-
ject had been passed after a very thorough
investigation. That left the observatory pro-
per, where there were more men and hence
a slightly better chance for infiltration by
saboteurs. That is, the chances were better
mathematically ; actually, Pete was certain,
everybody on that project was as loyal as
could be managed without actual possession
of red, white and blue blood corpuscles.

AGEN momentarily forgot about his

helmet and tried to scratch a violent
itch on the tip of his nose. He was un-
successful.

“By the way,” he said, shrugging re-
signedly. “While I was going tail over tea-
cup toward nowhere, I saw a light down
on the plain. That couldn’t be the ob-
servatory, not this close to the crater and
with only one light going. What is it?"’ He
peered cautiously down the mountainside,
then pointed. “There; over that way.”

“Oh, he’s an old story,” Dr. Latham said.
“That’s Dr. Brighton, our homesteader.”

“Your what?”

“Homesteader. He lives there. He has
some sort of incurable disease, I understand,
but he’s an interesting fellow.”

“How is he interesting?”’ Pete said sus-
piciously. “I didn’t know that any of the
moon had been declared public land. Doesn't
the Army object to having a civilian this
close to its stamping grounds?”

“No, indeed,” Latham said. “They’re
understaffed at the hospital, you know, and
Brighton frequently helps them out. Quite a
sense of humor; he’s put a weathercock on
his house. Why don’t you go and visit him?
I'm sure he'd welcome the company.”

“I wonder,” Pete said. He made sure he
hadn't lost his automatic and started with
determination down the outside of the crater.

Pete’s suit radio said, “This is Dr. Bright-
on. Are you coming to see me?”

“You bet,” Pete said. Brighton’s “house”
was still about a mile distant, but the absence
of air and the smoothness of the ground all
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the way to the horizon made it stand out
clearly against the blackness. There was an
inexplicable triangle of some dark substance
on the tumbled pumice before it.

“Very good,” the doctor’s voice said.
“One warning, though, don’t trample on my
crops. They’re dangerous.”

“Crops?”’

“You can see the darl fan from where you
are, I think,” Brighton said. “That’s my
loam, and I grow things in it, as the law
requires. Most of them are dangerous, so
you'd best not step on it; go around the
fan.”

“Okay,” Pete said.

As he got closer, he could see the weather-
cock Latham had mentioned. It was canted
at a crazy angle, as if an impossible hurricane
had bent its supporting rod. Somehow it
didn’t seem like a very good joke to Pete, but
then he couldn’t summon the necessary de-
tachment of attitude toward anything lunar.

The dark fan really was loam. If there
was anything growing in it, it must have been
destined for the breakfast table of the In-
visible Man. Pete, however, skirted the fan-
shaped plot dutifully, noting with interest
that the small end of the fan stopped just
short of Dr. Brighton’s airlock. The house
was domed and featureless except for the
weathercock, and the overlapping plates of
a solar radiator near the ground at the back.
Pete stationed himself in the clear area just
in front of the airlock, and with a disgusted
expression rapped the antique brass knocker.
He hated whimsical people.

“Better stand back when the port opens,”
the doctor’s voice said. “I use the lock for
a dust-bin.”

The port lifted from the bottom. There
was a whoosh and a cloud of what seemed te
be pocket-flug flew out with the blast of air.
The fan-shaped “loam” was explained.

“Periodically I dispose of waste on the
field,” Brighton said cheerily. “It makes an
excellent soil. Come in, Dr. Kagen.”

The moment the inner port opened, Pete’s
fish-bowl was completely covered with dew.
He took it off, and scratched his nose briskly.
The humidity in here wes terrific.

Brighton was a short, stocky man, red-
haired, with a paper-white face which bore
no expression whatsoever. He held out a
hand.

“Glad to see you. We get few visitors.
When the Colonel told me you were flying in,
I rather hoped you’d come and see me.”



THE HOMESTEADER

-“You could have been pretty sure I
would,” Pete said, struggling out of his suit.
“In my business nobody gets any privacy.
Latham described you as a homesteader.
What gives? Don’t tell me you live here by
preference, because already I don’t believe
it.” He sat down in a small and uncomforta-
ble chair and eyed Brighton belligerently.

Brighton chuckled. The effect of the sound,
coming as it did from a face which did not
seem to move a muscle, was eerie. “But I
do,” he said. “I find it much more con-
genial than the Earth. You see, I suffer from
congenital  myasthenia  gravis—muscular
weakness. Earth for me is a very difficult en-
vironment. But on the moon, gravity is
weaker, and I can move about just as well as
a normal person could on Earth.”

“I see,” Pete said thoughtfully. “But it
must have taken you « mint of money to put
this place up.”

“It did, but I had the money; made it
quite honestly in industrial research.” Bright-
on sat down on a small cot opposite Pete,
and linked his hands in an odd gesture.
“What really made the trouble was the
Homestead Act itself. You're familiar with
it?”

“Me? Hell, no.
shooter.”.

I'm just a trouble-

OR the first time, Brighton’s lips thin-

ned in something resembling a smile,
though it did not reach his eyes. ‘It was
written in 1862, he said. ‘“Needless to say,
the legislators did not have lunar conditions
in mind when they wrote it. First of all I
had to present an affidavit that I had per-
sonally examined the 160 acres I wanted. I
did that through the Hale telescope, and
finally got Washington to admit that under
the circumstances this constituted ‘examina-
tion’ within the meaning of the Law.

“Then I hit the Taylor Grazing Act, which
specifies that the land has to be proved more
suitable for agriculture than for any other
purpose before a homesteading application
can be approved. That stumped me until I
thought of claiming that the land wasn’t good
for anything except the kind of agriculture I
proposed to practice on it. You see, I already
knew that a homesteader is required to cul-
tivate, and had already taken steps to meet
that requirement.”

“Whoa a minute,” Pete said. “All this is
fascinating in a horrible sort of a way, but
what I want to know is how you maintain
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yourself. Isn’t it fantastically expensive to
have supplies shipped up here? Whatever it
is you're growing in that bare patch eutside,
it can’t be enough to supply you with oxygen,
food, and power.”

“Power is not worrisome,”” Brighton said.
“I get it from the sun during the day; I
have a conventional re-circulating solar en-
gine, and the recirculation keeps the house
at exactly the proper temperature, day or
night. I get more power than I need that
way, and have to radiate some of it—you
saw the radiator.”

“Yes. And food, and so on?”

“I run the house like a balanced aquarium,
You know the principle? Here, let’s have a
look around.” He got up anc opened a door
at the back.

The door led toward the outside of the
house, into a room which seemed to be a
combined laboratory and workroom. “This
completely encircles my living quarters,”
Brighton said. ‘““And outside of it, there is
another circle, the outermost room—" he
opened another door—‘“where I have the
hydroponic tanks. In them I grow vegetables,
most of them protein-high ones such as
beans; I eat the fruits and the plants them-
selves keep the air pure. Organic wastes, of
course, are used as fertilizer.”

“It still seems pretty uncomfortable to
me. I don’t envy you, Dr. Brighton, but I
guess I admire your guts.”

“Thank you.”

Pete went back into the workroom and
went slowly through it, all the way around
the house. ‘“You haven’t told me what you
grow,” he said.

“Anerobic bacteria.”

“Ah,” Pete said. “Of course. Organic
wastes—the perfect culture medium; and the
sunlight for an incubator; and no need to
worry about oxygen or the cold nights. In-
genious.”

“Thank you,” Dr. Brighton said. “It is
really quite a profitable crop. Many of these
little plants can be used in various fermenta-
tions, enabling me to sell alcohols, acetones
and other chemicals to the Army, and even to
make a sort of beer for myself and guests;
would you care for some?”

“Never drink on the job,” Pete said. “I
suppose that you make serums and vaccines,
too, for the hospital.”

“Exactly.”

Pete got back to his starting point,
scratched his head, and drew his automatic.
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THE READER SPEAKS

(Continued from page 7)

human progress can be achieved. Once
again we repeat that humanity has Utopia
well within its grasp—if the species has but
the basic decency to seize it!

OUR NEXT ISSUE

R/ URRAY LEINSTER steps into the

lead spot of the August issue with
a singularly pulse-stirring long novelet
entitled FURY FROM LILLIPUT. It is,
as nearly as we can recall, the first time
Mr. Leinster has tackled what is, to many
lovers of science fiction, the most fascinating
of all imaginative concepts—namely, the idea
of sudden variation in size.

It begins when Larry Hart’s motor cruiser,
the Bazooka III, strikes a snag off a small
island, shipwrecking him. He makes shore
safely, finds there a recently-abandoned
bungalow which is in itself a mystery, and a
frightening number of hungry cats.

Exploring the bungalow, he steps in front
of what looks like a radio-television set and
—well, when he picks himself up and be-
comes orientated in the suddenly strange
world that surrounds him he finds himself
six inches rather than six feet tall.

The nuisance .of the hungry cats has be-
come a deadly peril—the equivalent of a
herd of hungry tyrannosauri—and he must
even beware of mice and insects if he wishes
to survive. His only clue to what might have
happened is the name of “Professor Emily
Drake”, which he found upon a photograph
just before disaster struck. Dr. Drake is one
of the ablest and best-known scientists of the
earth.

But neither she nor anyone else is in evi-
dence—though little by little Hart is able to
deduce that he is not the- first person to suf-
fer such sudden shrinkage. His predecessors
have either succumbed to the predatory life
around them or in some way made their es-
cape—which is what Hart decides to do.

From then on he is plunged into a drama
whose pseudo-scientific elements are as sur-
prising and suspenseful as its emotional and
dramatic factors. He is able to reach another
island in a tiny boat, where he joins forces
with Professor Drake and her niece, Anne,
and with them seeks a way out of the
dilemma, into which a predatory scientist,
Dr. Bennett, has cast them all.

You'll want to know about the discovery
of the match and its strange results, about
the unexpected discovery of a beachboy and
his dog, about the fire in Dr. Bennett’s lab-
oratory—about any and all of the excite-
ments that lie ahead of you in FURY FROM
LILLIPUT. This is fine science fiction by a
fine practitioner.

Sharing the headline honors of the issue
with Leinster is ARTHUR C. CLARKE with
THE LION OF COMARRE. Once again,
as in his well-remembered AGAINST
THE FALL OF NIGHT (in STARTLING
STORIES, November, 1948) he takes us to
a distant future, there to participate actively
in the unriddling of the problems that face
a vastly different humanity.

In this case, Clarke’s protagonist is Rich-
ard Peyton III, a rebel against the order of
his day, in which artists, philosophers, law-
givers and statesmen have usurped human
leadership from practical scientists, whose
work ostensibly is done.

Only in the mysterious city of Comarre,
whose nature and existence have long since
become legendary, can young Peyton seek
the destiny he knows is his. So, despite the
opposition of his father and other great men,
he sets forth to find Comarre, dream-city of
the mighty Rolf Thordarsen, last of the
mighty scientists, who had vanished some five
centuries before.

Peyton finds Comarre, thanks to the lion
that befriends him, finds Comarre and is
baffled by its traps and secrets and almost
overcome by its potency. But, again with an
assist from the unexpected beast, he at last
gets to the roots of the mystery and finds—
but that will have to wait until the August
issue. Suffice it to say that what he finds
is what neither he nor we nor you can ex-
pect.

Those who enjoyed THE WEAPON
SHOPS OF ISHER will be delighted to
hear that third spot in the long stories de-
partment goes to A. E. VAN VOGT and
PROJECT SPACESHIP. This is a simple
story of a simple man—Bob Merritt—and his
simple desire to get off the Earth for the
first time in known history.

Man and project are simple enough—but
the complexities of getting his project into
work in a political democracy are endless and
disheartening. Though Merritt has the per-

L]












THE READER SPEAKS

RISE AND FALL -
by Nita Dempsey-Miller

Dear Sir: 1 enjoyed your editorial in the February
issue very much. May 1 ask for another one on the
rise and fall of the science and fantasy magazines?
I have read them for over twenty years and can find
no connection or explanation for the swing in quality
from good to poor. Some of Wonder Stories’ best came
at a time of starvation in circulation.

TWS seems on the upswing. How come? Is it word
rates—is it a hunt for new advertising—is it a hint
for more circulation?

I hope you will see fit to write us an editorlal and
clear up this dark mystery.—1030 South Lemon, El
Cajon, California.

It hardly rates an editorial, Nita. Natural-
ly, part of all magazine editing and pub-
lishing is a hunt for increased circulation,
As for story quality, it depends on three
factors—1.) what the authors are producing
—2.) what the editor wants and can get them
to produce—3.) what the public will stand
for as revealed by circulation figures. And
that’s all there is to it. Simple—our foot!

BLUNT STUFF
by Roy R. Wood

Dear Editor: This is what I think of TWS and SS—
they are two of the best stf mags on the market.
They have only one fault and that is the covers.

This is how I rate the stories in the last issue of
TWS. The Weapon Shops of Isher was easily the best
of the lot. Van Vogt is the best author you have.
The Weakness of Rvog was about average, not bad
but not a masterpiece. Monsters From the West was
o.k. I guess if you like that kind of stories but per-
sonally 1 didn't like it.

Assignment On Pasik was another of the average
ones. The Man was the best of the shorts, I think
Bradbury is the best of the short story writers. My
taste runs more to novels though. The Carriers was
second best of the shorts.

The Himalaychalet seemed rather pointless to me
as all the Oona and Jick stories do. I suppose that
some fans like that type though. The Messenger was
good but not up to some of Sturgeon’s other work.

Is there a fan club in North Carolina, and if not
why not? If there is would someone let me know
about it? I'd like to join it.

One more thing—if all the satories in the mag were
awful (which they're not) I would still buy the mag
for the letters. They're as interesting as the stories
10 me.—Box 608, Boome, North Carolina.

Welcome to the ranks, Roy. It seems to me
our Mr. Conner of Gastonia (ibid) is pretty
well up on Tarheel fanactivities. Perhaps he
will contact you or vice versa. Good luck at

any rate and study THE FRYING PAN care-
fully this issue.

IF WE DON’T MIND!
by Lin Carter

Dear Ed: There are a few things I'd like to say
about the February number, if you don’t mind.

1 enjoyed the van Vogt story immensely. I always
enjoy his stories, but I don’t understand them. I've
read WEAPON SHOPS OF ISHER twice now, and
there are still several things I don’t quite get.
F'rinstance: how did it all end? What happened to
the other Cayle Clark, and what did he have to do
with the plot? Just what is the immortal super-
human, Captain Hedrock, and hew did ‘he achieve his
powers? What happened to the Time-Pendulum?
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I may be stupid, but I just don’t get it all. Not
knowing very much about semantics, time-mechanies
or philosophy, 1 usually can't figure out the van
Vogt yarns.

Now a few words about the issue in general. It
was, probably, one of the most unbalanced, hodge-
podges I have ever seen. Superb inside pix by Finlay
and the lurid, brazen cover. The mature, polished and
technical lead novel and a mediocre bunch of shorts
including the sickening, stupid St. Clair item.

In the first place, I can't for the life of me figure
out why you would buy that van Vogt yarn. It doesn't
ﬁlt_1 irtx TWS. Not at all the type of fiction you usually
print.

But enough of this. 1 really shouldn’t complain
who published the story, I should be glad somebody
did, because it was a good story. Thanks for printing
it.—173¢ Newark St. So., St. Petersburg, Fla.

Enough of that is right, Lin. What on
earth were you eating before you sat down
to write that one? Whew!

SHE STICKS TO HER GUNS
by Rickey Slavin

Dear Editor: Your editorial snickers to the con-
trary I still stick to my original opinion—the story,
REFERENT, by Ray Bradbury-Sterling, was a flop.
I have always said that Ray is one of my favorite
authors but now I'll have to change that. It only goes
to show you that even the best 6f us can come up with
a lemon now and then.

About this month’s stories—I shall be a lot less
harsh with you. Van Vogt—the best. This is one of
the few vV opera I could understand. Blish & Knight—
very good. Weak in theory in part but good withal.
Miller—I even read and liked Orig Prem. This was
slightly less horrible than the others but I was either
in a good mood or I have an affinity for skunks (any
boy friends, please peruse carefully). Fitzgerald—
good. Bradbury—I still love Bradbury but now I look
upon him with more critical eyes. The theme was
superb and the wor nship fine, but is the plot suit-
able for stf? Sam erwin Jr—who is this guy?
Maybe some schmoe but he writes fairly well. This
one was particularly Interesting because of its treat-
ment of the woman-space traveler problem. Denks
for de vimmin. St. Clair—fine. Sturgeon—very fine.
Tremaine—I don’'t know whether to list the articles
with the fiction but this was swell.

Perhaps you might be interested in the theme I
wrote for English last term. It contains a complete
history of fandom and now science fiction is enlarged

y three new readers. Anyone who read it is now an
ai\’ddikct.—IGZG Coney Island Avenue, Brooklyn 30, New

ork.

Why not send the theme to the Saturday
Review—or the Atlantic? It is almost cer-
tainly far too advanced for us!

SOAP WHAT?
by John E. Potter

Dear Editor: Would you like to hear my evaluation
of the stories in feb wonder? You wouldn’t? Alright,
I am happy to oblige; as follows:

Weapon Shops—simply wonderful! Weakness of
Rvog—fair. Monsters from West—smelled too—why
print that Orig Prem tripe? Assignment on._ Pasik—
very good! The Man—a poor story. Ray. The Carriers
—morbid and impossible. Himalaychalet—send Oona
and Jick after Prem, only more gently. Messenger—
fair. Reader Speaks—tell Kagan not to write so cute;
he sounds like a fat girl—good for you, WpMeyer!—
enjoyed Temple's letter and your comment—Hello
Gwen, pleased to meet another intelligentsia—hah,
Lee Budoff and her ponderously verbose expressions
(I can hardly spell that)—enjoyed GeOrge Ebey’s let«
ter and your comment.

Now that I have politely conformed with the above
useful comments, how would you readers like to ree
consider an issue that long ago is supposed to have
been settled. Soap—Is it good for you or not? Let me
hastily interject that I use soap. because it hasn't oc=












THE READER SPEAKS

Let all men present know that Freeport is known
from Sirius to Saturn as being the very hub of the
Universe! With the ovation of thousands ringing in
her ears, she sat down. And who was the moron in
the third row who gave that Bronx cheer?

But leave us not quibble over mere details; not,
that is, while ye editor is breathlessly awaiting this
1ighly censored report on the Feb. issue! The answer
to the old question what’s-in-a-name, would seem to
have been answered. Can it be that there is a magic
charm in the letters R-a-y B-r-a-d-b-u-r-y? _And
what would the reaction have been it ‘‘Square Pegs”
had been printing under the byline of Brett Sterling—
or “Referent” under Bradbury? I wonder. . . X

Comes the sixty-four-dollar question. How did
“Assignment To Pasik” get in? It is vaguely remini-
scent of that old folk-song: ‘‘—and the Villian still

ursued her.” There should be a special spot reserved
n the nether realm for authors that present situations
like this. The heroine flashes the twenty-fourth cen-
'ury equivalent of a .45 under the hero’s nose. “Die,
you foul dog!" she hisses. The hero, brawny he-man
that he is, disarms this frail, fair blossom of the
weaker sex. Then, completely enthralled by this
quivering mass of mighty masculinity, she spreads
Lerself all over his manly chest. Hal

Always one finds oneself murmuring. “If you're
&ing to shoot the bumy—shoot him. Don’t stand there
waving that gun around like a pancake turner. It
a'n’t practical, babe!”

Please take Oona and Jick out into the vast expanse
o' some Martian desert and let them meditate there.
Jest let them meditate—and don’t bring them back.

What is really bringing forth howls of anguish is
the lead novel. Van Vogt's ‘“Weapon Shops of Isher"
is wonderful—it's superb—it simply brims with deep
thought. It is full of sound and fury—and signifies
exactly nothing! Three times hath I waded through
its immortal lines, searching vainly for some small
thread of plot. Only to finish with a mad gleam in
mine eyes. It is expected that there will be pages of
letters exalting it as a marvelous piece of fiction. A
small wager will be laid that the writers won't know
any more about what it was all about than I did.
Anyone want to make something of that?

Why must TWS and SS always come out with the
kind of covers you slip under your coat? Are they
supnosed to add appeal to the mag? Is it a lost battle?
Or does there remain even yet one small shred of
hope that someday TWS will come forth with a
decent piece of artwork on its cover?

Having unloaded this cargo of poisoned ink—fare-
well.—Big Springs Farm, Freeport, Illinois.

Fan No. 1 in this case was Joe Gibson, the
sometime student, soldier, pro-author and
fan, who ran afowl of Miss Shawl while
working at a radio station there for awhile
last year. Yes, perhaps we should have got
still more explanation from Mr. van Vogt—
though it seemed to make sense to us.

All we can do is request Virginia to un-
load some more poisoned ink on future num-
bers. So go to it, pancake turner.

ALAS, POOR ALIAS!

by Benjamin Birnbaum

Dear Ed.: I have it! Now I know why Brett Sterling,
alias Ray Bradbury, always wrote. or seemed to have
written, such lousy stuff. Ray used his allas to palm
off his writing mistakes, therefore giving the idea
that he wrote, under the Brett Sterling alias, only
tripe and giving the illusion that he, under his own
name, composed only masterpieces. Oh, the horror of
it all! And I thought he was perfect! .

Seriously, though, I wonder why the fans object so
much to rough edges. If the mags are stored in a
bookcase, where, by the way. they should be, the
edges aren't very noticeable. In fact, there's something
else that can be fixed and Is even more noticeable. I
refer to the outlandish combinations of colors on
your bindings.
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Tone 'em down a little bit. Or if you can't or don't
want to do that, why don't you use the same color
combination on every ish binding, as one or two of
your competitors do? It would improve the look of
the mag on a bookcase shelf.

No. Nono. Nononono!- Get Oona and Jick, and if
necessary, Miss St. Clair, into a rocket ship and send
them to Sirius. Or Aldeberan. Or anywhere but the
pages of TWS and SS. They are revolting. They are
disgusting. They are horrible. (The last three ade-
i;.ctlves apply solely to Oona and Jick, as I do not

ow Miss St. Clair well enough to accuse her of
being those things. This is not to infer that if I knew
her I would accuse her of being them, however.) In
other words, Oona and Jick just plain smell bad.
Raus mit zey!

Except for the OonalJickopus, and perhaps AS-
SIGNMENT ON PASIK, which was crude, the format
was pretty good. Ditto TRS. Ditto the rest of the
features. The cover, however, stumped me. Just what
scene out of which story did that cover evolve from?
It could come either from THE WEAPON SHOPS OF
ISHER, or from ASSIGNMENT ON PASIK. Which?
Good cover, too, which was unusual. And you neg-
lected to give cover credit on the title page. Tsk.

Well, that’s all for a while. Give my regards to the
Grulzaks.—P. O. Boxr #26, Victory Mills, N. Y.

Well, we certainly don’t agree on Oona and
Jick. But you not-quite-graduates of the
blood-and-thunder school should adjust to
a more rounded futureworld conception in
stf. There are going to be husbands and
wives—or some equivalent thereof, domestic
setups and routine affairs of living which
are, when viewed in proper perspective, quite
as adventurous as the pursuit of the local
Black Bars around the Second Galaxy.

In other words, there is plenty of room
for both.

PHONYETICS
by W. Paul Ganley

Dear Editor: SUBJECT: FANHACK REQUIRE.
MENTS: a hack letter TO: W. P. Meyer.

1. inzmutchs iwana bea nu ritr ov letrz two U im
fathfly folwin thu nstrucshunz az wuz inn yur seen.

2. Did you know that in the summer Aslatic Is-
mugbs go inflitudle while they kalidu, and that they
are usually uginfel in the porarps?

3. linguas intellego, Mein Herr?
Messieur.

4. No! No I won’t! I wouldn't get my letter printed!

5. Er-r-r . . . literature? Well, Sammy Clemens
wrote ‘‘Tarzan of the Apes” and Illidia Pencil penned
‘A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court’” and—
Ohil that's enough, eh? You don’'t want more. Oh,
well. . . .

6. Say, you remember that thing by W. P. Meyer—
oh you know him, doncha? Why sure. Well, I wanna
say that I agree with him and that anyone who
wy::les sarcastically of the letter has got me to deal
with.

7. Ah yes indeed. So even TWS is publishing vVogt
now, eh? Well, it's for the better. You have now gone
completely modern.

8. “MONSTERS FROM THE WEST" reminds me of
an ‘old tale once published in the sadly defunct
*Thrilling Blunder Stories;” and as a matter of fact
I think that the author merely copied the story and
put an entirely different title on it. As a matter of
fact, that's the only thing different about it: let's see
if I can remember—oh, yes; something like “MON«
STERS FROM THE EAST' I think.

9. “THE WEAKNESS OF RVOG'" A gleaming gem:
RedVioletOrangeGreen.

“THE WEAPON SHOPS OF ISHER' Well, shades
of Pistol Packin’ Mamal VVogt. And at his best.
Excellent. Keep it up. .

“ASSIGNMENT ON PASIK” combined hack and
originality. Bad title. And now, as we pass on from

Ach nein,












rectangular in shape, not circular. That aerlal photog- |

raphs taken from an altitude of 13,000 feet show that
the sides of the crater are almost parallel. Is this a
late discovery? The upthrown dirt wall is a ring form.

ks very much to the writers in Jan. SS for
information that other Star-suns have planet satel-
lites. I have always believed this to be true, but never
before heard anyone express with authority that it is
a fact. By universe, I meant all space. not just our
little solar system. There is a book, by Thlrring. all
about Einstein's Theory, and it does say that space is
a sphere.—Upton, Wyoming.

In which case it wasn’'t space that made
that crater—unless it developed corners. Se-
riously, Madame (and good day to you too),
we have no intention of taking stfandom to
task for anything—only a few of the more

lunatic fringeurs and fringeuses. We're
thankful, properly thankful indeed.
STATE OF CONFUSION
by Ed Cox

Dear Editor: Well, Ed Corley needn't wor! about

about this letter being over two double-space:
Short and not too sweet it will be.

Snooty looking dame on the cover. That's all I can
say for it though.

Alfred E. van Vogt's story was by far the best thing
to happen to TWS for a long time. It starts off 1949
excellently. I hope vV has many more. Ties in with
the previous Weapon Shop stories all right although I
thought the series had ended.

The three novelets were all up to snuff. Blish &
Knight's story very good. Miller's is up to par. Nice
series he has here. As good as Vance's. William Fitz-
gg{ald Jenkins' story was typically done and enjoy-
ably so.

This is the first Bradbury story I didn't quite get.
THE MAN had me a bit puzzled. Merwin's story was
good. Better than any he’'s done yet. But did the
humans kill the other races? Or the drive?? St. Clair’as
story was punk. Sturgeon’'s good.

I knew Bradbury wrote REFERENT but I thought
“Sterling’”’ was his pen-name, not a house name! Who
wrote the last four Captain Future stories (not
counting Wellman’s)? Also, I'll bet it was Hamilton
who wrote NEVER THE TWAIN SHALL MEET a
couple of years ago in TWS!

like elephants.)
You printed that little note of

pages!

(Fans have memories

But I'm shocked!
Bradbury’s in which he commented on REFERENT.
And he used a swear-word! What will this do to our
young innocent fanhood!? The idol of millions using
:hmord like that! And you print it. This is a hell of a

g.
You aren't the first to realize that sclence-fiction
may become as popular as the detective story (we
know it—Editor.) But I doubt if it will replace the
detective story. But it is heartening to see how the
sglemlze fiction magazines are getting the go ahead
gignal.

For instance: there are plenty of sports magazines,
etc., on the market but they are still about the same
a8 usual. But TWS and SS are being enlarged and
expanded while the love, sports, etc. mags are re-
maining pretty much the same as they've always been.

THE FRYING PAN remains unfunny. (]
follow the suggestions about making the TWS fanzine
review the same as the one in SS? But trying to
convince an editor to do something is like chipping
away at the Rock of Gibraltar with a pick-ax. . ..

Next ish sounds good, specially since Noel Loomis
has top-billing. However, Editor friend (or friend
Editor, I mean), you almost gave away something
you're keeping secret. You should've changed a cer-
tain name . . . I won't go into detail cause I'm not
supposed to but . . . heheheheh! You probably don't
even get it! But_ this ain’t empty gibbering either.—
4 Spring Street, Lubec, Maine.

You're right on NEVER THE TWAIN

[Turn page]
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'SHALL MEET. That was a E. Hamilton

opus. As for the final Brett Sterling CAP-
TAIN FUTURE jobs—after Hamilton got
tabbed by our Uncle for war service, Wil=
liam Morrison (Joe Samachsen) teok over
until he too got his summons. Manly Wade
Wellman finished up.

We never suggested that the science fic-
tion story should replace the mystery-
detective story as such. We do think it
may take over much of the latter’s reader
popularity, however—if someone can come
up with that all-important magnetic char-
acter or some parallel setup. Incidentally,
we don’t get the gigglish point of your final
paragraph. Please elucidate.

SPEAKING OF HAMILTONS
by James E. Hamilton, Jr.

Dear Editor: The February TWS arrived today, and
naturally I took time to read everything except the
advertisements. And, having read, I would like to
remark upon the stories.

First, however, I wish to thank you for clearing up
some confusion regarding the Breit Sterling by-line.
I had heard that this was one of Edmond Hamilton's
nom-de-plumes, yet some time ago (I believe it was
in the January, 1947, SS) you said that Sterling took
over the authorship of the CF series after Hamilton
was drafted and I was wondering how an authdr’s
nom-de-plume could write his stories for him. Now
I know.

Now for the stories. I have learned the folly of
saying that such-and-such a story is either a flop or
a classic, so I am not going so far as to say that the
story is good or bad, because there are dissenters
from every viewpoint. If one were to say that Jesus
of Nazareth greatly influenced religious history, or
that Ivan the Terrible was cruel, there would be at
least one person who would dissent.

WEAPON SHOPS OF ISHER, by van Vogt. There
are those who extol the virtues of van Vogt's writing,
but if this is a fair sample of same those plaudits
affect me not at all. I don't like it. The ending was a
superb piece of writing, but it didn’t fit the story at
all. McAllister could have died a trillion years before
his birth just as easily without involving a lot of
petty political pirates.

THE WEAKNESS OF RVOG, by Blish and Knight.
This thing reads like the old gag of killing a man by
convincing him he’s dead. I didn’t like so well.

MONSTERS FROM THE WEST, by Miller. The
longer this nonsense continues the better I'll be
pleased.

ASSIGNMENT ON PASIK, by Fitzgerald. Thanks
for betraying the fact that Fitzgerald is Leinster. I'll
explain that remark a few paragraphs farther along.
The story was better than some, not so good as others.

THE MAN, by Bradbury. Hmm. Kuttner, look to
thy laurels. I can remember when I couldn't figure
out why everyone raved about Bradbury. I thought
he was a terrible writer. But not any more.

THE CARRIERS, by Merwin. I liked this, even i 1
did figure out the solution fairly early in the story.
It's about time someone wrote a story with a female
character that did something more than get rescued
from terrible dangers without being cast in the role
of a villian.

THE HIMALAYACHALET, by St. Clair. Not too bad.

MESSENGER, by Sturgeon. Sturgeon is not one of
my favorite authors. Enough said.

To get back to Leinster-Fitzgerald, in the October
issue, in response to a letter in The Reader Speaks,
you listed a number of stories slated for early publi-
cation, among them ASSIGNMENT ON PASIK, and
you stated that it was written by Murray Leinster. In
the same listing you gave a story called SEA KINGS
OF MARS, by Leigh Brackett, as the lead novel for
April. Yet in this issue, in the section entitled ‘Our
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	NEW POPULAR LIBRARY HITS

	A DEPARTMENT FOR SCIENCE FICTION FANS


	To People who want to write but can’t get started

	Matt Carse seeks an ancient tomb on the Red Planet—and is swept

	into a past deadly and romantic!

	Rhiannon Seeks Release From His Age-Long

	Prison in the Mind of a Man From Earth:


	HURT TO SHAVE YOUR CHIN?

	An Astonishing Novelet by MURRAY LEINSTER

	RAYMOND I- JONES

	Cal Meacham was proud of his scientific talents till he found himself faced with alien products that could only have come from another culture!
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	THE LION OF COMARRE

	By FREDRIC ER(W"N

	The spaceship from Somewhere carried strange cargo!




	Like a Keepsake

	By JOHN E. MacDONALD
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	SHE STICKS TO HER GUNS

	SOAP WHAT?
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	WE’RE STILL IN

	SINCERE, SINCERE!

	TYRO

	RUGGED STUFF

	NOTHING TO RAVE ABOUT

	LUNG EXERCISES

	TOO MUCH TO DO

	THOROUGHLY CONFUSED

	FREEPORTATION

	ALAS, POOR ALIAS!

	PHONYETICS

	GREAT FAILURE
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