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In
stricken fascination, he saw the ghastly reflection of his face. Cheek bones
lay bare and white. The tight muscle cords around his mouth twitched in full
view. His eyes appeared to be two balls hanging unsupported. The heavy cords of
his neck were mirrored in their knotty entirety.


 



But
one thing brought a sharper gasp of horror from his transparent lips.
Underneath the beetling bone of the brow he could see straight through to the
back of the skull. His entire brain was invisible.
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New
Century


 



 



□ It lacked a
half hour of midnight, December 31, 2000


A.D.


Earth
waited eagerly to ring out the old and ring in the new. Not only a New Year would be ushered in, but a new century. The
celebrations must be of a corresponding caliber, bringing down the curtain on
one century and raising it on another. A new century loomed with hope and
promise, and greater things for mankind.


Richard
Hale felt that as he faced the assemblage in the Radium Room of New York's
Strato-Hotel, one hundred and forty-nine stories above street level. The deafening
hum of hilarity died down. Faces turned expectantly toward him when he raised
his arm. Glasses clinked as they were set down. Noise-makers, given an advance
tryout, were silenced. Even the few persons who had imbibed to the point of
intoxication allowed themselves to be hushed. v


The great moment of the
evening had arrived.


The
TV ike-men made their final adjustments on the glowing iconoscopic eye that
would flash the scene through the ether. Ike-men were always on hand for things
like this. It was a common expression in the year 2000 that all you had to do
was shake out your pockets, find a few ike-men and their portable iconoscopes.
They were the eyes of the world.


Richard
Hale steadied himself with a hand on the veiled model beside him. He trembled a
little, and his throat went dry. He suddenly felt panicstricken, facing











 



so
many people. And he felt the concentrated stares of the vast television
audience, in that huge glowing eye at his left. Hale was just twenty-four,
accustomed more to the quiet of a laboratory than the rostrum of a hall. For a
moment, flushed and weak-kneed, he thought desperately of diving for the
nearest exit


Then
his eyes met those of Laura Asquith. She was in the front row of that terrible
sea of faces, not ten feet away. Lovely as ever, calm, cool, sympathetic, her
eyes seemed to speak to him, steady him. He drew courage from her, straightened
his shoulders.


Hale
began. His voice, at first, was low and tinged with uncertainty. Then quickly
it became the normal, forceful tones of a man who knew he had something important
to say.


"Friends,
as you all know, I am president of the Subatlantic Tube Company, formed a year
ago. Your investments, and those of hundreds of
others not here tonight, are in this untried venture. Our plans are to dig a
tunnel from New York to Le Havre, France, under the Atlantic Ocean. That it
will succeed, I'm as certain as if it were already done."


His
voice suddenly went deep with restrained emotion.


"My
father, Burton Hale, conceived the idea of the Tube twenty years ago. For
twenty years he planned, calculated, worked himself to
an early grave. He was only fifty-one when he died last year."


Hale's
gulp was visible to the television audience, but he went on firmly.


"Burton
Hale left his plans as a legacy to all the world. I
know he meant it that way. He visioned a network of tunnels that would
eventually span the Pacific as well as Atlantic. I made a pledge to him, on his
deathbed, that I would devote my life to that aim. Ladies and gentlemen —the
Subatlantic Tubel"


Hale signaled with his hand. An electrician
at the rear closed a switch, and a humming electric motor pulled at a fanwise strand
of wires connected to pulleys in the ceiling. The silken drapery over the model
raised, billowing in a draft of air.


The
eyes of the gathering and those of the unseen television audience, fastened on
the object revealed. Twenty feet long, it represented in reduced scale the
first twenty miles of the Tube. At one end was the proposed New York terminal,
a lofty pit sunk a mile deep into the ground. Elevators in miniature could be
seen through a transparent cutaway. Successive levels were to hold baggage and
freight warehouses, and unloading facilities. It was to be a super-railroad
station.


As
you looked from the terminal along the length of the Tube, you got the
impression of its eventual hugeness and scope. You could see the round,
tile-lined tunnel, fifty feet in diameter, that would
stretch thirty-five hundred miles through the bowels of Earth. At its lowest
point, it would be fifteen miles within Earth's crust. Few mines in 2000 a.d,
went deeper.


What
could keep this amazing tunnel from collapsing? What could hold back those
millions of tons of rock and ocean above, all pressing down savagely? Then you
saw, in another cutaway, the tremendous hydraulic-sprung girders—Burton Hale's
great invention. Under pressure, these girders yielded, but they stored up the
compression in large hydraulic drums and fought back. Engineers had all been
forced to agree that the system would hold up indefinitely. Even a major
earthquake could only shake the girders to a safe margin of ten percent above
collapse.


But,
most of all, your eye was caught by the sleek, streamlined model ship at the
terminal. The man in back closed another switch and the animated model began
working. Puffs of rocket exhaust hissed from the ship's stern. Like a silver
streak, the tiny craft shot along. It made the twenty feet in slightly under a
minute. It seemed slow, because it was ten times oversize in comparison with
the tunnel.


But
it meant seventeen miles a minute—a thousand miles an hour—New York to Le Havre
in three and a half hours.


The
crowd stared in awe, realizing it watched a preview of what would go down in
history as the greatest engineering feat of all time. The twenty-first century
would start off in grand style. Cheers burst out, and applause.


 



Richard Hale waited till the hubbub had died
of its own accord. Then he spoke again, now with an uplift
in his voice, all nervousness gone.


"The
Subatlantic Tube, and all future ones, will be a boon to Earth's problem of
transportation. Man has found the way to travel on the ground, on the seas and
in the air. Now he will travel under the ocean, more safely and speedily than
any other way. Strato-clippers crash now and then. Ships at sea miss their
schedules. The Tube rocket will never be more than a minute late. It will not
meet treacherous winds or storms. Its crossings will be as unalterable as a
well-oiled machine. And a third point—"


Richard
Hale paused. A thoughtful frown tightened his clean-cut features. There was
more to say, but he hardly knew how to put it He had memorized and prepared
notes, yet somehow they were forgotten. What he wanted to say was something so
vital and explosive that it brought a cold sweat.


Again
he looked at Laura Asquith for encouragement, and found it Beside
her stood her uncle, Peter Asquith, with whom she lived. Peter Asquith, Burton
Hale's best friend, had often supplied money for research in the lean days.
Hale felt happy that his fathers best friend was
present.


The clock stood at fifteen minutes to twelve.
Fifteen minutes would launch the new century. Hale suddenly went on, inspired.


"The
twentieth century has been a significant century to civilization. Great things
were done, but equally great upsets occurred. Radium, the movies, radio,
automobiles and the airplane came in. Science took seven-league strides. But
social evolution bogged down miserably. The First World War of 1914 to 1918, and the Great Depression of the 'thirties spawned the
next two World Wars and depressions. It was not till 1980 that balance came.
With the formation of the World League in that year, peace and prosperity came
to Earth/*


Hale motioned toward the
clock.


"In
a few minutes, the twenty-first century begins. We all hope and pray it will be
a century of progress and enlightenment. But will it?' His voice became challenging. "It will only if the world is aware of a new seed of conflict I
refer frankly and openly to Transport Corporation.


'Transport
Corporation holds the monopoly on all transportation—trucks, buses, cars,
railroads, ship lines, and air routes. In the past twenty years it has bought
out most competitors. Its lobby in the World Congress is the most powerful in
the world. It is next door to controlling the World Government like a puppet."


The
ike-men snapped away their cigarettes and fussed over their apparatus to make
sure it was working. This was dynamite, the kind of verbal dynamite that the
freemasonry of ike-men liked to spray out over the ether.


Hale
stood with set lips. The crowd had become utterly quiet, almost transfixed.
They began to see something more in this than merely a ceremony. Hale raised a
tense hand.


UI am
not going to preach a new doctrine. I simply say, beware of Transport
Corporation. They approached me several times, offering to back the Tube. Yes,
so they could later own it, add it to their monopoly. Five men control
Transport Corporation. They have kept under cover. I don't know them. But those
Five I challenge. They have a stranglehold
on transportation, the circulation system of civilization which pumps the
blood of trade through the world.


'They
seek power, these Five, the power of absolute rule. They are a new kind of budding dictator, more dangerous than the tin-pot dictators
of the middle twentieth century. Their methods are less bloody, less brutal,
but insidiously more effective. When their chosen day comes, they will say to
the world, 'Accept our rule, or starve. Not one wheel will move to distribute
food and goods unless we are given the reins of government."


Richard
Hale paused, panting a little. But he went right on.


"The
Five won't succeed. They haven't yet crushed all competition in transportation.
It will take them more than five years to complete their plans. In five years,
the Subatlantic Tube will be in operation. My company will fight the monopoly.
We will undersell them in transoceanic trade. The monopoly will crash. And
then—"


His voice grew softer,
calmer.


"And
then the twenty-first century will have the really right start. I want to see a century of democracy, liberty, progress. Not a century of blind follow-the-leader under the dictates of five
power-drunk men. The Five have threatened me, of course, through their agents. Sabotage, financial ruin, even assassination.


"But
two of our five years of building are allowed for the worst possible
sabotage—underground. Our sonic-survey has shown, secondly, that our digging
will run through veins of pure gold. The project will finance itself. As for
personal threat, I can take care of myself. I challenge the Five to stop
me."











CHAPTER II


 



 



 



 



 



The Five Strike


 



 



□
Millions of people heard and saw the tall, young man deliver his impassioned
challenge. But four were more vitally concerned than any of the others. Four of
"the Five" sat in a darkened, soundproof room, huddled before a
two-foot visi-screen.


"Richard
Hale is our enemy, and a dangerous one," said Jonathan Mausser. He was
short and fat. His pudgy hands almost continuously washed themselves with air.
He bore the meek, cringing manner that betrayed the hypocrite. A man of law, he
had often tricked trusting souls into legal doom. Beneath his white, fat skin
was a heart as black as coal.


"The
twenty-first century is about to start, and he is in our way," growled
Ivan von Grenfeld. "He must be crushed, eliminated. We should have
arranged his death months ago." Ivan von Grenfeld, of mixed foreign blood,
was six-feet-two, broad-shouldered, impressively rugged, and proud of it all.
He wore a uniform, one of dozens in his wardrobe. Some part of his ancestry had
once held a dukedom.


"No,
that would have been the wrong way, and it is still the wrong way," said
Sir Charles Paxton, in his cold stiff accent "The Company would go on
after his death. The whole company must be discredited, broken up, even though
that method is more costly/* Sir Charles Paxton betrayed the miser by that last
phrase. Gold to him was an idol. He worshiped it


"No sense going over old ground,"
snapped Dr. Eman-











 



uel
Gordy. "Our present plan is the one. You know who is over there now, in
the Radium Room, waiting for the right moment. It will work out as I planned."


Dr.
Emanuel Gordy laid undue emphasis on the word "L" He never let the
other four forget his acknowledged leadership. He was the brain behind their
plans. At one time he had been an eminent scientist. A slow smile drew up the
corners of his thin lips.


"You
challenge us, Richard Hale," he spat at the televised image. "You'll
soon find out what that means. When the New Year, and the New Century, breaks,
that will be the moment"


 



Five minutes to twelve. Richard Hale waved.
Behind him, the electrician at the switches moved his hand again. A ten-foot
visi-screen over Hale's head began to glow, clarified to the scene of a
desolate stretch of Long Island. In the background stood a huge atomic-power
excavator amid all the paraphernalia of a digging project about to be begun. In
the foreground, a line of workmen waited expectantly.


"The
company," Hale explained, "arranged this private television hookup
with the future site of the New York terminal. When I press this button, it
will flash a signal to them—"


Watching
the clock, Hale trembled more than before. He wanted so much to time it just
right. Somehow, it would be a symbol of all that was to come. He pressed the
button of a contact switch beside him.


In
the visi-screen, the workmen broke their line at the signal and leaped away as
though they had been on a leash. They scattered to all the machinery. The
foreman remained in close focus. With a common shovel, he gravely dug up a
shovelful of dirt and tossed it into a wheelbarrow. Then he looked up and
waved.


Hale waved back, then faced the audience.


"Ladies and gentlemenl The first shovelful of ground dug for the new Subatlantic
Tube."


The clock marked twelve to
the very second.


From
outside, through an opened window, came the sudden blast of a siren, followed a
split-second later by a deluge of sound—bells, horns, trumpets, drums, and the
full-throated roar of human voices. Timed to the last second, New York City
blasted forth its welcome to the New Year, and to the New Century.


It was January first, 2001 a.d.


Richard
Hale still stared at the visi-screen. Now the great AP—atomic-power—excavator
rumbled to life, and the tremendous project was under way, right on schedule.
It was merely ceremony, of course. The men out there would quit in a moment and
join in celebrations. But the project had been officially started.


Suddenly
Hale was being pummeled on the back. His arms were pumped up and down. Voices
screamed in his ear.


"Happy
New Century! Happy New Century!"


A
slim form struggled through the crowd and grasped his arm. Laura Asquith rested
a moment pantingly, then turned her face up.


"Happy New Century, Dick." Her lips formed the unheard words.


Hale
bent to the invitation of her hps. He knew it was the supreme moment of his
life. Only two things had counted to him—the start of the project, and Laura.
He had timed things perfectly so far. One more thing remained before the
moment would be over forever.


He
grasped the girl tightly, so they wouldn't be torn apart.


"I want you to marry
me," he screamed.


Not
a word was audible, but the girl had read his lips. Hers formed a startled
"Oh!" also inaudible.


"What
a time and place you picked, silly." Her smile was impish, and tender.


"Well?" he
pursued in their silent lip-reading.


She
shook her chestnut tresses and laughed at his suddenly crestfallen air.


'Try
again tomorrow, when we're alone," she informed him with elaborate
pantomime of her hps.


Hale
nodded, satisfied. After all, it had been rather foolish to spring that here in
this pandemonium of yelling, celebrating people. He turned at a touch on his
arm. Peter Asquith stood there. The two men shook hands silently. Hale felt a glow within him.
It was good to have a girl like Laura and a friend like Asquith
starting off the new century at your side. The new century could mean
everything splendid, or could mean turmoil.


The
height of the moment spent itself, and the peak of noise dropped. Voices could
be heard once again.


"Wonderful
speech, dear," Laura said, squeezing his hand. "I'm proud of you. But
didn't you put it rather strongly about Transport Corporation?"


Peter
Asquith nodded gravely. "Transport may sue you for libel, my lad."


Hale's eyes gleamed.


"Let
them. That's exactly what I want. If they take me to court, 111 give a real exposé. You two know how they came after Dad, trying to buy him out. Dad and I
investigated. Through a private source, we learned of the Five. We wanted to
expose them then. But the man who gave us the information disappeared. Murdered, of course. I'm trying to smoke out the Five this
way. Yes, let them sue me for libel."


Peter
Asquith shook his head slowly. "You're playing with fire. You haven't any
proof of your claims, have you?"


Hale lowered his voice
cautiously.


"The
man who was murdered left one concrete piece of evidence with us. A receipt
showed that one million dollars was transferred to the account of the
subversive Dictator Syndicate, in middle Europe. You know the


Dictator Syndicate and their outdated ideology. It hasn't been disbanded because it poses as
a legal political party.


"The
source of the million dollars that went to them is cleverly unnamed, but the
Syndicate records would show it, if investigated by Government order. The Five,
I believe, are sponsoring the Dictator Syndicate, or at least strengthening
it, helping to build an outlawed body of trained troopers."


"Good
Lordl" exclaimed Asquith. "Where do you keep that paper?"


Hale patted a spot under
his right shoulder.


"I
carry it with me in a silk pouch tied around my chest. When the
time comes—"


He paused significantly.
Laura shuddered a bit.


"Dick,
I'm worried for you. I almost feel the way I've felt several times before. An
invisible net is settling down over you—over us."


Hale laughed, patting her
hand reassuringly.


"I can take care of
myself. Let's dance. Everybody else
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is.


At
twelve-thirty aching silence came suddenly in the great room. It had the
converse effect of a thunderclap in quiet air. Hale and Laura turned. People
were staring in the direction of the main door, at the other end of the hall.


Hale
saw the reason for the startling cessation in merriment. Six blue-uniformed
men marched forward—police. The celebrants were dumfounded. A
raid? But for what, on New Year's Eve, a time sacred to free spirits?


Hale
stiffened. Straight for him the men came, led by a police sergeant. They
stopped.


"Richard Hale?"
asked the officer.


"Yes."


"I
have a warrant for your arrest." The officer
displayed the document.


Hale could feel Laura trembling against him.
He let out his breath, smiling.


"On what charge? Libel? You can't arrest me for that/* Surely
the Five, striking back, must know that.


The
officers voice was terse. "No. For
High Treason against the World Government Come along."


Hale
gasped. It took him by surprise. He thought rapidly. Naturally the Five had
brought the charge against him, through Transport Corporation. But what did
they have on him? Nothing! On the other hand ...
He patted the silken envelope next to his skin. The crucial moment had arrived
sooner than he expected.


"That's
ridiculous," Laura Asquith was saying, clutching his arm. "There is
some mistake—"


"Sorry, miss. He has
to come with us."


Two
of the police firmly disengaged the girl and took Hale's arms. He shrugged them
off angrily.


"No
need for that" To Laura he said: "Don't worry, dear. This may spoil
our tomorrow, but they can t hold me forever."


"Ill
stick by you, no matter what happens," Laura cried.


"We'll
be down to see you as soon as we can," Peter Asquith seconded.


Holding
his head high, Hale strode to the door between two rows of police, aware of
the stares of the crowd. He felt miserable at this climax to the launching of
the Subatlantic Tube project It was a hell of a way
for the evening to turn out. The Five had struck more swiftly, and more
mysteriously, than he had expected.


 



Richard
Hale paced his cell like a caged tiger, cursing in a low tone. It was the third
day after his arrest, and still he had not been released. There was no bail for
the charge of High Treason, or the Company would have come to the rescue.


He had been allowed no visitors, save only a
counselor-at-law, sent by the Company. He had not heard a word from Laura or
her uncle. Behind his rage, Hale was sick with apprehension. The ponderous
machinery of law, once started, was not so easily stopped. The electric lock
clicked.


Hale
wheeled in the middle of a stride. The steel door closed behind a tall, burly
figure in a form-fitting uniform. A craggy, domineering face peered from
beneath a visor. Hale recognized him as Ivan von
Grenfeld, a high official of the World League police force. Hale narrowed his
eyes, puzzled at this visit.


"Richard
Hale, you are in grave trouble,*' von Grenfeld declared without preamble. "Your trial will be held in a week."


"Trial?"
gasped Hale. "But the charge against me is ridiculous. That paper the
police—your men—found on me can be traced back to the Dictator Syndicate. And
their record will show the money came from Transport Corporation, not me."


Von Grenfeld held up a hand
stiffly.


"The
paper was investigated. The money came from your Tube Company."


"Impossible,"
stated Hale. "It's dated a year ago. At that time the Company had barely
started. Our assets were ten thousand dollars. Where did the million come
from?"


"From
Transport Corporation, for services rendered."


Hale
sagged weakly to his prison cot. His brain whirled. A million dollars
mysteriously donated by Transport to Tube, and as mysteriously signed over to
the Syndicate. Hale suddenly thought of Laura's words. An invisible net
certainly was settling down.


He
stared at the visitor. Something had exploded in his mind.


"You re one of the
Five," he snapped.


Ivan
von Grenfeld nodded imperturbably. "I have been sent here to give you one
chance of leniency. But there are two things you must do. Publicly refute your


New Year's accusations. Sign a statement never to oppose us again."


"Get out," Hale
said quietly, coldly. "Get out."


Ivan von Grenf eld drew himself up haughtily.


"You will regret this,
Richard Hale."


Hale
sat with head in hands after von Grenfeld stallced out. Was he bucking more
than he could handle? Ivan von Grenfeld, ranking police official, one of the
Five. Then what high positions must the other four hold?


An
hour later the door opened again. The man who entered was thin and
solemn-faced, known widely through television- Sir Charles Poxton was Supreme
Court justice of the World Government. He placed himself in the sunlight
streaming from the barred window. His skin had a golden color in the radiation
which he liked.


"Number two?"
guessed Hale.


"Eh?"
Sir Charles appeared startled. Then he smiled. "Sharp young man, aren't
you? Yes, number two of the Five. My mission is to suggest a way out of our
mutual differences. Suppose you were to live comfortably the rest of your life
on a steady annuity. One percent of the profit of the completed Tube service
would do that nicely, wouldn't it?"


Hale
laughed harshly at the irony of it. He spoke savagely.


"You, a Supreme Court justice, offering me a bribe. Nice reflection on your character."


That's
neither here nor there," returned Paxton testily. "Well?"


"No!"
Hale said the word quietly, but with a world of firmness behind it


"But
you can't turn down so much money," gasped
Paxton. His mouth was open as though he had heard the incredible.


"Fill
this cell with gold and Til throw it out as fast as it
comes," Hale returned bitingly. "Get out."


Sir Charles Paxton left, his expression still
one of dazed disbelief.
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Who
Is the Fifth?


 



 



□
Hale expected a third visitor, but it was not till the next
day that Jonathan Mausser, Government attorney-at-law, came in rubbing his
hands. He stood in the middle of the cell, well away from the slightly sooted
walls. He wore a pious expression.


"Number three,"
Hale said. "What's your offer?"


Jonathan
Mausser looked pained at the blunt statement.


"Out
of sheer pity for you, young man, I've convinced my colleagues to give you one
more chance. We'll withdraw our charge if youTl give Transport fifty-one
percent stock control of Tube, no more. Isn't that reasonable?"


"Touching,"
retorted Hale. He arose, fists clenched.


"Don't
you hit me," Mausser cried, cringing against the wall, then
shrinking back because he had acquired a slight
dirt mark on the elbow of his natty suit.


Hale
strode to the door and rapped on it for the jailer to take the visitor away. He
jerked his thumb for Maus-ser's benefit and then ignored him.


"You'll
soon have the conceit taken out of you, Hale," snapped Jonathan Mausser
before he left. It was like a rat
squeaking.


Dr.
Emanuel Gordy was next, suave and dignified, radiating the air of a man who
has a keen, active mind and knows it. He was a
research director at the Government labs. Hale sensed immediately that he was
the leader of the Five. This was the man who some day hoped to stand before the
world, its master.


"Richard
Hale, you're not a fool," he said frankly. "I sent the others to you
with various propositions more or less to test you."


Hale grinned mirthlessly.


"You
mean because you'd rather have me on your side than against yofu."


"Right,"
admitted the scientist. "I have a rule never to make an enemy unless I
can't make him a friend. I think I know why you refused those offers. You're
holding out for more. I'm prepared to meet that. Join with us, as the —Sixth.9*


Hale
nearly bit his tongue. It was a long moment before he could speak.


"You've
got me all wrong, Dr. Gordy," he replied, fighting back an impulse to
punch that cold, autocratic face. "All wrong. I'm fighting you and what
you stand for to the very last"


The scientist measured him
with his calculating eyes.


"You're
intelligent, Hale," he resumed calmly. "In fact you're something of a
genius. I happen to know that at twenty, fresh from university, you joined your
father s researches and advanced them. You devised super-recoil steel,
self-absorptive rockets and flexible concrete. Without them the Subatlontic
Tube would still be a dream. I can use a man like you in my laboratory.
Research, if you like. One of the Six, eventually "


"One-sixth
of a dictatorship," retorted Hale. "No, thanks.
I don't care to help dig up buried and rotten things."


"Benevolent
dictatorship," amended the scientist. "Scientific
and economic rule for all."


"But
rule as you see it," countered Hale. "The World
Government was pledged never again to allow one person or clique to lead the
way over precipices. You're an anachronism, Gordy. A Hitler
born too late."


The
scientist arose, still maintaining his unshakable calm. But his voice was dry
with a trace of deadliness that had edged into it


Tm going to break you, Richard Hale, and the Company with you. Nothing can stand in my way."


 



When
the scientist was gone, Hale found himself trembling. The revelation of their
identities shook him. He saw the magnitude of the crushing forces against him. Ivan von Grenfeld, Sir Charles Paxton, Jonathan Maus-ser, Dr.
Emanuel Gordy—four men of towering influence and prestige. And there was
a fifth. Who was he? What incredibly important man would he prove to be.


Hale
almost shouted in relief. His next visitor, instead of the dreaded fifth, was
Peter Asquith. Good old honest Peter Asquith, tidily well-to-do from a clipping
service he owned.


Hale
poured out the whole stoiy, thus releasing the dam of his pent-up emotions.


'When
I get out of this," he concluded grimly, Tm going after them. Now that I
know who they are I'll have something tangible to work on. I don't know the
fifth, but hell turn up. The first thing I'll do, after the farce they'll call
a trial—"


Hale
stopped. Peter Asquith was staring intently at him.


'Tou will be convicted," Asquith stated.
"What? You know they can't."


"This
trap was laid for you long before," Asquith continued in a low voice.
'The receipt from the Syndicate, found on your person—"


"But
how did they know about that?" demanded Hale. "How could they know I
had it with me New Year's Eve? I told no one." He swallowed, his eyes hurt
and unbelieving. "A half hour after I mentioned it to you, the police
came."


He paused, waiting for an explanation. When
none came, the hideous truth lay naked before him.


"You
are the lost of the Five, Peter Asquith!"


For
a minute there was no sound in the cell, except the breathing of two men whose
gazes locked.


"I had meant to tell
you myself," Asquith said finally.


Hale
spoke as though from a trance. "My fathers
friend. My friend. The uncle of the girl I—" He groaned. "I can t believe
it. You gave us money when we needed it"


"Transport
money," returned Asquith, without emotion. "We wanted you and your
father to finish your great plan, but all the while we planned how to gain
control. My clipping service is really the front for a world-wide espionage
service. Through that we dealt with the Syndicate in our scheme."


"I
see," breathed Hale, still stunned. He went on bleakly. "Does Laura
know?"


'Tes, everything."


"And she hasn't tried
to see me? She sent no message?"


"She
has no need to see you. She has known all along. To her, the Five's plans are bénéficient. She will have a high place in the new regime."


"Snake! You're lying."


Hale
leaped with the words, his brain seething with rage. Asquith squirmed out of
the way. When Hale turned, he faced the cold, deadly barrel of a pistol. He
stopped short, warned by the grimness of his former friend's face. He sank down
unwillingly on his bunk.


'That's
better," Asquith said coolly. "Dr. Gordy sent me in to repeat his
last offer. Join us. It is the only way you can have Laura."


"She
loves me," Hale retorted. "You haven't destroyed that But I won t
have her that way."


Asquith
backed out of the opened door, slipping his pistol away.


"That was your last
chance, Hale. You're doomed."


Alone
again in his cell, Hale heard those words reechoing. Had the invisible net
snared him?


 



The
trial, a week later, was conducted with a swift deadliness that numbed Hale's
mind. He had the feeling of standing at the edge of a sinister pit, with the
Five pushing him in. The Five—and Laura.


The
girl was there, wearing a netted veil. She sat far to the side, never looking
at him. Hale was not allowed to approach her.


When
he looked around at the others, cold shock battered his nerves. Jonathan
Mausser was State's prosecutor. Sir Charles Paxton sat with lofty dignity in
the judge's seat. Ivan von Grenfeld marshaled the witnesses. Dr. Emanuel Gordy
sat in the rear, like a spider surveying his web. Peter Asquith, by a subtle
irony, was to be his character witness. And Laura—What
part was she to play.


The answer came soon
enough.


Jonathan
Mausser, as prosecutor, worked with the efficiency of a medieval executioner.
Ivan von Grenfeld presented State's evidence that the Dictator Syndicate had
received the million-dollar subsidy from the Subatlantic Tube company. Peter Asquith, under cross-examination, was
"forced to admit" that his young friend had very often mentioned the
Syndicate. In his high seat, Sir Charles Paxton called the jury's attention, at
strategic moments, to the growing evidence against the defendant.


It
was a farce, a deadly, cunning, ruthless farce. But even the reporters and
ike-men took it all for gospel truth. Out to the world was going the front-page
news that Richard Hale, erstwhile young altruist, was in reality a traitor to
the World Government


Hale
leaped up suddenly, unable to stand it any longer.


"Lies! All lies," he shouted. "Can't any
of you see?


How
can you be so blind? I'm being framed, railroaded into prison. Transport
Corporation wants control of my Tube. The Five want control. They are right
here—Jonathan Mausser, Sir Charles—"


Long
before he had completed even the first name, he was coughing and gagging
incoherently. Ivan von Gren-feld, standing near watchfully, had used his
para-beam pistol, aiming it for Hale's throat. Its harmless but effective ray
paralyzed Hale's vocal cords, by an inductive electric shock. It was an
official court weapon.


"The
defendant will make no more such outbursts," commanded Judge Paxton.
''Proceed."


The
ike-men and reporters shrugged for all their audience. All through court
history, the guilty had always acted the part of the innocent. One could only
go by evidence. And that, under the skilled hands of Jonathan Mausser, was
damning.


By
late afternoon, the case drew to a close. Court processes, since the court
reforms of 1982, worked with swiftness, if not accuracy.


Jonathan
Mausser glanced at Hale, as though measuring him for the final thrust Then he called Laura As-quith to the stand.


At
that moment, the shades were partly drawn, plunging the courtroom into
semidarkness. From the side came the whirr of a movideo projector. Three dimensional
images, cast by the machine, materialized overhead, for all to see. Two figures
were seen—Peter Asquith and Richard Hale. They were dim, ghostly, but
recognizable. Their voices spoke with the slight hiss of the recording film.


"Leaving, Richard?" Asquith's image asked. "Why not stay?
What's so important?"


"Nothing
much," Hale's image returned, smiling. "Just an
appointment with a Syndicate member."


That
was all. The film clicked off and the shades were lifted. Hale gasped at the
sheer hypocrisy of it. The bit of conversation meant nothing. It was a world-wide standing social excuse of the time, for brealdng away at
awkward moments. It meant no more than, Tm seeing my Congressman about
something."


But
here, diabolically, it fitted in like a glove. Jonathan Mausser pointed a
finger at Laura Asquith. "Do you recognize the scene, Miss Asquith? State
what you know,"


Laura answered in a dull voice.


"It
was taken by myself about a year ago. I've always had a candid movideo camera, The speakers were my
uncle and Richard Hale, the defendant."


Hale
heard no more. He could only stare bitterly at the girl who was testifying
against him. It was true, then. She had schemed, along with her uncle, to lull
Hale's suspicions till the time was ripe. She had been told to pose as loving
him, so that he would confide in her. And all the while she had plotted his
downfall. When the Five were in power, no doubt she would have everything a
scheming girl could desire. Could that be the deadly truth? He didn't want to
believe it


"Laura," he
groaned. "Laura, I can't believe—"


The
rest was a choking rasp, as von Grenfeld again used his para-gun. The girl's
head had jerked sharply, at the note in his voice. For a moment she seemed on the point of answering his call, running to him.


"That
will be all. Thank you, Miss Asquith." Jonathan Mausser's voice had cut in
sharply.


The
girl seemed to shrink within herself. She stepped down from the stand, avoiding
Hale's pleading eyes.


The jury returned its
verdict in fifteen minutes.


"Guilty!"


"The
defendant, Richard Hale, will please stand," Sir Charles Paxton intoned
sonorously. "The sentence, for your crime of high treason against the
World Government, is life imprisonment in Strato-prison."


 



 



It was the final touch. Strato-prison—the super-bastille of 2001 a.d. Life imprisonment there meant isolation
from Earth, as fully and finally as though marooned in the next universe. Hale
stood silent and bitter. The Five had achieved the ultimate against him.
Capital punishment had been abolished in 1984,
otherwise he would now be a dead man. As it was, he would be only one degree
better, a living-dead man.


"Because
of its affiliations through Richard Hale with the Dictator Syndicate, the
Subatlantic Tube Company is automatically dissolved," Sir Charles Paxton
droned on. "All its assets and contracts will be auctioned to the highest
bidder."


No
need to say who would be the "highest bidder." The Five had done well
for themselves. In one stroke they had eliminated Hale, broken up his company,
and gained control of the future of the Tube. Yes, they had done well.


That
thought lashed through Hale's mind like a cruel whip.


"Have
you anything to say before the court?" queried Paxton, carrying on the
routine legal tradition.


Hale
stood silent for a moment. His burning eyes traveled from face to face of the
Five, as though indelibly imprinting their features on his mind. His gaze
stopped on Dr. Emanuel Gordy.


"I
say only one thing to the Five." His voice was low, tense, deadly. "Revenger


His
glance flickered to Laura Asquith, at the last, as if including her in his vow.
Then, face set stonily, he turned to be led to his cell.


"It
might interest you to know," hissed von Grenfeld in his ear, "that
escape is impossible from Strato-prison."


"Let
that thought comfort you," Hale replied between his teeth. "Nobody
can stop my revenge. I'll have it some day."


Ivan
von Grenfeld shuddered at the unspeakable resolve in that voice.


"When?" he mocked. "Tomorrow?
There is no tomorrow for those in Strato-prison-"


 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
IV


 



 



 



Escape
and Back


 



 



□
Richard Hale watched Earth dropping away from the window of the strato-ship
that was taking him to prison.


He
was in the small stern guard cabin, along with another man recently sentenced.
With his back to the door sat an armed guard, bored but watchful.


The
powerful beat of the atomic rockets shot the ship up and up at a steady slant
New York City assumed toylike proportions. New Washington, the seat of World
Government, on Long Island, dwindled beside it It had never seemed such a magnificent sight, for bright sunshine glinted from its tall spires.
The countryside around was blanketed with silvery snow. The ocean to the east,
broad and blue, sparkled with white caps. Aircraft, like mechanical eagles,
were drumming below, a symbol of the busy, bustling civilization
they were leaving.


"Take
a good look at it, you two," admonished the hard-bitten guard laconically.
"You'll never see it again." He watched his two prisoners with the
eyes of a sadist He went on harshly. "It's a pretty awful feeling, isn't it, leaving Earth
and knowing you'll never come back? You can't escape from Strato-prison. Only
one prisoner ever escaped in thirty years. How he did it, no one knows. Rut
anyway the rest, and you two, wont You'll live and die
up there, fifty miles above Earth."


Each
word to Hale was like a whiplash. As Earth .slipped away, the stark
realization bit deeper each second that he was leaving it forever. All its
joys and sorrows and daily living were no longer his. Nothing but a lifetime
of prison existence yawned before him. His life was completely ruined. His
father's lifework was now in the hands of the Five. His future happiness with
Laura had been destroyed utterly. The acid of bitterness corroded his soul.


"Damn
you, stow it," growled the other prisoner to the
guard. Then he addressed Hale, in a tone of the common fraternity of crime.
"I blew up an AP-dynamo, breaking a strike. Killed ten
men. Name's Tom Ranee. What you in for,
pal?"


"I
was framed, railroaded," Hale said hollowly. "At least you know what
you're being sent up for, but I'm innocent."


The prisoner looked
cynical.


"Yeah, of course. Innocent," jeered the guard. He stared curiously at Hale. "In
that case, you're taking it pretty calm."


Hale's
eyes met those of the guard, but he said nothing. The guard shivered.
Something deep and deadly and infinitely bitter lay naked in those eyes.


Hale's
leaden calm gave no indication of the burning thoughts in his brain. He was
living, over and over, the court scene. Again and again, like a specter, arose
the searing picture of the Five twisting the coils of law about him. The Five—and Laura, the girl who had betrayed him. And like
a great clanging bell, one word reverberated in his mind—revenge!


But
how, and when?


Once
locked up in Strato-prison, nothing could be done. In thirty years, out of
thousands of prisoners, only one had escaped. He could find no hope there. His
only chance of escape was now, before the ship reached Strato-prison.


The
other prisoner stood at the window, looking down with a sort of frantic
eagerness. His chin trembled slightly. Cold-blooded murderer though he had
been, leaving Earth shook him to the bottom of his calloused soul. Hale could
sense hysterical rage building up in the man with each passing second.


Hale
suddenly caught Ranee's eye. An unvoiced signal passed between them. Overhead,
in the ceiling, hung parachutes. The cabin window could be cracked with a
determined heel. Only the guard was in the way. Perhaps between the two of
them—


There
could be no planning of the desperate attempt, no chance to talk it over
without the guard hearing. And the ship was ranging higher every minute, making
the parachute drop to Earth a more precarious proposition. It was now or never.


Hale tensed himself, but waited for Ranee to
take the lead. Ranee suddenly did. He was a big man, but whirling, he threw
himself at the guard. Startled, the guard half drew his para-beam pistol. A
blow from the big prisoner staggered him against the wall. He let out a yell
of alarm and flung himself at the attacker.


Hale
thought rapidly, in the desperation of the moment. He darted for the door,
instead of joining in the battle. Another guard, stationed out there, must be
kept from entering. Barely in time, Hale clutched at the
door's handle as it began sliding aside. He heaved it shut, held it
closed by main strength. There was no lock or bolt. The guard on the other side
jerked again and again. Hale felt his arm muscles crack, but braced his feet He
could hear the outside guard bawling for help.


Out
of the corner of his eye, Hale watched the progress of the fight in back of
him. Both men were battering at one another savagely, grunting and cursing. The
guard was too busy defending himself to use his paralysis pistol. Tom Ranee,
handy with his fists, fighting for far more than a moment's victory, rapidly
gained the advantage. A final powerful blow cracked on the guard's chin like a
pistol-shot. He slumped against the wall, his head lolling.


Hale felt like yelling in triumph. Their chances were excellent now. But a jerk
at the sliding door nearly pulled his arms from their sockets. Two guards were
trying to force an entrance.


"Bench," gasped
Hale. "Hurry—barricade door."


"Hold on," barked
Ranee.


Hastily
he unsnapped the bolts holding down the bench. Then he heaved the long metal
bench against the sliding door, wedging it between the handle and one wall.
Hale eased his hold on the handle. His hands were numb.


At
that moment, those beyond the door ceased tugging. Instead, something banged
against the thin metal panel. It began to buckle slowly.


"They're
battering it down," panted Ranee. "Get down the parachutes while I
kick out the window."


He
kicked at the port with one heel of his heavy shoes, A
tough quartz pane, it was designed to hold against the near-vacuum of the
higher stratosphere. A dozen blows finally cracked it. The pieces fell outward,
and the port was open to the thin air.


Hale
felt the breath whip out of his lungs, for the ship was up almost ten miles.
Gasping, his eardrums roaring, Hale helped the other prisoner strap on a
parachute. His own was already in place.


With
the door ready at any second to crumple inward under a battering ram, the two
prisoners leaped through the open porthole. Ranee went first, simply because he
got there first and wanted frantically to escape. But Hale was right after him,
dizzy and exultant.


As
he slipped from the port edge, his thoughts were back in the court room. Once
again he was looking from one to the other of the Five and promising revenge.
When he landed below, on Earth, he would go into hiding, lay careful plans. He
would—


His
thoughts ended abruptly the instant his body struck something springy and
binding. He had not opened his parachute. He had fallen, in fact, no more than
a few feet. Dazedly he looked around. Ranee was a yard away, in a wide net hung
over the side of the ship.


It
took Richard Hale a full minute to realize they had not escaped after alL The ship had slowed, was barely cruising along under low
rocket power. The navigators had flung out the nets just in time and caught
them like two giant insects.


A
stream of invective came from Tom Ranee as he struggled uselessly against the
net. Then he relaxed with a sigh. The beam of a para-pistol had sprayed over
him. The beam touched Hale and he went numb. He felt the nets being drawn in
slowly.


"Guess
we failed, pal," Ranee struggled to say. "It's Strato-prison for us,
after all."


An
hour later, the laboring rocket engine had lifted them within sight of
Strato-prison.


The
broken port had been resealed with another quartz pane and vacuum wax. Normal
pressures had been restored. The two prisoners were back in custody, tightly
bound with chains. Three watchful guards stood over them. There had been no
slightest second chance to escape.


Hale
looked out dully, utterly dejected in spirit. Strato-prison was a huge,
pitiless globe of metal, hanging fifty miles above Earth's surface. A half-mile
in diameter, it was upheld by a zero-gravity field, created by giant
AP-dynamos. It served double duty as a prison and sun-power station. Its
sunward side, as it slowly rotated, held great lenses that focused the Sun's
beams within. Electro-converters captured the sun-energy, and sent it to Earth
via radio power beams.


It
was hoped one day that it would also serve as a way-station in space flight.


Hale already felt as though
he were in another world.


Nothing
was familiar. The blue-black of near space swam with bright stars. The Sun lay
revealed in all its glory. Its halo and corona were starkly beautiful. Sun and
stars could be seen together here, for this was not Earth. Earth lay invisible
below, behind a blanket of clouds. It was another totally alien world.


The
rocket ship circled over the gigantic globe, flashing a radio signal to Earth
for the locks to be opened. The single sealed entrance to Strato-prison was
operated by remote control from the home planet. As a result, Strato-prison was
escapeproof. Once a month the supply ship arrived from Earth, and that was the
only contact with the world below.


Yet one prisoner had escaped. . . .


Hale
nourished that thought, though sight of the impregnable prison had struck him
with almost utter hopelessness. A year before, for the first time, a prisoner
had completely vanished. How he had accomplished the miraculous escape, the
astounded prison officials did not know. It was almost a legendary feat. Hale
clung to the fact that if it could be done once, it could be done again. Then
he shelved the matter far back in his mind. It was something for the
unpredictable future.


Hale
knew little more about Strato-prison. Not much was known on Earth of the hell
of bitter, lost souls. Earth's worst criminals were its denizens, bestial
murderers, saboteurs, plotters of treason. All were lifers. All had been
completely disowned by the society against which they had sinned. All of them,
in times of capital punishment, would have been executed.


Hale
shuddered, now that he was so close. To live out a life among such dregs of
humanity would be sheer torture to him. Most bitterly ironic of all, he was
innocent


Two
enormous drawbridge doors swung wide in the upper surface of the globe. The
supply and prisoner ship entered on throbbing rockets. Two sets of locks closed
overhead. Air hissed into the large space. The crew of the ship stepped out to
begin unloading supplies. A moment later a door opened in the large chamber,
and a file of denim-clad men marched in, flanked by armed guards. They helped
in the unloading.


"All
right, you two, let's go," barked the ship's guard to Hale and Ranee. He
was the guard they had attacked. His face had been patched with adhesive. He
grinned evilly. "This is it, your home for the rest of your natural lives.
And I wish you a long life."


Strato-prison
guards waited to take the two new prisoners within the prison. As they walked
past other prisoners, Hale looked them over in revulsion. He saw men with the
degrading mark of prison and their crimes on them. Their faces were harsh and
brutal. Every other word of their muttered conversation was a coarse oath.
Human in name only, they seemed closer to beasts, completely divorced from
normal human life. They hailed the new prisoners with ribald expressions of
mock welcome.


And
yet, among them, Hale saw a sensitive, almost aristocratic face. The eyes that
met his were filled with infinite misery. And an infinite pity—for Hale. Hale
shuddered. Probably another man the Five had railroaded into this accursed,
forsaken place.


"Get
along, you." A guard kicked Hale forward. "No time to daydream
around. Obey orders and you'll keep out of trouble."


The
way led through a seal-door that opened out on a broad, dimly fit corridor. It
was a section of the upper levels, living quarters of the guards, jailers and
noncriminal attendants in the vast prison.


Farther
on, in a series of rooms, Hale and Ranee were fingerprinted, photographed,
stripped, put under a disinfecting spray, and shaved of all hair. As a final
ignominy, numbers were indelibly tattooed with electric needles on the bare
skin of their chests. Finally ushered before the warden of Strato-prison, they
were clad in denim with numbers on their backs to match the numbers on their
chests.


Warden
Lewis eyed them impersonally. He was a man, Hale saw, who would have sneered at
the word "soul."


"You
are no longer Tom Ranee and Richard Hale," he said coldly. "You are
T-sixteen-twenty-one and Y-fourteen-eighteen. You left your identities on
Earth. You will never regain them."


Hale
went cold at the flat final tone. This man had seen thousands of prisoners come
and go. They came in life and went in death. But they never escaped this
super-bastille of the sky.


"All
details of prison life will be explained to you by the jailers. There is a
routine of eating, sleeping, drilling, and laboring that must be abided by—or
else it goes hard with you. T-sixteen-twenty-one, you may go.
Y-fourteen-eighteen, you will remain a moment."


Ranee turned to leave.


"I'll be seeing you
around, Hale," he said in farewell.


Hale
nodded. He actually hated to see Ranee go. Murderer though he was, he was the
closest thing to a friend in all this hostile place.


The master of Strato-prison
smiled peculiarly.


"I
don't think you'll see him again, Y-fourteen-eighteen," he said
deliberately. "You are a very special case. My orders, from Earth, are to
confine you immediately in solitary."


"Thanks,"
Hale said, thinking of a cell of his own. He felt relief that he wouldn't be
paired with one of those shattered hulks of men.


"Do you know what solitary means?"
continued the warden, smiling without humor. "It means being locked in a
cell, utterly alone—till death."


Hale kept his head high,
though he flinched inside.


"Orders from Earth? From the Five," he gritted bitterly,
half to himself. "For that, too, I'll have my revenge."


"Revenge?"
the warden laughed. "Don't build up hope of escape, not the tiniest hope.
In thirty years only one man escaped. You won't repeat the miracle. You had
your last look at Earth, your friends and your enemies when you left. It's a pity
in a way. You're so young, upright, intelligent. Soon
you'll be old—*


He
broke off, looking guilty, as though caught in the act of having feelings his
position did not allow him to have.


"Take
him away," he brusquely ordered a guard. "Solitary
cell B-fifty-five."


He
turned away as though from a man about to be^ buried.
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Solitary


 



 



□
Down in a wire cage elevator they went, passing
through successive levels of the colossal prison. Most of the levels were long
cell-blocks. Shifts of prisoners were being marched in here and there, or
marched out to drills, mess, or labor detail. The extreme regimentation left
Hale sick.


Lower
levels held the mess-halls, drill rooms and repair shops. One huge level was
crammed with great AP-dynamos and sun-power converters, where the more liighly
skilled prisoners were employed. Below this were storerooms.


The
elevator went lower, toward the bottom of the iMmit metal ball. Gradually all the lights and noises faded from above. Gloom
and quiet surrounded them. The elevator stopped, and the guard turned Hale over
to the lower-level jailer. After a pitying look at him, the guard sent the cage
up swiftly, as though glad to get away.


The
jailer led the way to the end of a corridor, and switched on a visi-screen that
showed simply blank space and stars. The Sun was far off in one corner. The
crescent Moon hung nearby, sharp and clear. Below, vaguely, lay the great
curving bulk of Earth, blanketed by clouds. It was a weirdly beautiful scene,
thrilling Hale. Then he turned.


"Well?" he
demanded.


The jailer had stood
quietly watching him.


"Those
who are sent to solitary are always given a last look," he said
indifferently. "Like the last meal before execution, in history. You will
be all alone in your dark cell, cut off from everything. You won't even see me.
Food will come to you twice a day by robot conveyor. The rest of the time is
your own."


After
pausing, the jailer went on with an uninflected voice, as though on a guide
tour.


"Every
six months you are examined by the prison's psychiatrist, for your sanity. Most
of them go mad eventually. When he's been proved mad, the prisoner is put away
painlessly, by the Mercy Euthanasia Law of 1977."


Hale
gasped. Did such things go on in the world he had thought civilized?
Strato-prison was really an anachronism, a lag from the harsher times prior to
1979, a spawn of the concentration camps of dictator days. But prison reform,
like all reforms, was far behind the times. Earth did not hear much of the true
inside story of Strato-prison, as Hale was now hearing it.


All
through history, the good and bad had existed side by side. In the first half
of the twentieth century, for instance, a million people had lived in
frightful squalor in


New York City's slums, under the very noses of the rich. Strato-prison was the blemish of more
enlightened 2000


a.d.


"Inhuman," Hale
cried. 'The system drives
them mad."


"You
think those with strong minds, like yourself—"
He stopped, as though saying too much. "Those sent to solitary are
the ones who never confessed their crimes. All you have to do is confess and
escape it."


Hale's mind exploded.


"Confess
to something I'm innocent of? Never, I tell you. Neverl"


The
jailer shrugged. "Come. Walk ahead of me. I'm armed."


Striding
along, Hale saw the diabolical ruthless hand of the Five in this. They hoped he
would be driven mad, and thus die in the loophole of the Euthanasia Law. On the
other hand, if he confessed to escape solitary, he was condemning himself
irrevocably. And they knew, damn their rotten souls, that
Hale was not the kind to confess a lie.


Hale felt the Five, like an invisible octopus, giving their last fatal
squeeze.


He
was before his cell now, a metal chamber built into the metal walls of the
prison. Farther down was another, and from it came a low, steady moan that
chilled Hale's blood. Some poor creature in there was at the brink of madness.


Hale
marched in with shoulders squared. Hope had not yet entirely deserted him.


The
thick metal door grated shut, like the lid of a coffin. A hissing click sounded, as the electrical lock shot home. Hale
was alone, in solitary. . . .


The
room was almost, not quite, lightless, A faint
reflected glow came from the corridor through the ventilation vanes in the
door.


It was
ten feet square. Hale bumped his shins against a metal cot, as he explored
gropingly. He felt a hard mattress and thin, rough blanket. There was no other
furniture in the room. It was a dungeon, the most miserable form of habitation
invented by the human mind. In one corner was a small refuse closet. A
lingering odor attested that the last unfortunate had spited himself.


His
inspection over, Hale sat down on the bunk. For the moment he was glad of the
dark and quiet. It gave him a chance to think over the recent tumultuous events
in his life. Bitterly he reviewed the whole maddening sequence.


New
Year's Eve—New Century's Eve! How happy and proud he had been. He had stood on
top of the world. His father's life-work was about to be consummated with his
gift to civilization in the great Subatlantic Tube. Laura Asquith had been at
his side, happiness ahead of them. That night had been a supreme moment,
glorious in its promise.


Hale
recaptured the mood for a moment, his spirit soaring.


Then
his hand touched the hard metal of his bunk. . . .


With
a rude, jarring shock, he was back in prison. In one crushing blow he had lost
all that. From the high he plunged to the low.


Like
a phantom newsreel, the court scene flashed through his mind. The Five,
maneuvering his downfall, hung real as life before him. Fat,
white, black-souled Jonathan Mausser, who delighted in legal torture.
Brutal, hard Ivan von Grenfeld, trampler of human souls. Thin,
avaricious Sir Charles Paxton, placing gold above human honor. Spidery,
cold-brained Dr. Emanuel Gordy, vision-ing a human ant-heap under his whip.


But
it hurt most to think of Peter Asquith, the man who had posed as his friend,
yet had dug his pit. And Laura, the girl who had said:


T will stick with you, no
matter what happens."


The darkness of his cell
was merciful. Richard Hale felt glad that he could not see his face in a mirror
at that moment. He knew a twisted leer had been etched on his features by the
acid of bitterness.


He
jumped to his feet, began to pace up and down. He bumped against one wall and
reeled away, cursing.


"Revenger
The word swung like a
pendulum in his mind.


It
was all he had to live for now, revenge on those who had sent him to perdition.
He must not go mad. He must keep his sanity. He was young and strong. He
wouldn't languish and die as men did in historical romances. Years and years
were ahead of him. He would plot and scheme to escape. One man had done it.
There must be a way. Somehow he would get out—some day.


And
then he would confront the Five. He would stand before them like a ghost from
the past. He would remind them of their frightful crime against him. They would
quake to the bottom of their worm-eaten souls.


Hours
later, Hale's tumultuous thoughts were interrupted by a clicking sound,
followed by a sliding clank. Now accustomed to the near-darkness, his eyes
easily made out the moving object. A lower slot in the door had opened. A tray
scraped forward. The robot conveyor had brought him his first prison meal.


Hale
sat before the tray, sampling the food. There were three wooden bowls. One held
a thick stew of meats and vegetables, highly spiced, hiding its rancidness.
The second held hard bread. The third was tepid water.


At
least, he reflected as he ate, they didn't starve their prisoners. He was
careful to let no crumbs fall on the floor, for there was poor ventilation. He
saw no sense in adding to his own discomfort. With a little neatness and care,
the cell would remain halfway decent. Resolve was strong within him to last out
the bare, bleak future ahead of him.


A half hour later, the robot conveyor came to
life again, sliding back the tray and closing the door slot. Hale heard the
sounds of a sort of running belt system that operated under the floor. Then the
sounds abruptly ceased. . . .


For
the first time Hale became aware of the silence— an utter, aching, tomblike
silence. No slightest sound penetrated the metal walls. Though tired, he tossed
and turned for hours on his hard bed before he fell asleep, finally beaten down
by that unnatural dead quiet.


Three
days later, Hale still found himself fighting the silence. He had more than
once put his ear to the ventilation slits, hoping to hear some sound from
outside. Even the mad moaning of another prisoner would have been welcome. But
he heard nothing—nothing!


He
began to welcome and wait for the clink and scrape of the robot conveyor. It
seemed as though days passed between its clocked arrivals, though he knew it
was only a matter of hours.


He
kept telling himself to relax, not to let it break him. Yet within a week he
tried the one thing he had told himself he must never do—talk aloud to himself.
His voice at first terrified him, sounding hollow and strange. Then soon it
seemed natural to express all his thoughts aloud. But whenever his voice died,
the silence seemed to spring at him like a crouching beast.


Darkness, too, preyed
gratingly on his nerves.


He
found himself holding his hands before his face, going over their dim outline,
fearful that he was going blind without knowing it. It was a stupid thought, he
knew, but stupid thoughts like that eternally crawled up on him. Worst of all,
the uselessness of his eyes allowed his mental visions full play. And these
endlessly revolved around the court scene and the hated faces of the Five.


A
third thing that plagued the lonely prisoner was the slowness of time. The
cliche "Time hanging heavily" became a living truth to him. Often he
was convinced that the conveyor was hours and days late with his food, only to
realize the pangs of hunger never coincided with that conviction. For a month
he meticulously kept a mental record of the time, by the conveyor. Then, hoping
time would fly faster if he didn't know, he dropped the count.


Silence,
darkness and snail-footed time were his three enemies. The Three, he began to
call them in grim jest.


Silence,
broken only by his own footsteps and hoarse voice . . . Darkness, peopled with
his extinct past, making his hell more hellish by contrast . . . Dragging time
that stretched before him like a shuddery, bottomless pit. , . .


Never
would he know for sure when he had his first breakdown. But he was suddenly
screaming at the top of his voice, beating against the walls and door with his
fists till his skin cracked and became slippery with blood. He pleaded, begged,
shrieked to be let out. It went on for whole desperate minutes.


"Hallo,
you in there. What do you want Y-fourteen-eighteen?"


Hale
choked to stunned silence. The jailer's voice was speaking through the door
slits. It was the first human voice, other than his own, that Hale had heard
for eternity. It sounded heavenly sweet.


"I—* But Hale didn't know what to say.


"You want to sign a
confession?"


That
was the reason he had come. Hale swallowed hard.


"No, never," he
croaked.


"All right." With that phlegmatic phrase, the jailer was leaving.


"Wait!
Don't go," begged Hale. "Haven't you got a minute to spare? Talk to me." Hale wanted desperately to have the
man stay. 'Tell me. How are you?" It was the first thing that came to his
mind.


"Against the rules to talk to prisoners." The jailer's voice moved away. It had been
expressionless, unmoved.


Hale stood for a long time
with his back against the door, a hollow misery trembling through every fiber
of him. He fought for the control he had nearly lost.


"Revenge,"
he gritted aloud to himself. "Remember that, Richard Hale—revengel You've got to keep sane and live for that."


Yet
to do that he had to escape from an iron globe, completely sealed, swarming
with guards, perched fifty miles above Earth. Impossible, yet one man had done
it. Somehow he had thought out a way. Hale, too, must think a way out, even if
it took years.


 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER VI


 



 



 



How
to Test a Mind


 



 



□
Attuned to graveyard silence, his ears made out the faintest of sounds from
outside his cell door. Footsteps were approaching. When the electric lock
clicked, and the door began to swing open, Hale realized that six perpetual,
age-long months had gone by. For they were coming to examine
him.


His
eyes winced and watered at the blinding light that sprang in. Blinding light?
He knew the corridor was dim. The jailer stood there, a slouched, ill-kempt
human figure. But looked more godlike, to Hale, than the best
of Grecian statuary.


"Come
along," said the jailer. "Up to the psychiatrist's
office."


Hale staggered out.


Another
prisoner stood there, a ragged, bearded wretch who had once been strong and
broad-shouldered. He was scrawny and hollow-eyed now, staring about in deep
bewilderment. Hale knew how he felt, seeing something besides his dark cell.
But the man acted queerly. He clutched at Hale's arm.


"Why is it so dark
here?" he mumbled.


"It
isn't," sang back Hale, drinking in the optical paradise. It felt good
just to talk and look. "It's as light as day here. It's bright and shiny
and fresh—"


He stopped, looking at the
other prisoner pityingly.


A
look of horror had come over the man's haggard face. He passed his hands in
front of his eyes.


"Everything
is dim to me," he said in a hoarse whisper. "I can hardly see. And
you say it's light here?" A shriek burst from his
lips. "It happened! It happened! I've gone blind—"


Abruptly, he sank to the
floor.


"Fainted,"
said the jailer. "I'll send someone to take care of him. Come with me,
Y-fourteen-eighteen."


Hale
stood before a mirror a minute later, shocked. Saw himself
as a wild, savage figure with a ragged beard, tangled mane of hair,
prison-pallor skin, threadbare evil-smelling clothes. He resembled something
out of a child's nightmare.


He
was permitted the luxury of a bath, given a new denim suit, and his hair was
indifferently clipped by a luirried attendant Yet, it
was all sheer delight to Hale. And when the elevator took him up, past lighted
levels filled with sound, he thought it was like ascending to some heaven by
contrast with his isolated cell.


Hale
finally stood before the psychiatrist, Dr. Riss, and Warden Lewis. They eyed
him narrowly.


"They're wondering if
I'm insane. But I'm not—"


Hale
stopped, suddenly realizing he was thinking aloud, as he had in his cell.


Dr.
Riss smiled peculiarly. "Y-fourteen-eighteen, say the first word that
comes to mind at each word I say. Don't hesitate. Ready?"


Hale
nodded. Swiftly he told himself to be alert. The Five would want him adjudged
insane. Dr. Riss probably had his orders. At the slightest excuse, Hale would
be branded unsound of mind, consigned to the mercy of Euthanasia death.


"Red," snapped the psychiatrist.


"Color."


"Sound."


"Silence."


"Cell."


"Solitary."


It went on for some time. The keywords all
related to his confinement. An unhinged man would have screamed at each one.


Dr. Riss' tone changed.


"Syndicate."


"Innocent."


"Tube."


"Mine."


"Laura I"


Hale hesitated for an instant. The list had
been prepared by the Five, obviously. His nerves, about to crack, eased as a
gong rang in his mind—"Watch yourself, Richard Hale, or you're done
for."


"Girl," he
snapped back.


"Revenge!"


"Word."


It went on for some time, ending with the
psychiatrist snapping "confession," and Hale instantly returning,
"Never."


Dr. Riss arose, flashed a bright light in
Hale's eyes, peering intently. He turned finally. The psychiatrist drew himself
up,


"Warden, in all honesty to myself and my profession. I cant pronounce
this man anything but sane, no matter who—"
He broke off and finished: "This man has a strong mind. I dismiss the
case."


Hale s heart leaped. He had scored against
the Five.


No
matter how small and empty a victory it was, he had won this much against them.


"Back
to solitary," snapped the warden. His glance at Hale said: "We'll see
how long this strong-minded man lasts."


Locked
in his cell, Hale wondered himself. The oppressive silence and dark again
coiled themselves around his mind. The brief interlude above was already a forgotten dream that served only to heighten his returned misery.
Diabolically, the prison masters had planned it so. It was mental Inquisition.


Time
dissolved into itself. Days or weeks meant nothing to Richard Hale in his
lightless, soundless, timeless cell. Mind-staggering eternities hung before
him, punctuated only by the regular clank of the robot conveyor.


Hale's
misery touched bottom. If he only had something to do,
a book to read, paper or wire that he could occupy his fingers with. Just
eternally sitting and thinking made him feel like a blind worm. Even the prisoners
above did not realize how happy they were, with a chance to work and talk with others.


And
when Hale thought back to Earth, he wondered if people realized what staggering
treasures were heaped around them. A breath of wind, a shaft of sunlight, a tuft
of grass—each was a blessed jewel denied him. And the whole Earth
was crammed and loaded with them. The thought grew almost incredible, as though
Earth were a dream heaven that did not really exist.


Hale
realized, in the back of his tortured mind, that these were distorted thoughts, that bit by bit he was losing the struggle to
remain mentally balanced. He might last another six months, but what about the
next six months—and the next and next? What if for five or ten or fifteen years
he could think of no way of escape?


Years, whole unending years of this. The thought crushed him. If no escape
presented itself, his jailer would one day open the cell to find a broken creature
stumbling around, croaking "Revenge!" without even knowing what the word meant.


No,
it must not be years. That would be more than the human brain could stand. If
he was to escape, it must be soon. Subconsciously he had been constantly
wrestling with the problem, and it seemed impossible. Yet one prisoner had done
it. But how, through walls of steel, past swarming 'guards,
and out of a sealed globe suspended in a near-vacuum?


Hale
jumped up suddenly, yelling and screaming at the air vents of the door. He had
thought of something. The jailer's voice answered beyond the door.


"Ready
to confess?"


"No.
Listen to me." Hale went on tensely: "I have friends on Earth—Rich
friends. Does money have any value to you?"


"Money
has value to everyone," returned the jailer noncommittally.


Hale
exulted. The jailer did not leave. The word money had evidently caught him.


"Could
you get a note to Earth, from me to my friends, at a price?" Hale asked
eagerly.


"Well?"


Hale
took a breath. "They would arrange any sum you mention, if you could help
me." Hale paused suggestively. He did have business friends who might—it
was a forlorn chance at best—scrape together a sizable
amount.


"The
price of a candle is one hundred dollars," the jailer said candidly.


"What
is the price of—freedom?" Hale demanded breathlessly.


"More
than you could pay, my friend" laughed the jailer. "Because
you would have to buy off all the guards. It is impossible to arrange a
prisoner's escape. It has never happened."


Hale's
heart sank. "But what about the one who did escape?" he queried wistfully.


"Z-ninety-nine-twenty-two? That was a mystery." The jailer's voice
filled with sudden awe. "He was in solitary too. A year ago I opened his
cell, and he had gone. The cell looked intact, but he was gone. They suspected
me, but the electric lock record showed no tampering. He was simply gone."


"But
how, where?"
Hale pursued.


"Who
knows?" The jailer must have shrugged. "Maybe he went into the fourth
dimension." He laughed shortly and moved away. "And that's your only
hope, Y-fourteen-eighteen. Find the way into the fourth dimension."


Alone,
Hale pondered the mystery of Z-9922. Days later he was still pondering, weeks
later, an eternity later. The silence and the dark and the timeless web around
him whispered evilly.


"Into the fourth dimension—escape—revenge! Into the fourth
dimension—escape—revenge!"


On
and on the endless refrain went in his tormented mind, like a cracked
phonograph record.


And
suddenly Richard Hale knew the truth. It was a lie, a diabolical myth developed
by the master sadists of Strato-prison. No prisoner had escaped. There had been
no Z-9922. It was a story designed to keep alive the faintest of hopes in
prisoners' breasts, so they could not accept the philosophy of resignation.
Then the mind, chasing like a mad hare between the two extremes of hope and
hopelessness, would more speedily wear itself out, and collapse.


There
was no escape!


And
Richard Hale, driven by the demon that yelled "revenge" ceaselessly
and meaninglessly, knew that he was going mad . . .


Another eternity of bitter
loneliness crept by.


Hale sat with his face in
his hands, peering into the darkness, thinking. He no
longer talked to himself. He listened to the silence, and he thought.
"Damn youl"


He
suddenly whirled, clutching with his hand, and almost caught them,


"Please let me
alone," he begged.


Damn
those dark-creatures, always pulling at his hair and ears and tormenting him.
Couldn't they let him alone? Couldn't let him think in peace?


He
had something very important to figure out. The Door.
He hadn't found it yet. On hands and knees he had crawled the circuit of the
walls, feeling with his hands thousands of times. Some time he would find it,
the door into the fourth dimension. And then he would walk out. It was so
simple.


He
swore again, suddenly. Now he heard the crawl of a bug. There were bugs here too, and they disturbed his deep study. He
dropped silently in a crouch, listened, turning his head like a radio aerial. Finally, moving forward cautiously, he spied the bug, for
his eyes were tempered to near-darkness. He scuttled
forward, stamped, heard the crunch of the bug
underfoot.


Satisfied,
he went back to his bunk. He resumed his thinking, waving the dark-creatures
aside. He would find the door through the fourth dimension, and escape. Then he
would find the Five, lead them back to the cell, make them listen to the bugs,
and play with the dark-creatures.


He shrieked with laughter. Make them listen
to the bugs, the bugs that slithered along the wall, making tiny scraping
sounds. There, another one. It was scraping, clicking, sliding along with a sort of slither. He could almost distinguish the sound of each insect
leg lifting up and down, in that perfect silence, scraping, hissing—


Hissing? Why should it make
a hissing sound?


Hale sat up, listened
intendy, cupping his ears. Then he eased himself to the floor, placing one ear
against the metal. The sound came from below the
floor.


Cold
shock swept over Hale's mind. He forgot the bugs and dark-creatures. This new
phenomenon demanded his attention. It was the first outside sound that had
ever penetrated his absolute isolation. What could it be?


Intently
he listened for an hour. It was a steady hiss that reminded Hale of something
he had heard before. Many eternities before, on a place called Earth, he had
heard a similar sound. It was the sound of some instrument in operation.


Hale's
mind beat against waves of obscurity. God, if he could only remember the time
before the dark-creatures had come. That hissing sound,
and the crunch of billions of little things together—


Atoms!


The
word was like cold water thrown over his fevered mind. He gasped, remembering.


An AP-beam was biting into matter.


By
degrees Hale's mind swam upward from a pool of bedlam. Reasoned thoughts
charged forward against mad conceptions of dark-creatures and the
fourth-dimensional door.


"Who
or what," came the thought, "is working or digging with an AP-beam
under this floor?"
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□
While Hale waited in breathless suspense, the answer came days later. One day a sharp hiss sounded, almost like a pistol shot.
Hale momentarily saw the purling-violet flame of an AP-beam stab upward from
the floor. The beam broke through one needlelike hole. And it stopped.


Wild
with wonder, Hale kneeled at the spot and pounded against the metal with a
wooden bowl he had saved from his last meal. He pounded three times, heavily.
Would the sound penetrate below? Would the signal reach his possible—rescuers.


Hale's
fevered thoughts had formed that explanation for the mysterious event He or
they, whoever he or they were, were digging up toward his cell, perhaps from
the outer hull. Either that or workmen were doing routine repairs.


He
waited in an agony of suspense to find the result of his signal. No answer
came, no sound at all. The thermometer of hope dropped. But suddenly it leaped
high again. The fact that they hadn't answered meant they were afraid to,
whereas workmen would have ignored his signals. That made him cling to the
theory of rescuers who feared they had been detected by guards.


Hale
gripped his wooden bowl firmly. Sweat started on his brow as he searched a
confused memory for the International Code, learned years before and almost forgotten.
Finally he began tapping, slowly, struggling to remember.


"R-i-c-h-a-r-d H-a-l-e p-r-i-s-o-n-e-r
Y-l-4-1-8 w-a-i-t-i-n-g p-I-e-a-s-e a-n-s-w-e-r."


Then
he lay flat, one ear pressed against the metal floor.
He held his breath, lest his harsh breathing hide any sounds from below. But no
slightest sound returned. Hale felt the weight of despair.
Had it all been imagination in a disordered mind? But no, he could feel with
his fingers the tiny hole an AP-beam had cut. Why in God's name didn't they
answer? Even if they didn't know the code, any tapping signal would be
reassurance. They must realize that.


They must realize that.


An
hour passed. Hale's muscles were numb from lying rigidly in one position. He
picked up the bowl finally, to try again. Perhaps his first signal hadn't gone
through—


And then he dropped it,
seized by a fit of trembling.


The
return signal!


It was a faint metallic tapping, barely
audible, as though the sender feared detection at any moment "A-n-y
g-u-a-rds near."


"N-o," Hale
returned joyfully. "C-o-m-e
t-h-r-o-u-g-h."


For
long minutes there was no answer to this and no sign from below. Then suddenly
the hiss of the AP-beam resumed. Skillfully guided by an unseen hand, it ate
through the metal floor in a rough circle two feet in diameter. Then the
severed plate like a manhole cover, slowly raised at
one side. Slowly it inched upward as though a pair of eyes were gradually
taking in more and more of the view beyond.


The
raised side of the lid remained poised six inches off the floor. Hale's
owl-sensitive eyes made out a forehead, overhung by a tangled mop of hair, and
a pair of eyes that painfully peered about.


Hale stood paralyzed,
wondering what to do or say.


When
the eyes met his, they widened, taking in his figure from head to toe. They
were eyes also apparently able to see by the dim reflected glow of the cell,
pitch darkness to normal vision.


Hale
waited for the unknown man to make the next move. He did. He spoke wearily.


"Here, help me. Lift
this lid away."


Hale
complied, rolling the inch-thick metal plate aside and leaning it against the
wall. Beyond was a dark tunnel, almost
parallel to the floor, but slanting down gradually. Out of it crawled the newcomer. Hale made out an old, scrawny man with
uncut hair and white beard. He snt dejectedly
beside his tunnel, staring about as though to make sure that what he had seen
actually existed. Then he looked up.


"Whom did you say you were?" he queried in his weary
voice.


Hale
hadn't spoken a word aloud for long months. His first attempt resulted only in
a hoarse mumble. Then he repeated, taking great care:


"Richard Hale. Or
number Y-f ourteen-eighteen."


"What cell?"


Hale searched his memory. "B-fifty-five."


"B-fifty-five?"
echoed the other. "Then my calculations were way off." He groaned
from the very bottom of his soul. "Five yearsl Five
years of labor and planning gone for nothing."


The
old head bowed. Dry sobs racked the bony frame. Hale, watching, was also shaken
by grinding disappointment The moment the old man had
crawled out of his tunnel, Hale had seen he was another prisoner, not rescuers
but another poor wretch from another cell. One part of Hale's mind cursed
bitterly and savagely. Lost hope crushed the buoyant spirit that had awaited
the wielder of the AP-beam.


For
long minutes they said nothing more to each other. Hale hated the man, for he
represented shattered hope. But another part of his mind was gradually shaken
by emotion of a different sort. This man, fellow prisoner though he was, was
another human being—someone to talk to—someone to keep away the nightmare dark
creatures that swarmed in the frightful silence.


"Whoever
you are," Hale said abruptly, kneeling beside the old man and gripping
his shoulders, "you've saved my sanity. I'm glad you're here." He
stopped, unable to express the feelings that gripped him.


The
old man straightened, controlling himself. He also seemed ashamed of his first
reaction.


"Dr.
John Allison was my name on Earth when I was among the living. Forgive me,
Richard Hale. I know what the loneliness of solitary is. Our meeting is its own
reward. But, you see, I had hoped to penetrate into a main passage of
Strato-prison that would have meant escape."


The word sounded sweet to Hale. "Is that
how Z-ninety-nine-twenty-two did it?" "I'm
Z-ninety-nine-twenty-twoI" the old man chuckled harshly.


"But I thought he—you—escaped?"
Hale gasped.


"Only my cell, not from Strato-prison. Its record, though they don't know it
themselves, is still unblemished. No one has escaped Strato-prison, though I
have come close."


 



Once more awakened, Hale's scientific mind
prompted a question. "Where is your AP-projector?"


"Here."
Dr. Allison held up his hand. A tubular instrument small and crude, rested in
his palm.


"The
smallest AP-projector I ever saw on Earth stood three feet high and weighed a
quarter-ton," Hale protested.


The scientist smiled, with a trace of pride.


"Clumsy machines. I constructed this myself, here in prison. Look, it is based on a new
principle."


He
pressed a spring trigger on the side. From the small nozzle leaped a five-inch
AP-beam. When he held it against the wall, it ate out a slight depression.


'The
metal is transformed into helium, of course, as with Earth AP-excavators. My
power-source is a speck of radium."


Suddenly
there was a metallic ping.
The small instrument burst
into a dozen flying pieces. The beam died with a hissing gurgle.


Dr.
Allison stared at the broken parts in his palm. Though unwilling to believe it
had happened, he did not seem too surprised.


"I thought it would happen before
this," he sighed wearily. "It was ready to fall apart at any moment,
after five years of use." He smiled with an effort. "Well, that's the
end of escape from Strato-prison "


"But
if you somehow managed to construct one, why can't you make another?" Hale
asked, wondering whether he dared raise hope.


The old scientist spoke
dully.


"Do
you know how long it took me to build this one? Ten years?9


Hale's
confused thoughts, alternately hopeful and hopeless in the past few minutes,
consigned themselves to his former despair. He could think of only one thing to
say.


"At least we have each
other's company."


In
the following phase of Hale's prison life, that was an inestimable blessing. It
was easier now to face silence, dark, and frustrated existence with another
human presence. Time moved less leadenly.


Dr.
Allison's story was strange, rivalling the somber imaginations of Poe, Hugo, or
Bierce.


"I've
been here in Strato-prison for thirty years," he began with a weary sigh.
"I was one of the 'charter' prisoners. It is a sort of poetic justice, I
suppose, because a Dr. Karl Gordy and I helped devise the zero-gravity field
that upholds this globe."


Hale started, shocked and
suddenly grim.


"Dr.
Gordy secretly sold the plans to the Centro-Europe dictatorship of 1977 for a
stratosphere war base. I got enraged when I found out. I went to their capital
and demanded return of the plans. How foolish I was. I was arrested and
sentenced by them for the murder of Dr. Gordy—whom they shot. Thus they had both of us out of the way." He sighed again.
"The only consolation to me was that Dr. Gordy's treachery was paid in its
own coin. His kind doesn't deserve to live. He at least is gone."


"But his son lives
on," interposed Hale.


Now Hale could see the background of the
present Emanuel Gordy, son of an unscrupulous father. Undoubtedly, if he
gained the dictatorship of Earth, his first move would be a purge in Europe, a
frightful, large-scale revenge for his father's execution.


"Go
on with your story, Dr. Allison. I'll tell you mine when you're through."


The old scientist resumed.


"I
was sent to solitary. I heard only vaguely of the final peace of 1979 and the
formation of the World Government. My release did not come. I was still a murderer, according to the records. The world had forgotten me as a
scientist. So I knew then that I was doomed to a lifetime of imprisonment here. I nearly went mad the first year . .
."


He
paused, shuddering with the recollection. Hale shuddered with him. For Hale had
been here almost a year, and he also had nearly gone raving mad.


'Then
I gripped myself. I accepted a philosophy
of resignation. I would make the best of it I had seen the blueprints of the
globe before construction. I knew escape would be impossible. I didn't hope
for it, and somehow that made it easier to bear.


"Other
things helped to make it bearable. I still had a rich, faithful friend on Earth. Failing in all efforts to obtain my
release, he thought of my comfort Through enormous
bribes, guards and jailers were induced to smuggle in to me a micro-reader, to
pass the time. A ten-inch strip of micro-film, as you know, records a complete book in micro-lettering, which the micro-reader's lenses
magnify for reading. Over a period of ten years I accumulated a boxful of film, equivalent to a huge
library. What a blessing it was to have this mental occupation,
through those long, lonely, bitter hours."


Hale
could see that very well. Just one micro-book, to read over and over, would
have been a godsend. A whole library was an unthinkable treasure.
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The
elderly scientist's voice broke. In the dark of the cell, Hale could see his
eyes glow.


"Fifteen
years later—and fifteen years ago—hope of escape suddenly sprang up again. The
human heart never really resigns itself, else all life would cease. I saw that
it might be possible to use the parts of the microreader to make some sort of
AP-projector. I began a task that was to take ten years. I had no tools.
Bribery would not get them in. I used my teeth, for days on end, to twist
little screws loose,"


He
raised his upper lip. Hale shivered. The upper teeth were worn down almost to
the gums.


"I
wore away rivet heads by rubbing them along the metal walls of my cell, long
hours each day, for months at a time. I made separate metal parts by scraping
through with the sharp steel edge of my bunk. Finally I had the instrument
apart. I had bits of metal, glass and wire. These had to be assembled, somehow,
according to the plans I had in mind.


"The
human intellect is more ingenious, in desperation, than most people know. I
made paste with spittle, bread-starch and ground-up film. It, hardened almost
like glass, readily held some parts together. I welded corners together by the
heat of hammering—pounding with a metal rod till I fell asleep. I bored holes
through metal with slivers of harder metal, for what seemed ages of time. I
will skip further detail. At last it was done. It took ten years. . . ."
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□
Ten years! Hale ached, hearing the account, as though it was he who had spent
ten grinding years on that stupendous task. It must have taken colossal persistence.
On Earth, some men had made history in ten years.


In
proportion, Dr. Allison had done an equally mighty thing.


"But
how did you get the radium you needed for an activator?" Hale queried. He
knew all AP-processes were based on the trigger of radioactivity.


The
old scientist grinned a little. "I consider that my master accomplishment.
My lower teeth are false. I took the plate out, broke it in several pieces, and
wheedled the jailer into having a new set made for me, on Earth. My Earth
friend paid the necessary bribe. A note in code to him—he understood
cryptograms—did the trick. The set of false teeth came back. One of them, a
molar, was lined with lead, and in its center was a tiny capsule of radium.
With that, my projector was complete."


Dr. Allison paused.


"No
one will ever know"—his voice became solemn— "what that moment meant
to me. It took me hours to press the trigger. What if it didn't work? What if
my new principle of AP-generation failed? What if my ten long years of work
were wasted? I would have gone stark mad that moment, if it hadn't worked. But
it did.


'The
little AP-gun ate into matter as readily as the big projectors, though at a
much slower rate. I think I screamed in triumph. That was five years ago. Then
I











 



began my
digging. I carefully etched out a bevel-edged plate, so that I could cover the
tunnel I extended. Every six months, when they came to take me out for the routine
sanity tests, I was there. They did not know that an unsuspected manhole lid
covered a tunnel that I was digging—toward freedom.


"I
knew the basic plan of Strato-prison. Underneath these solitary cells are
passageways connecting to the upper corridors. These run parallel to the
curving hull. In two years, inch by inch, I dug through six feet of metal. This
globe is very solidly constructed. It was originally planned as an impregnable
war-base. Weight meant nothing, in the zero-gravity field.


"I
broke through into one of the passages, rarely used except for repairs on the
conveyor-system. But it had no direct connection to the main passage that would
lead me to the upper air-lock, to await my chance to escape. I had to reach
that main corridor. Boring through the ten-foot thick hull would have been
useless, for I would emerge in a near-vacuum fifty miles above Earth. After
long thought I reasoned where the main passage should be. I began boring
again."


He stopped for a moment,
shaking his head.


"I
made two mistakes. One, I lost track of time. That was two years ago. The
jailer came to take me out for a sanity test, and I wasn't in my cell. I was
below, digging. And that's the story of Z-ninety-nine-twenty-two, who
miraculously 'escaped', or vanished. I covered up my trail by adjusting my
AP-beam to a simple heat-beam and fusing the plate to the floor, sealing myself
out of my own cell.


"If
I had reappeared in my cell, they would have investigated carefully and found
my tunnel. As it was, they reasoned my cell door's electric lock had somehow
failed for a moment and that I had sneaked out and up to the air-lock, stowed
away on a supply-ship before they even knew my cell was empty. But I was below,
still trapped."


"What did you do then?" Hale asked
wonderingly. "You were faced with starvation, cut off from your own
cell."


 



 



The
old man shook his head. T had access to the robot food conveyor. It ran through
the passage I had reached, from the kitchens to the cells. I simply took a
little food from each prisoner's meals, so it wouldn't be noticed. And water,
of course. The passage was ventilated, and a refuse closet was near. Whenever
guards happened to pass through, or repair-men came to look over the conveyor,
I had barely time to scramble into my tunnel and hope they wouldn't notice it
in the dimness. They never did.


"My
second mistake was missing the main passage, and coming up here. And now, with
my AP-gun useless, I am no farther than when I started, fifteen years ago—"


His voice faded away.


Hale
realized now the inconceivable disappointment that must have overwhelmed the
man. After fifteen years of slavelike toil and scheming and hope, to come up in
another prisoner s cell.


"GodI"
The old scientist's voice suddenly burst out sharply, as though the full realization
had first burst on him. Then his voice lowered to a dry whisper that chilled
Hale's blood.


"Has
fate ever played a more hellish trick on a man? I wanted so much to escape. To see Earth just once more. To know
again, if only for a moment, what sunshine was, and rain and a crowded city
street and laughter. Instead, I'll die here like a trapped rat."


It
was horrible to hear the dry, rustling whisper of a man without hope. Hale
shuddered. It was worse than if he had
shrieked and stormed. Was his mind teetering on the verge of madness? Was Hale
to have a madman for a companion?


Hale grasped the old man s
shoulders and shook him.


"Don't, Dr.
Allison."


The scientist looked up
wanly.


"Don't
worry. I wont jump up and batter my head against the
wall. But I have nothing to live for. Nothing! Just leave me alone for a while . . •"
His whisper faded into the still of the celL


Hale
saw the tears in the old eyes—two large tears that furrowed down his cheeks and
lost themselves in his uncut beard.


It was not till hours later that the old
scientist stirred, with a heavy sigh. "Hale," he called,
"Yes?"


'Tell me your story."


Hale
did, with unleashed bitterness. He left out no detail of the Five's plot, both
against him and the world.


"And
now you are here," commented Dr. Allison, "with no tomorrow you can
look forward to. Your life ended when the Five sentenced you," His voice was pitying. "You're so terribly young—"


"There
can be a tomorrow for me," Hale said savagely.
"After I escape, there will be a tomorrow."


"Escape?" The scientist dismissed the thought with the word.


Suddenly
he began pacing the cell. "You have told a strange story, Hale," he muttered. "Aside from what the Five have
done to you, they are a greater menace to the well being of Earth. Emanuel Gordy as dictator. I can picture the son from what I
know of the father. The world will be crushed under his thumb.


"I
could stop him, if I were there," he pursued. He halted in front of Hale,
his voice tense. "Do you know that I'm the greatest living scientist? At
my fingertips I have scientific secrets that would rock civilization. In one
year, in a well-equipped laboratory I could emerge with powers making me a superman."


Hale caught his breath sharply, then cursed himself for not realizing it before. The man had
gone mad after all. Like Napoleon in exile, Dr. Allison imagined himself a supreme power held helpless.


The scientist was watching
him.


"You
think I'm mad," he said quietly. "And yet, what
about my midget AP-gun? With a speck
of radium, and a few
bits of wire and metal I unlocked atomic energy. On Earth you need a portable
cyclotron weighing at least a quarter-ton. All I needed was a little grid of copper and beryllium to bounce neutrons between the
plates till they exploded into energy. I devised that principle here in
prison."


Hale didn't know what to
think.


"How?"
he queried. "How could you do it without a laboratory?"


The old man tapped his
forehead.


"This
was my laboratory. Remember, I had thirty years. All I occupied my mind with in
those thirty years was scientific thought, to keep me from going mad. I had
read my small but select library of micro-books over and over. I had gathered only
science works. I came near memorizing the whole set. In the last fifteen years,
while I laboriously made the little AP-gun and then tediously dug through
metal, I still had endless hours in which to think and review my
knowledge."


Facial
expressions were lost in the almost lightless cell, but Hale could sense the
slight upcurl of the lips, as the scientist went on,


"There's
irony in it all. If I had lived free on Earth, I might have made only mediocre
laboratory discoveries. The powers of the mind, in normal life, would have been
tempted into too many channels. Misfortune like this made me delve into my own
mind for its treasures. Captivity for thirty years sharpened my intellectual
capacity.


"With
perfect quiet and isolation, I could follow one train of thought for days, and
hound down any worthwhile idea. I thought out the principle of my little
neutron-bouncing grid in a solid year of continuous thought."


Hale
was still astonished. *Tou just sat and thought and devised the grid without
one bit of experimental data? It's—it's incredible."


"Experimental
data was already there," Dr. Allison declared. 'Think of Newton. Did he
have a laboratory, in the modern sense? Hardly. He
simply sat down and figured out the stupendous laws of gravitation. He used the
data compiled by dozens of men before him—the giants on whose shoulders he
stood, in his own words. Einstein, too, formulated relativity from data that
went back a half century."


Now
Hale saw more clearly. It was a new way of looking at genius.


"Hundreds
and thousands of scientists experiment and collect data, and publish them. Then
a Newton or an Einstein comes along and sees what is before their noses. They
are too close, the experimenters, to see it themselves."


"Exactly,"
agreed the scientist. "So it was with me. For thirty years I revolved all
the latest scientific data. Some things began to stand out clearly, in the
focus of my continuous thoughts. Stupendous things."


His voice cracked suddenly.


"And
yet here I am, helpless. My scientific secrets are dead, lost, locked up with
me in a globe of metal in the stratosphere. A master scientist, with only a nameless grave before him.
That is the bitter irony of it."


Hale's thoughts clicked to a swift conclusion.


"Dr.
Allison, pass your secrets along to me. I can do something with them."


"Here?"


"No, but when I escape—" A harsh laugh resounded.
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*T tried for thirty years and failed. How can
you have hope?"


"I
have, somehow. I don't know how or when, but 111 escape."


The
scientist's hand reached through the darkness to touch Hale.


"It
is good to have hope," he murmured. "I'll teach you my scientific
secrets. At least, if nothing else, it will lighten for both of us this
murderous cell existence."


Two
more years rolled by, in the endless parade of time.


Every
six months, Richard Hale was conducted from his cell briefly, and found sane.
The warden could not hide his surprise. It was strange for a young,
sensitive-minded man to take the horrors of solitary in his stride. Hale
laughed wildly within himself. They did not know of his mysterious companion.


There
was little worry of detection. The jailers never visited the cells between the
six-month periods. Daily Dr. Allison crawled through his tunnel to the
conveyor-system passage, for food. At times he shared Hale's rations, or Hale
would go below. They derived a grim pleasure in having defeated the very
purpose of solitary isolation, without the prison masters knowing. It was a
joke on them.


Dr.
Allison imparted his scientific discoveries, nurtured in his mind through
thirty years. Hale gradually began to feel as though he were kneeling before a
treasure-chest, sifting gold pieces and shining jewels through his fingers.
Most of the scientist's conceptions were half-formed, nebulous. Many would
prove to be useless fantasies. But some, after laboratory tests, would be
startling wonders. Dr. Allison s library had included all sciences—physics,
chemistry, astronomy, biology, and many in between. His patient, penetrating
mind had delved omnivorously into all.
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It was not so startling. The techniques of
science had, by the late twentieth century, become reduced to fundamentals.
The nineteenth century and early twentieth had been pioneering days of experimentation.
After that had come the period of widespread industrial
application. Dr. Allison, at the apex of this period, was a generation
ahead.


In
biology, he intuitively sensed new and amazing hormones just ahead. In
chemistry, he predicted dyes that would outdate any known. In physics, the
traditional structure of matter would be altered and molded as if it were wax.
In astronomy, Dr. Allison knew of a comet— whose orbit data other scientists
had not yet sifted—that would pass within 100,000 miles of Earth, closer than
the Moon.


Heaped
scientific treasures, gleaned from the four corners of world lore, and the
originator was an exile, cast away from Earth life. Hale saw a vivid parallel
with past history. Galileo had been forced by contemporary authority to recant
his heretical discoveries. Lavoisier's laboratory had been burned down as a
witch's den. And again genius would not be hailed, in the case of Dr. Allison,
till after his death. That is, Hale reflected soberly, if at all.


"So
much good could be done with all those things," the old scientist would
murmur at times.


"They
are treasures of science," Hale would say solemnly. "1 promise you, Dr. Allison, that if I escape they will
be given to Earth for its benefit."


But
the old scientist's companionship was the rarest treasure of all, to Hale. No
longer did time drag so cum-bersomely, nor darkness
and silence hold such terrors.


CHAPTER IX


 



 



 



 



 



When Tomorrow Comes


 



 



□ Yet one
thing loomed monstrously—the lack of any sort of Tomorrow for them.


Hale
talked of escape. With Dr. Allison he resolved a hundred vague plans. The
scientist took him below, through his tunnel. A dim corridor stretched here,
but solid steel doors blocked both ends. They might conceivably slip past
guards, with the door open. But then the way led past each level of the giant
prison, each with a locked door again, and guards swarming everywhere.


"No
chance at all that way," said the scientist flatly. "All the doors
are controlled from Earth, as you know, by remote control. When guards march
from level to level, the doors unlock one by one. But only at
orders from the warden, in contact with the Earth operators by television.


"My
one slim chance, with the AP-gun, was to get into a hull-corridor, burn a hole
through each door quickly, and finally reach the air-lock. Here, since they had
practically forgotten me, I could slip onto the regular supply ship and thus
reach Earth "


He spread his hands
helplessly.


"Without
an AP-gun, there is no conceivable way of escaping. None!"


Hale felt the crushing force of that word. No escape, no revenge against the Five. Never to see Earth again. To die here, of
old age, as Dr. Allison was dying.


The
scientist was near death, that was obvious. He had
been thirty when incarcerated. He was over sixty











 



now,
thin, trembling, sickly. His failure to escape had left him a barren shell,
without the will to live.


But
again and again Hale went over the plans of the prison, as the scientist had
revealed them. Doggedly he nursed hope.


"Those
remote control doors are the only possibility," he repeated for the
hundredth time. "If the system ever breaks down temporarily—"


"It
never does, even for a second," croaked the old scientist. "The
remote control system is as infallible as the motions of the heavenly
bodies."


"Good God, don't keep
saying that," shrieked Hale.


Three
years of dimming hope had taken their toll of his nerves. He was instantly
sorry, and took the old man s hand in apology. Suddenly he squeezed.


"As
infallible as the motions—" he repeated, his voice tense. "What was that you told me,
a few months ago, about a comet passing between Earth and Moon?"


The old scientist nursed
his aching hand.


"The
Dawson Comet, discovered 1989, is due back this year. I based my figures on
data I read. Tm quite positive it will swing between the Earth and Moon for
the first time in history. It won't be captured, however, because of its
speed. That should be in the order of—"


"Never
mind that," interrupted Hale. "How close will it pass to
Strato-prison?"


The
scientist's mental calculations were rapid. "Almost
directly over it, within ninety-five thousand miles."


"Which way will its
tail swing?"


Dr. Allison pondered.


"The Moon will be sunward from Earth.
Therefore the comet's tail will swing earthward, toward us." "Escaper


Hale yelled the one word in
awe.


Sharpened
by solitude and the scientist's inspiring teachings, Hale's mind leaped to that
conclusion in one blinding stroke.


"What?" Dr.
Allison demanded, stupefied.


"Escape,
I tell you. The remote control is via radio waves. Electrical
impulses. What is a comet's
tail made of? Electrified particles—ions. When these sweep over the globe, there will be no harm done, of
course—except to the remote-control. It will be thrown out of working order by electrical interference."


Dr. Allison nodded almost
instantly.


"Of course. I should have thought of that myself. The tail's ions will produce a
barrage of static interference for thousands of miles. The remote control radio
impulses from Earth will be shot through with holes. The doors will be
opened—by the comet's tail."


They
looked at each other, hardly daring to believe their quick deduction. But in their eyes had sprung again the burning fires of hope.


Four
months later, when the comet was due, two tense figures stood before a locked door. They had quitted Hale's cell, crawled through the tunnel,
and emerged in the lower passageway. It led upward to freedom.


"The
comet should be due any minute now," whispered Dr. Allison. He had
checked his mental figures a dozen times. "When its tail sweeps past, well
have just thirty-two minutes of open doors. We'll have to run. The
distance to the top of the globe, through the spiral passage next to the hull,
is almost a mile.
If we see any guards, we throw ourselves flat and pray. Luckily this is exactly
between shifts. The passage should be almost deserted. Is that clear?"


Hale
nodded. His heart hammered in anticipation, but outwardly he was cool. All his
faculties were alert for this desperate gamble. He knew he would never again
have another chance. Comets do not obligingly sweep by very often in one
lifetime.


"Listen!"


They
heard it then—a slight crackling noise, like static. Somewhere up above, beyond
their steel prison walls, a comet was majestically sailing between Earth and
Moon. Its long, tenuous tail of ions was engulfing the prison globe. A radio
aerial was crackling under the deluge, as if signals were coming from Earth.
The comet was opening all locks except those of the cells, which were directly
under the warden's control.


Hale
pushed forward against the door. It swung open squeakily on unoiled hinges. The
way here led upward to the cell-blocks. But Dr. Allison turned the other way,
to the passage that hugged the hull and avoided the center of activity.


Grim
and hopeful they raced down the dimly lit corridor.


Soon
it became a steep upward climb. The floor was corrugated for foot traction.
Although the giant globe itself rested weightless in a zero-gravity field, all
things within it were still subject to the gravity of Earth. It was as though
they were ants suspended above ground on a shelf.


 



For fifteen minutes they sped on, opening and
closing door after door that the comet had unlocked. They met no guards. It
seemed almost too easy.


"We're
more than halfway," panted Dr. Allison. "We'll make it if our luck
holds out—"


At
each door, Hale in the lead cautiously opened it and peered out for guards. He
drew back suddenly at one door.


"Two
guards standing in the corridor ahead, talking," he whispered.


"We'll have to wait
and hope they go."


Dr. Allison's eyes darted
ahead and back constantly.


Minutes
passed. Precious minutes while the comet's wide tail drew
nearer to its final leave-taking. Cursing under his breath, Hale kept
one eye on the two lounging guards ahead. They seemed in no hurry to go. They
were off-duty, apparently, and were rapt in conversation. If only Hale were
armed. . . . The old scientist trembled.


"We
can't wait much longer," he said nervously, **or well have locked doors against
us."


He
turned, grasping the younger man's arm tightly. He spoke tersely.


'There's
one chance. You stay here. Ill go out alone. There is a corridor just ahead that leads to the atomic generator room. I'll lead
them into that. Then the way will be clear for you."


'Together
or not at all," Hale retorted, shaking his head violently.


"Don't
be a fool," whispered the old man. 'Together we die."


His
old eyes softened suddenly, looking at his young companion.


*Tm
old. What would a few hours of liberty on Earth benefit me? But you are young,
and in you, I live again. With you go my thirty years of thought and science.
Your tomorrow is mine," He squeezed Hale's arm. "Good-bye, lad—"


Then,
before Hale could act, he sprang forward, swung open the door and leaped out.
The door began to swing shut again in Hale's face. He caught it when it was a
few inches of closing. For a moment
he leaned his weight forward, to shove it open and leap after the old
scientist.


He
relaxed, groaning. It was the only hope. Hale knew he would have been
more of a fool
to leap out than a coward to remain.


From
beyond he heard the shouts of the guards, as they spied Dr. Allison's madly
stumbling figure. Peering around the door's edge, Hale saw the scientist dart
into the side corridor. A moment later the two guards had reached the same
point and followed, pistols out.


The way—for Hale—was clear. Seconds were precious.


Hale
shoved the door aside and raced down the corridor. At the turnoff passage, he
heard the rumble and hiss of the mighty atomic generators from the neighboring
room. Hale stopped. The passage was short. The open door revealed the huge
extent of the chamber, sunk below the level of his eye.


A scene etched itself on
his mind.


Dr.
Allison had scuttled along the narrow catwalk that overhung the giant
generators. The guards now had a clear shot at him. Neutron-charges hissed
toward the fleeing scientist.


Abruptly
he stopped. He looked both ways, like a trapped animal who
sees no way out. At the far end of the catwalk was another guard, already
moving forward. A neutron-charge struck the scientist's leg. He
toppled, fell—straight down toward the pulsing grid of a generator.


The
guards stiffened, watching. Below, the eyes of the prison workers on shift
fastened to the falling body. It struck the flat grid, bounced, rested there.
Then flame burst around it, the livid, searing energy of exploding atoms. In
seconds the body had vanished, consumed by the frightful powers engulfing it.


 



Dr.
Allison was gone, Z-9922, the mythical "escaped" prisoner, had
finally escaped—into Death.


Hale
watched, paralyzed in horrible fascination. He heard the voice of one guard,
drifting to him down the passage.


'The
fool should have known he couldn't escape. Who in hell did he think he was,
Z-ninety-nine-twenty-two?"


Something
within Hale was barely able to choke down hysterical laughter. But the sweeping
irony of it faded in his mind as he thought of what it meant to him. A prisoner
had escaped his cell, made a dash for freedom, failed. Later they would find
Hale's cell empty. They would finally connect the comet with his escape from
his cell. Therefore Richard Hale, Y-1418, was the prisoner who had died on the
atomic-grid. There would not even be a search or general alarm. . . .


Dr.
Allison had opened the path to freedom in more ways than one. And Hale knew now
that the old scientist had deliberately thrown himself on the grid, to be
burned beyond recognition. Deliberately he had planned this sacrifice before
they even started. For the substitution of identities made certain that there
would be no search for Y-1418, neither here nor on
Earth.


Hale
sped along now, down the deserted corridor. There was still a chance of meeting
other guards, and of failing to reach the last door
before the comet's tail left.


But
ten minutes later Hale had reached the last door, near the top of
Strato-prison, leading into the air-lock chambers. Most of the thirty-two
minutes were gone.


He
was panting, sweated, when he reached the final door. His leg muscles ached
from the unaccustomed exertion after three years of cell inactivity. He leaned
his weight against the door, turning the handle.


It didn't open. . . .


It was locked. Too late!


Enraged
by this trick of fate, Hale furiously threw himself at the door, but only
bruised his shoulders. Then, spent, he looked back, with the fear of the
cornered animal chilling his heart. Sooner or later guards would come along,
spy him, capture or kill him.


Failure!
Tomorrow still leered beyond that locked door, still remote as the Moon. The
maddening thought of it nearly brought a scream of torment from him.


He
heard a dim murmur of voices from down the corridor. Guards were approaching.
In a moment they would come near and see his crouching figure, with no place to
hide. . . .


And then Hale's ears heard grinding behind
him. The door gave and he tumbled through. He had sufficient presence of mind
to shove it closed immediately. He heard a static splutter from the electric
lock, and then a sharp final click. He knew the door was locked now, beyond
all human power to open.


Hale
lay gasping on the floor. Somehow the door's lock had reopened for those few
seconds, saving him. Perhaps a shred of the comet's tail, following the main
bulk of it, had worked the miracle.


The
room he lay in was utterly dark, yet he knew it was large, for his heavy
breathing echoed. It was the third and final chamber of the triple air-lock
system. In three days, the usual supply ship was due from Earth. He and Dr.
Allison had plotted that all so carefully.


The rest, with a little
luck, was simple.
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Free
Air!


 



 



□ If Hale's first few months in his
timeless cell had seemed like an age, the three days he now waited was an
eternity. But after eternity would come a new tomorrow.


At
last he heard the rumble of an air-lock opening above him. The ship had
arrived. Again he heard the movement of mechanisms directly over him, as the
two halves of his chamber s lock yawned.


A
cyclonic tvJwosh of air rushed from his chamber to the one
above. Hale panted for breath. He watched from behind piled crates as the
strato-ship settled down in the lever grip of elevators. Its wheels touched the
floor. Overhead the lock doors closed. Air hissed from corner vents, refilling
the space with normal pressure. Hale's discomfort eased.


The
pilots and guards stepped from the ship bearing three new prisoners within the
walls of the strato-bastille. Hale pitied them. Then he jerked to attention.
From the main corridors came a file of prisoners, herded by armed guards.


Again
Hale had to resign himself to the whim of chance. By feel, he had long ago
picked out the crate he wanted. He crawled in now, among stale smelling opened
tin cans. Strato-prison had no disposal of these, save by the returning ship.
The cans could not just be thrown down to Earth.


Hale
burrowed to the bottom of the heaped crateful of cans. They covered him
completely. The noise could not be heard in the general bustle of the
unloading. Some of the sharp edges scratched him, but pain meant nothing to him
now.


It
seemed like hours before he felt his crate lurch into movement.


"Feels heavy,"
grunted one of the prisoners carrying it


"You're getting
weak," returned the other sarcastically.


Hale felt the crate bump against the floor, in the ship's hold. Then the crate slid along roughly, to end up
against one wall. Other crates bumped against his.


Hale
allowed himself to exult. Luck was playing along with him.


In
the hour of delay that followed Hale suffered most. It was the cautious custom,
before a ship left, to herd nil shifts of prisoners to their cells throughout
the giant prison and take the roll-call. Only then could the warden be certain
that no prisoner had by some miracle stowed away on the ship.


The
roll-call, Hale assured himself, should reveal no nhsences. Prisoner Y-1418 was
not in his cell, of course, lie had
burned to death on an atomic grid, trying to es-i 'api; three days before. Somehow, the warden would reason, Y-1418 had
escaped from his cell, probably because of the comet's nearness, since the
operators on Earth had complained of interference. But he had been run down and
burned on the grid. He hadn't actually escaped Strato-prison—as Z-9922 had.


Therefore
the ship could go. Strato-prison's record of no escapes—save
for Z-9922—was unblemished.


But
not till he felt movement of the ship did Hale's nerves relax. All was well.
There had been no alarm. As he felt the powerful surge of rockets speeding the
ship up and away from Strato-prison, Hales spirits soared. He felt as though a
vice that had been squeezing him for three long years had suddenly eased.


"I'm
out of Strato-prison. I'm in free air," he told himself happily.


An
hour later the strato-ship's wide spiral narrowed down to ordinary air travel
in Earth's atmosphere. Then Hale felt the ship bump to a landing. The hold doors opened. Hands dragged out the crates. From here
on, Hale didn't know what the situation would be, but he did know he would have
to be alert as a hunted
animal.


He
felt his crate carried, then stacked again with the others on the ground.


"Too
late to bring them to the slagmelter today," said a voice. 'Tomorrow morning will be all right."


"Yes,
sir."


The
voices moved away and Hale listened to the sounds of a busy airport. Hours later these reached a minimum that indicated it must
be the middle of the night Hale stirred. Like a corpse emerging from its coffin, he struggled up. He had to shove a crate off with his shoulders by main force. It fell to the ground with a
clatter of empty cans.


Hale
leaped out and crouched behind the crates, peering in all directions. He was
at the edge of the airport. No one had noticed in the dark.


Hale stumbled away, hugging the shadows of a building. Beyond lay open land, beyond that, woods in
which he could hide safely.


After
running madly until the airport could not be seen and he was panting and
exhausted, Hale threw himself on the muddy ground. A drenching downpour had
started some time before.


Wet
to the skin and shivering, he lay there. He had not eaten for three days. His
clothes carried the stench of the unclean crate. His skin was lacerated with a
dozen wounds. Every muscle ached from his recent exertions. He had a splitting
headache from the sheer physical and mental strain he had gone through.


By
all normal standards, he should have been more miserable than the lowliest
down-trodden specimen of humanity.


But
he knew, instead, that he was at that moment the happiest human being alive.


He
lay on his back, his eyes staring into the rain-filled sky. There were no walls
above or around him. This was heavenl He caught at the raindrops with his hands
and laughed, laughed for long minutes, till sheer weakness stopped him.


Somewhere
up above lay somber Strato-prison. The men there did not know that for once a
prisoner had truly escaped, that a comet and a man's life had done the
impossible—that down here, in the mud, lay Prisoner Y-1418, with all the world before him.


Hale jumped up suddenly.


"I'm
alive again," he shouted against the swishing of the rain. "Alive! Alive!"


He
fell in the mud again, singing, laughing, as near (o a madness of joy as he had
once been to a madness of despair. . . •


Dawn
brought the warm heat of a summer day. Hale I Hid gained control of himself. His mind was calm, cool, enleiilating. He dried his clothes. He had carried one of I he
cans along with him. With
its sharp, jagged edge he laboriously trimmed his prison beard and wild mane of
hair kneeling before a puddle of rainwater for a mirror. Finished, he was still
a strange looking being, but no worse perhaps than a wandering tramp.


He
cut the numbers "Y-1418" from the back of his denim outfit and ground
it into the dirt with his heel. But without proper equipment he could not erase
the numbers tattooed on his chest.


He left the spot, making his way to the edge
of the woods. His step was springy, his spirits sang. The chirp of birds was
music from a higher plane of existence. The dawn clouds and blue sky were
beauty that ached. The trees were friendly creatures that whispered greetings
to him.


To Hale, returning from the living dead, all
this was supreme realization of the pure joy of living.


At
the edge of the woods, looking out, he drank in the sight of the city that lay
close at hand. He was on Long Island, he knew, where the airport lay. Beyond
gleamed the silvery spires and elevated spans of New Washington, seat of the
World Government. It had been founded in 1979, a new city to commemorate and
govern the new World State. It glinted magnificently in the morning
Sun-Suddenly he froze. A surprised gasp came from his lips. A mile or so away
from the city proper he saw now the ramparts of a mighty structure. Erected of
gleaming white stone and shining alloy, its colossal dome stood outlined
against the blue of the ocean beyond. Hale stood stunned.


His
mind flew back to New Century's Eve of 2000 a.d.
He had stood beside the
model of such a dome, the cap over a mile-deep pit sunk into Earth. At its
lower end, he knew, must be the shaft of the great Subatlantic Tube, piercing
under the ocean to Europe.


Transport
Corporation, of course, had carried on the plans, taken over the project When it was completed, probably within two years, the Five
would control the Tube that he, Richard Hale, should rightfully control. The
Five!


He
had almost forgotten them in the joy of his resurrection on Earth. And
suddenly the joy of freedom faded into a grim rage that seeped into his brain
like an acid.


"Revenge!"


He
huiled the word silently out over the world. Revenge against
the Five for taking from him this magnificent thing that the dome represented.
Revenge for three years of blighted existence. Revenge
for destroying what had been his Tomorrow, that New
Year's Eve of 2000.


Now a new Tomorrow must take its place.


"Five steps to
tomorrow," he vowed grimly.


He
stepped away from the dome, finally, toward the farming section of the island.
Rapid plans danced through his mind. First he would approach some farmer for a meal, shave and bath. Then he would go back to New York, get an odd job,
save pennies. He had to start from scratch. There was no one he could go to, no
one he could trust of all his former acquaintances. He thought momentarily of
Laura Asquith. She least of all.


He
must make his way as a nonentity
at first. No one on Earth knew he was here. As Richard Hale, he was dead. • • •


 



Six months later, in a small bare little room in New York's poorest quarters, a young man
dressed in a cheap suit watched a queer little apparatus.


A
strange grid of beryllium and platinum wires, fed by house-current, glowed
weirdly with purling violet light.


Hale
observed breathlessly. Like Dr. Allison's tittle grid, it substituted for a quarter-ton cyclotron. Between the wires bounced atoms of volatilized
lead metal. Would they or would they not break down?


With
his rheostat, Hale fed more current to the grid. Its glow became iridescent, Siting the room with spangled colors. The hum of dancing
atoms sounded like a hiveful of bees.


He saw it then, a mist of golden color that formed around the grid. The mist thickened,
became a fine, impalpable, golden dust that drifted away in all directions.
Hale rubbed his finger along the suddenly dusty table top under the grid, held
it before his eyes and saw the tawny yellow color. Its shade was unmistakable.


"Gold," he
whispered in awe. "Pure gold."


He
sat there hunched before his little apparatus like some medieval alchemist. He
watched the lead atoms burst and turn into gold atoms. The grid had ripped one
unit of atomic number—ten units of atomic weight— from an atom of lead, leaving
it an atom of gold. Scientists had done it with cyclotrons, but at a cost far greater than the value of the gold itself.


Hale
had used a few cents worth of electricity, a few dollars worth of apparatus,
and lead worth thirty cents a pound. And he had produced gold so cheap that
it wasn't worth the equivalent in high-grade steel.


The
clue had been under the noses of scientists for years. But they had not
recognized it, and possibly never would. Only a mind in solitude for thirty
years had tracked down the clue. It was the first of Dr. Allison's scientific
secrets.


Hale watched the gold dust swirl out and fill
the room with earthly wealth. A minute before he had been penniless. Now he
was making money—literally—at a faster pace than the greatest capitalist in
history. But the wealth itself gave him no thrill. It was the thought of what
he could do with it. He would not reveal the process, for that would destroy
the world's money system. He would use the magic wealth for his own secret
purposes.


First
he would buy an isolated estate, somewhere north of New York. There, in a fully
equipped laboratory, he would search out the secrets of a profound brain that
for thirty years had molded great things out of pure thought


Then he would emerge to
confront the Five.


A
slow, grim smile touched his hps. What was that old well-known line from a
light opera?


"Make the punishment
fit the crime/9


He would make the
punishment fit the person.


Hale
stepped before a mirror suddenly. Would they recognize him? The face that stared
back was not the same face of over three years before. Richard Hale of 2000 had
been boyish, clear-eyed, round-cheeked.


The
Richard Hale of 2004 was aged by ten years. Thin cheeks were surmounted by
burning dark eyes. His hair had thinned. Lines had appeared where none had been
before. The compressed lips could only draw up in a light, sardonic smile.
Frustrated prison life had left its mark. His own father, were he living, might
not have seen more than a puzzling, frightening resemblance to the son he had
known.


No,
he wouldn't be recognized. He could safely face the Five. Besides, their last
thought of Richard Hale would have been his reported death in trying to escape
Strato-prison.


But still he would make the
necessary test . . •
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One
Step To Tomorrow


 



 



□ Laura Asquith looked at her visitor
with natural feminine interest as he walked into the living room.


He
was tall, slender, dark-haired, yet his complexion bore a strange dull pallor.
He had a rather severe, intellectual face, with straight lips under a small
black mustache. He wore tortoise-shelled glasses that seemed to hide dark eyes
that burned at her.


Womanlike,
she tried to guess his age. But that was impossible. He might have been
twenty-five or forty-five. Foreign, of course. With
the queer name of Dr. Strato, he could only be a Greek or Latin.


"Dr.
Strato?" she murmured in greeting. "You sent me lovely flowers and
asked to see me." She hesitated, for something disturbed her. "Have I
met you before?" she added apologetically.


"I
believe not." The visitor's voice was suave, with the precise accent of a
foreigner who has learned English thoroughly. "A poet friend of mine,
Antonio Vinci, met you at a ball. He asked me to pay his respects to you. He
said you were a lovely girl. He was right."


Smiling
at the compliment, Laura Asquith's thoughts flew back.


"Antonio
Vinci? Why, that was at the New Year's ball of 1999, five years agol I was so
young then, merely eighteen. Yet I do remember it vividly. I was with—"


She
stopped, eager reminiscence vanishing from her eyes.


"Yes?"
prompted Dr. Strato politely. "Just a friend," Laura finished.
"Was it young Richard Hale?"


The
girl started, and then nodded wordlessly. A fixed smile had appeared on her
lips.


"Antonio
mentioned him," the visitor pursued conversationally. "Antonio was
quite captivated by your charm, but you seemed, he said, to be loyal to the
American. All the world has heard, of course, of his
unfortunate doings and sentence to Strato-prison. Antonio asked, as a matter of
curiosity, if you had heard any more of him."


Laura
darted a sharp glance at her mysterious visitor.


"He
died last year trying to escape," she said tone-lessly.


"How unfortunate. However, those who plot treason deserve
death. I believe you were one of the witnesses at the trial?"


Laura
nodded briefly, trying to show distaste for the topic. Dr. Strato went on as if
unaware of her increasing nervousness.


"There
were some who believed Richard Hale had been innocent. But of course he must
have been guilty, if a girl like yourself helped
convict him."


Laura Asquith jumped up.


"Please,
Dr. Strato, may I excuse myself? I'm not feeling well."


Without
another word she left the room, leaving her visitor to find his way out.


On
the street, Richard Hale permitted himself a sigh of relief. She hadn't
recognized him. He was safe. The added items of a mustache, darkened eyebrows
and hair, and horn-rimmed plain glasses had completed the natural disguise of
three years of prison. His practised accent and foreign manner were further
subterfuges. Now he could face the Five without fear of premature recognition.
Laura had been the real acid test.


Also
he had found out that Richard Hale was completely dead, in their minds. That
left him free to move about as he wished. As Dr. Strato, a mysterious foreign
scientist, he could twine an invisible net around them as they once had around
him. Hale was pleased with the initial success of his plan.


But
striding along, his thoughts went back to Laura Asquith.


As
much as to test his changed identity, he had wanted to see her, to make certain
that their love was cold, dead ashes. Should he make it six steps instead of
five—bring down the heavy hand of vengeance on her too? Why not? Did she
deserve any better? He hated her, despised her for what she had done. It was
impossible that his love could survive three bitter years.


If
his heart had hammered, it had been in repressed hate.


He straightened his shoulders. That was that.
He would think what to do with her in due time. Right now, he was ready for
Step One. . . .


 



Sir Charles Paxton received his caller in his
private office in New Washington, The door lettering said,
Secretary of Finance, World Government, The furniture was upholstered in tawny yellow
leather, filling the room with a golden glow. He basked in that, as one would
in sunshine.


Hale
walked up to his desk slowly, staring at him. Outwardly he was the cool, calm
Dr. Strato. Within, his blood pounded. Vividly the court scene of five years before
stood in his mind. He remembered every little merciless expression Paxton had
worn on that occasion.


"Dr.
Strato?" Sir Charles Paxton frowned, looking at the card again. "I
don't believe I've heard of you. What is your business?"


Hale
leisurely sat down in a comfortable chair without waiting for permission. He
carried a cane for effect and folded his two hands over its handle. Then he
looked up blandly at the man who controlled world finance.


Tm
a scientist by profession, a rich man through good fortune," Hale drawled.
He saw the added interest in Paxton's eyes at the phrase "rich man."
He went on. "The official opening of the Subatlantic Tube is scheduled
within a month. I would like to have the privilege of being among the first
passengers who ride through the tube. A whim of mine."


"Impossible,
I'm afraid," retorted Paxton shortly. "Only high Government officials
will have that privilege. Sorry."


He
was already looking down at the papers on his desk.


"What would be the
price?" persisted Hale.


There is no price."


Tm sure there is," Hale contradicted. He
had opened his coat and was toying with a pure gold watch fob and chain.
"Money, I have heard, buys everything. Everything, perhaps, except a
clear conscience. The price of that is often more than all the gold on Earth
can purchase."


Paxton's
sidelong glance was veiled, and slightly disturbed.


"What do you mean?" he asked in a
low tone.


"Nothing. A mere epigram." Hale was still toying
with his gold chain, his voice still bland. "Let's call my request a
fare. Shall we say—a million dollars?"


Paxton
gasped. His sharp face peered closely at his strange visitor.


"A million dollars? You would be willing to pay that for a three-and-a-half hour trip in
the Tube?" He reddened suddenly. "I don't appreciate the
humor."


"I'm
serious," Hale interposed, rising. "My address is on the card. If you
think it can be arranged, drive out and see me. My offer will hold good for
twenty-four hours."


With
an enigmatic smile, Hale strolled out of the office.


Alone, Sir Charles Paxton looked at the card.
"A million dollars," he murmured. With an annoyed gesture, he tossed
the card in the waste basket and went back to his papers.


 



That evening the roles were reversed. Paxton
was the caller at Hale's isolated Long Island estate.


Hale's
enigmatic grin returned. He was not surprised. He had known his man, knew he
would come. The irresistible lure of money had drawn Paxton as surely as honey
drew flies.


Paxton hemmed and hawed around guiltily while
Hale watched him in secret amusement. Finally he came to the point.


"If you are still serious about the
matter we discussed this afternoon, I think it might be arranged, purely as a
personal favor to you/'


And
the million dollars would be purely a personal payment to Paxton, Hale knew. He
would not miss this chance to add a million at one stroke to his personal
fortune.


"Fine," Hale
nodded.


Tf you could give some
little token of your—ah—"


Hale
was prepared. He opened a small sack into a porcelain bowl. Shining gold dust
slithered out softly.


Paxton
shoved forward to the edge of his chair, his eyes glistening.


"Gold
dustl Where do you get it? You have a mine
somewhere?"


"I
have the Midas touch," returned Hale. "Everything I touch turns to
gold."


Paxton smiled weakly at
this eccentric man's humor.


"A
most admirable gift, if you had it," he remarked seriously.


"It
was a curse in the fable," reminded Hale, "As a matter of fact,
however, I manufacture the gold dust."


Paxton smiled again, in
annoyance.


"Naturally
if you don't wish to tell the truth . . ." He let his voice trail away.


"Come in my
laboratory. Ill show you."


Hale
led the way. Paxton followed out of sheer curiosity. The laboratory was large,
tile lined, apparently equipped for every conceivable type of research.


"Sit down."


Hale
motioned to a chair, then turned to indicate an
apparatus on the nearby workbench. A tiny glass vial was suspended a foot over
the tabletop, held in a clamp. A speck of something glowed slightly in the
vial. Hale picked up a strip of white metal and brought it near the vial.


"Watch closely,"
he warned.


When
the metal strip was within a foot of the vial, it began to change color
slightly. Hale moved it steadily closer. At six inches, the metal glowed with a
rich yellow color. It sent shafts of golden light darting through the air.


"Gold," Paxton gasped. "You've
actually turned it to gold."


Hale observed him, still wearing the
saturnine smile that now came so easily to his hps. When the financier was
about to jump up eagerly to handle the miraculously made gold strip, Hale moved
it away swiftly.


The strip turned back to
its former silvery hue.


"Oh-h-hl"
breathed an ululation of disappointment from Paxton.


"Just a trick,"
grinned Hale.


"You
don't make gold?" Then, angry with himself for having even entertained the
ridiculous thought, Paxton's voice snapped. "This is all rather
pointless."


"Is it?"


Hale's
hand was behind his back. It reached to a panel of switches and closed one. A
low hum arose. Above Pax-ton's head a filament glowed within a concave
container of frosted quartz. Its soft radiation poured down on Pax-ton's head.


He
had been about to say something more. His mouth remained open for a second,
then sagged shut with a deep sigh. His eyes closed. His limp body slumped into
the roomy chair, his head hanging.


Hale
looked down at him for a moment. He had gone instantly to sleep under the influence
of the anesthetic ray. Dr. Allison, up in Strato-prison, had reasoned that some
sort of beam could do the same thing sleep or anesthetics did—short-circuit
the conscious brain. Hale had produced the type of ray necessary, a wave of
tremendous high-frequency that interfered with the human brain's nerve
currents. It would be a boon to surgery when he revealed it.


Hale's
mask of polite suavity had vanished abruptly. For the first time he let his
inner rage take possession of him. Hate burned from his eyes, hatred for this
man who, with four others, had mercilessly railroaded him to lifelong exile.
Paxton would have to pay for the three years that had been clipped off Hale's
life.


"You
like the sight of gold," Hale murmured to the un-hearing man. "You
would like the Midas touch."


He
worked rapidly, in accordance with plans long before thought out to the last
detail. He wheeled a low ta-boret over and clamped Paxton s hands to the
surface, palms down. He inserted a fine steel needle with a hypodermic plunger
attachment in the flesh of the middle finger of one hand, just above the last
joint. He pressed till the needle met bone, and an eighth of an inch deeper,
into the bone. Then he pushed the plunger. Compressed air forced a tiny speck
of matter to the hollow needle's end, depositing it in the bone.


The
speck has been taken from the glass vial before which a strip of white metal
had turned golden. It was a new type of radioactive material, made by Hale, unknown
to science at large. It had the peculiar property of giving off a ray that
caused yellow fluorescence in all matter within a radius of six inches. Even
the air around it glowed faintly yellow. Similar to ultraviolet fluorescence,
it was confined solely to the yellow range of the spectrum.


Dr.
Allison's long pondering mind had conceived a whole new chain of radioactive elements. They
could be made by carefully controlled bombardments of neutrons into radium. The
yellow fluorescing type had interested Hale the most.


He
drew the needle out carefully. Only one drop of blood resulted,  and that he wiped
away. Nothing showed. He did the same to the middle finger of the other hand.
The limp figure made no sign of feeling what ordinarily would have been sharp
pain for a moment. The anesthetic ray induced perfect lack of feeling in the
human body.


Hale
put away the needle, looked down at the hands, and nodded in satisfaction. He
folded them in Paxton's lap, wheeled the taboret away, and snapped off the anesthetic
ray switch.


Paxton sat up, blinking,
instantly awake.


"Eh? What were you
saying?"


He
had the embarrassed air of a man
who had fust caught himself at the point of going to
sleep before company.


"It's
just a little laboratory experiment," Hale said. "Pointless, as you
say. I make gold—in my own way. You will arrange about the fare, then? I will
come to pay you when you are ready."


While
talking, casually, Hale conducted his money-mad visitor to the door.
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Touch


 



 



□ Riding away
in his limousine, Paxton reflected that Dr. Strato was a man of eccentric
whims. Naturally he didn't make gold.
He had a rich mine somewhere. That gave him the Midas Touch
in effect. . . .


The
Midas Touchl How wonderful it must be just to stretch out your hand, touch
something, and see it turn to beautiful, shining gold. Just put out your hand,
like this, . . •


Paxton started.


He
had touched the cushion at his side, and it had turned a rich, golden yellow in
an area a foot across. His hand itself, to the wrist, was of the same tawny
tint. Experimentally he touched the window ledge, the glass, his suit. All
seemed to take on that exciting hue. His left hand seemed equally capable.


Imagination,
of course, he told himself scornfully. He had become excited by all that talk
about gold. He put his hands in his pockets resolutely, before his driver would
notice his queer actions.


Midas
Touch, indeed! This was the twenty-first century, free from fairy-tale
superstitions. Yet it was a queer trick his eyes had played on him a moment
before. Now it disturbed him to look down at his pockets and see the bulges
around his hands gleaming apparently with a shimmering golden color.


Imagination,
of course.


Arriving
at his sumptuous bachelor apartment, Paxton dismissed his chauffeur. At the
door he reached to turn the door handle. He paused with his hands six inches
from the ivory door knob. No longer a creamy white in color, it gleamed deep
yellow. GoldenI


Paxton went in, shaking his
head. Imagination. • • .


His
apartment was flashily decorated in a golden motif. Gold-plated statuettes and
lamps occupied the corners. Paxton kept no servants. They might yield to
temptation, and were an unnecessary item on a miserly budget.


He
hung up his wraps and sank into a tawny leather easy chair, thinking over the
queer Dr. Strato and his strange offer. Idly he picked a cigarette from a
gold-inlaid case. As he brought it close to his lips, he started. The white
cylinder had changed to a golden one.


Was
it just the reflection of the golden tints all around him? It must be.


Paxton lit a match, was
suddenly holding a sliver of gold. The flame was yellower than it should be.
With a smothered curse, he flung the cigarette and match away. They lay on the
thick rug designed with golden dragons. The cigarette was mockingly white
again, the match wooden.


A
fine dew of sweat beaded Paxton's forehead. He drew several coins from his
pockets, held them in his hand. Nickel, silver and copper coins, yet all shone
brightly like burnished gold. What madness was this?


He drew a shaky breath.


"Imagination, damn
it," he cried aloud.


He
glanced at the wall clock. Its case and dial gleamed yellow. He started. Then
he remembered that the clock had always been that color. When he read the time,
he arose to press the dumbwaiter buzzer for his nightly milk and cold sandwich,
from the building's kitchen below.


The
smoothly silent dumbwaiter deposited the usual fare. Paxton stretched his hand
slowly for the sandwich of white bread and thin sausage. Beside
it stood a glass of white milk.


'Turn
to gold," he muttered in mockery of himself. "Turn to gold, I say.
I've got the Midas Touch."


In
mockery of his mockery, the white bread turned to yellow cornbread. The milk
took on the hue of butter. Paxton's eyes riveted on them.
Then, savagely, he bit into the sandwich, closing his eyes. He had the vivid
sensation of crunching flaky gold between his teeth. The strip of sausage was
a golden disk that would break his jaw. And when he took a hasty gulp of milk,
he gagged at the thought of its being molten gold.


The
Golden Touch?
The Midas Curse!


He
flung the sandwich and milk away, stumbled toward his bedroom. He ignored the
golden flashes that beat against his eyes whenever his hands touched something.
In bed, in the dark, he calmed his trembling nerves. After an hour he convinced
himself it was sheer hallucination. He had been working hard lately. His
nervous system was upset.


He
switched on the bed lamp at that point, reached for a book. Reading would bring
sleep. But the pages were blank, blinding sheets of gold.


Shuddering,
Sir Charles Paxton consigned himself to the mercy of darkness. He knew now how
King Midas must have felt had there been such an accursed creature.


 



And vicariously Richard Hale knew too how he
had felt.


By
means of a spy ray, he had seen Paxton in his limousine and watched his first
consternation. In succession, Hale had observed the tormented man test the
curse that rested in his hands. The act of flinging away the sandwich and milk
had made Hale chuckle mirthlessly. It had followed almost to the letter the
legend of Midas. The final scene of a miserable man crawling into a sleepless
bed had been a fitting climax.


"Step
One!" Hale gloated as darkness cut off the scenes. "The punishment
fits the person perfectly in the case of Paxton." His lips twisted
bitterly. "Yet he has only had a few hours of it. I had three long years
of suffering in Strato-prison."


Turning
to switch off the generator of the spy ray, he stared at the instrument for a
moment. It was still a wonder to him, though he had completed and used it a
month before. It was perhaps the greatest of Dr. Allison's mental
inventions—except for one other. And the latter he might never attempt to use
at all, at any time.


Even
the spy ray, at first, had seemed a dread sort of thing to make and use. Its
invisible, undetectable beam penetrated anywhere, through all matter. A tiny
diamond crystal set in vibration by AP-energy projected the beam as a
subatomic radiation that was more penetrating than cosmic rays. And it could be
focused clearly at any earthly distance or dimension.


It
was, in brief, super-television. At the controlled focal point, sight and sound
were absorbed. The usual television principles were then applicable, to
reproduce on Hale's screen what the modulated spy beam saw and heard. Someday
it would simplify television enormously, when a suitable insulating material
could be developed for privacy's sake.


But
to Hale the spy ray now represented more than just a way to enjoy the fruits of
subtle revenge. It enabled him to follow every plan, every secret of the Five
in their program toward world domination. . . .


 



Dr. Emanuel Gordy looked around at his four
confreres in their soundproof secret room in the heart of New Washington. His
eyes gleamed with the fires of a megalomaniac who visioned world dictatorship.
He spoke in sonorous tones filled with self-importance.


"We will now have the
reports. Mausser."


Jonathan
Mausser licked his fat lips, as though in relish of a recent meal. His little
black eyes peered triumphantly from the white fat folds of his face. In five
years he had risen to the post of Secretary of Law for the World Government


"Airlines
Company has just gone bankrupt," he stated. "Our suit against them
was successful. They were very heavily fined for crossing one of our air lanes.
Transport Corporation now hold the complete world-wide
monopoly on all air routes. No plane leaves the ground unless Transport—in
plain words, we sanction it."


"Good,"
commended Gordy. "Control of the skies in this era is control of the
world. Asquith?"


Peter
Asquith looked the part of an honest, upright citizen, for he carried an air
of bland integrity. He was now Minister of Public Enlightenment for the World
Government.


"Our
agents are everywhere ready at a moment's no-lice to lay down a barrage of
propaganda against the


Government. Almost overnight we can label the present regime a slipshod failure,
ready to be supplanted by our more vigorous one."


Gordy
nodded. "Government must always be vigorous, even to the point of
ruthlessness. The human race must be lifted from slothfulness. Von
Grenfeld?"


Ivan
von Grenfeld sat stiffly, his broad shoulders filling his blue-and-crimson
uniform of the World League Police, whose High
Commander he now was. He held his ruggedly handsome head high. One of his
clenched fists lay on the conference table, the other rested on a sword hilt at
his side.


"A
million trained troopers of the Dictator Syndicate in Europe are now available,
secretly trained for action. It is a far larger fighting force than any other
in existence today, since the Disarmament Decree of 1985. The World League standing army numbers only a hundred thousand. We have
the balance of military power."


Gordy's thin lips expressed
satisfaction.


"When
the Subatlantic Tube is officially opened soon, those Syndicate troopers can
strike at Washington within ten hours. Perfect! Paxton?"


Sir
Charles Paxton was nervously fidgeting in his chair. His hands, in his lap,
were fitted with yellow kid gloves that he wore despite summer warmth. The
muscles of his thin cheeks twitched.


"The
money reserves of the world are now definitely in our hands. As Secretary of
Finance, I control the stock exchange. Buried at Fort Knox, available to no one
but us, are fifty billion dollars, the world's total
supply, in"— he hesitated, unwilling to finish the
sentence—"in gold reserves."


The other four were staring
at him now.


"You
sound nervous, Paxton," remarked Gordy. "But about this gold reserve—"


"Goldl" It was almost a shriek from Paxton.
"Don't say that word. It's driving me mad."


"Paxton, what—"


Paxton
had arisen, eyes wild. He held up his hands. The yellow kid gloves were of a
peculiar shade, like gold. He ripped them off. Then slowly, like a man in a nightmare, he brought his right hand close to
an ashtray on the table. The bright chromium dimmed and became a magnificent golden color.


"Do
you see?" cried Paxton hoarsely. "I've got the Golden Touch, the
Midas Curse. Everything I reach my hands for turns to gold. Clothes, paper,
pipe, silver coins, even dirt—everything. Even the food I eat mocks me with the
luster of gold. I thought it was hallucination at first. Now I know I'm cursed.
It isn't real gold, of course. It's a false shine. False, mocking, maddening—"


The
words had come out in a rush, though they represented twenty-four miserably
slow hours of increasing torture. To Paxton's mercenary soul, it was subtle
mental agony that the shine was false. For everything before him to assume
temporarily a golden color which he loved, and which always faded, was irony
beyond his appreciation.


"I
can't stand it," he shrieked. He was at the breaking point.


Gordy ran over and began
shaking him.


"Control yourself," he barked. "How did this happen?"


Paxton
went on in a calmer voice, telling of his visit to Dr. Strato, and the
subsequent miracle of the Golden Touch.


"Simple
enough," snorted Dr. Gordy. "You probably touched some radioactive
solution in Dr. Strato's laboratory. Did you go back to find out?"


Paxton
shook his head. "No. I was hoping it would go away."


Gordy stared at him
narrowly.


"You're
going to pieces. With our plans coming to a climax, we need you in better shape. Call up
this Dr. Strato right now and find out what can be done." He motioned the
rest of the men aside. "We must not be seen together."


Paxton went to the corner and sat before the
visi-phone set. In several seconds he had been connected, through central
exchange, with Dr. Strato's home. The mysterious scientist's face looked
inquiringly into his. Paxton told of the phenomenon.


"How
unfortunate," Dr. Strato exclaimed. "Yes, you must have touched one
of my solutions. But the deposit is only on your skin. It will wear away."
The lips drew up in a saturnine smile. "You recall I said the Golden Touch
would be a curse? I think you will agree with me now."


Paxton
shut off the machine and turned away with some relief in his face. They all
resumed their places. But the interruption had disturbed the atmosphere.


"That
is rather an amazing radioactive substance," Dr. Gordy mused. "New to science."


"What
I would like to know, Paxton," asked Jonathan Mausser suspiciously,
"is why you didn't inform us immediately of the million-dollar offer that
man made? It isn't the money, but the principle of the thing."


"Were
you thinking," chimed in von Grenfeld gruffly, "of not telling us at
all?"


"And
with fifty billion dollars in your control at Fort Knox," Peter Asquith
said quickly.


Paxton glared at the
accusations.


Implications
hung heavily in the air. Five men who plotted unlimited world power could not
help but suspect counterplot, even among themselves.


"Gentlemen!" Gordy's voice crackled authoritatively. "Let's not quarrel among
ourselves on the eve of our great venture. I dismiss the matter of this Dr.
Strato from the discussion. We must bend our every thought and faculty to the
coming events."


All nodded, but the cloud of suspicion had
not entirely dissipated. They continued to shoot guarded glances at one
another.


"About
the gold," continued Gordy. "With most of it buried at Fort Knox,
under our control, our transportation monopoly can t be
broken. We control all transportation. Our first step will be to rapidly
paralyze industry by holding up shipments of all kinds.


"Asquith's
propaganda service will then blame the Government,
Mausser's official statements will admit the Government's lack of a law to
break the monopoly. Von Grenfeld's police will quell riots ruthlessly, again
giving the Government a black eye. Then our Syndicate troopers will move
swiftly under the Atlantic and capture New Washington. Five steps and the rule
of Earth will be in our hands."


The
Five looked at one another eagerly, suspicions fading. Even Paxton's
nervousness eased at the approach of the great moment they had planned for ten
years.


Gordy
was about to resume when the visi-phone buzzer sounded.


They
started. Only their most trusted agents knew the call-number for this set, and
they had definite instructions to call only for something vitally important.


"It's
probably for me," said Paxton, his nervousness returning. "The stock
exchange was acting a little today."


He
took the call, when the others had moved out of range. A wild-eyed man stared
out of the visiscreen.


"Number
twenty-one-B," snapped Paxton. "What is


itr


"The
stock exchange, sir," gasped the man. "Something has happened. Heavy
trading and buying went on before closing. We just finished totaling and found
that twenty-five percent of Transport's stocks went into new hands."


"Impossible,"
shouted Paxton. "How could they buy? What security can they put up when we
control—"


"But
they have," contradicted the image. "A buying bloc stood there and
bought with gold. I saw it. They wheeled it in in hand-trucks. It was like a
madhouse. What shall we do, sir? If they have more gold tomorrow, they will
take over even more of Transport stock."


Paxton
thought rapidly. He shuddered a little, seeing the
golden color to which his hand had transmuted the tuning knob. He was suddenly
sick at the thought and sight of gold. He forced himself to speak through
clenched teeth.


"Rush
planes to Fort Knox. Bring back gold. I'll issue the warrant tonight. Buy the
stock back—at any price."


He clicked off and faced
around, his skin pale.


"A
rich gold mine must have been opened somewhere. With gold against me, anything
can happen. They might even break the monopoly."


"We
cant let that happen. It would upset our whole
program." Gordy bit his hp. "Prevent that at any cost."


"Could
this Dr. Strato be connected with it?" rumbled von Grenf eld, looking at
Paxton's hands.


"Of
course not," snapped Gordy, "There is something bigger behind this
than a puttering scientist who babbles about the Golden Touch and discovers
some yellow fluorescent substance."
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□ Richard Hale laughed when he heard
that last statement in his spy ray screen. Puttering scientist! What if Dr.
Gordy had known that his every word, and all that had gone before, had been
faithfully pouring into the puttering scientist's ear? What would be their
utter dumfoundment to know the true story behind the mysterious buying in the
stock exchange?


For
weeks Hale had been manufacturing his cheap gold from cheaper lead. Through
roundabout channels he had contacted business men broken by the Five's monopoly.
He had given them gold like so much free dirt. His only instruction had been:


"Buy
out Transport, lock, stock and barrel, as fast as you can."


Soon
Transport would crash as a monopoly. His buyers, men who sought vengeance
themselves, would raid the market. They would buy at any price. They had a
billion dollars in gold at hand, and Hale had promised unlimited reserves. The
men had not questioned the miraculous appearance of new gold. Gold was gold,
whether it came from hell itself. And revenge was revenge.


In
these dealings, Hale had kept his identity secret. It was not yet time to reveal himself, even as Dr. Strato. The Five would
know less what to do while acting against an unknown agency. And Hale did not
underestimate the Five's powers. Once they knew, they would crack down
viciously.


The cat and mouse game—sabotage in five careful steps. . • .


Hale,
only human, took a delight in planning it that way. They had five steps toward
world power. He had five steps toward revenge. He must always stay one step
ahead.


Peter
Asquith hesitated at the door of Dr. Strato's home. Finally he pressed the
button. The door opened so suddenly that it startled him. The politely smiling
face of Dr. Strato peered at him.


"Come
in." Hale felt that in effect he was saying: "Come into my
parlor."


In the living room, Asquith
spoke hastily.


"My niece, Laura, mentioned your visit
to her two days ago. You are from some European state?"


Hale's
faint outward smile was only a reflection of the deep grin within. The second
of the Five had come to visit him. He had known it would be Peter Asquith. One
was as good as another.


Looking
at the bland, friendly face, it took effort to control the intense hatred that
welled in his veins. This was the man who had acted as a friend to Burton Hale
and Richard Hale, leading them on to treachery. This man had betrayed him
heartlessly, defamed his character at the trial, and used him as a pawn.


Blindly,
Hale wanted to leap at the man, choke him, watch him
die slowly and horribly. The moment passed safely. It must be done a better
way. He must suffer. He must atone, in part, for Hale's three years of prison.


"I
am a citizen of the world," returned Hale noncom-mittally, in his stiff,
formal accent. "If you are curious about me, I follow only one
creed—humanitarianism."


"Never mind." Peter Asquith's falsely frank eyes had narrowed. He leaned forward.
"Sir Charles Paxton was here, and left with what we may call the Golden
Touch. You gave it to him. Why?"


"It
was purely an accident," Hale retorted, drawing himself
up in feigned indignation.


'There's
something queer about it all," interrupted Asquith, watching him closely.


"But
why should I want to give any one the so-called Golden Touch?" countered
Hale. "Isn't that a little ridiculous?"


"Which
one hired you?" Asquith's voice crackled suddenly. "Paxton is
eliminated. It's one of the three others."


Hale
grinned. That was Asquith to the core. An unscrupulous betrayer himself, he
trusted no one else. "I don't know what you mean "
Hale returned, enjoying the baffled look in his visitor's face.


Quite suddenly, Asquith's hand came out of
his pocket, gripping a deadly AP-gun that could shoot out blasts of withering
energy. He waved it threateningly.


"Do you understand
this? Now talk, and talk fast."


Hale
backed away, as though the sight of the gun unnerved him. But his move was
deliberate. He stopped with his back against the wall. His fingers found the
small concealed switch along a molding.
It closed quietly. With no audible or visible sign, an anesthetic ray sprayed
down from a ceiling
projector. Asquith was caught directly in focus.


About
to repeat his demands, his mouth remained open for a soundless syllable, then drooped shut. His body, instantly asleep,
swayed forward. Hale caught the limp form, keeping himself out of the ray's
range, and eased it to the floor. He placed the fallen gun aside.


Hale
strode to his laboratory and returned with a small flask containing a blood-red liquid that was a powerful
dye. Once applied to the skin, it would work its way down to the underlying
derm. Its effect would be the same as tattooing, but without the use of
needles. Moreover it would be permanent and precisely the color of blood.


Hale had achieved that peculiar shade after
many attempts. The same type of dyes could be made in any color of the
spectrum. Dr. Allison, exiled genius of Strato-prison, had conceived the
formulae for these super-dyes, as yet unknown to industry. Though one of his
lesser secrets, it was important to Hale for his present purpose.


In
the next fifteen minutes, Hale was busy over As-quith's hands. He dipped a
soft-haired brush periodically in the flask of dye. At times he drew his head
back, squinting his eyes, with the manner of an artist
surveying his work. Finally he applied a volatile skin-colored reagent over
the dye which would evaporate in an hour.


Hale looked down bitterly
at the limp form.


"You can't wash the dye off, Peter
Asquith. No more than you can wash off the guilt of blood and betrayal."


Hale
returned the materials. He then hauled the body erect, reaching for the
anesthetic ray switch. At the moment he released it, he sprang away from
Asquith. The latter sagged momentarily, then straightened, wide awake again.


"You
dropped your gun," Hale said, handing it back. "I'm a simple
scientist. You have imagined things about me. I am sure after thinking it over
you will agree."


Asquith
took his gun bewilderedly. Unaware of his short sleep, he was only puzzled at
dropping his weapon.


"Perhaps I have,"
he muttered.


He left with his guileless
face a little dazed.


Hale
pondered deeply when he had gone. The cards had to be played right. Would the
other three of the Five come to him? Or would he have to go out after them? He
set his hps grimly. Either way, he would have to be careful.


'Two steps," he
breathed softly. "Three more to go."


Peter
Asquith left with a web of confused suspicions running through his mind. The
mysterious Dr. Strato might still be the focal point of something sinister. Of
the Five, Asquith trusted none but himself.


When
he arrived at his apartment an hour later, he reached nervously for a cigar.
His hand remained outstretched, while his eyes fastened to it What were those dim red spots over the skin? He strode to
the bathroom, to wash his hands.


At
the touch of soap and water, the spots sprang out in full relief. They were
distributed over both hands, palms and backs, to the
wrists. They were droplet-shaped, exactly like—spattered bloodl


Asquith
washed for ten minutes, scrubbing thoroughly, before he realized it was
useless. The stains were as bright as before. How had this been done? By Dr. Strato? But why?


Asquith
stood looking at his hands. He shuddered. It was as though fresh human blood
hung there on the skin, ready to drop off the ends of his fingers. Blood that could not be washed off. Vaguely in the back of
his mind while washing, he had been thinking of another man who had washed his
bloody hands and never got them clean. In the Bible. . . .


Asquith felt a queer tremor of intangible
fear. The betrayal of innocent bloodl His hands were not free of
crime—ruthless crimes that he and the other four had engineered in their climb
for power. They leaped starkly from his vigorously censored subconscious, where
they had crawled and writhed ceaselessly.


Asquith
shook himself. He mustn't let his imagination prey on him. Looking closely, he
reasoned it was some kind of dye. Dr. Strato's work, evidently, however he had
done it. Angrily, Asquith reached for the visi-phone, then
changed his mind. Which one of the Five had hired him? That was the thought
that bothered him most


He
sat down to smoke his cigar, but his eyes kept stealing toward his hands, no
matter how hard he fought against it. They were not a pretty sight, those
marked hands. When the light struck them at certain angles, blood seemed
actually to drip. He could not help glancing at the floor now and then, almost
expecting to see a dark pool at his feet.


When
he undressed for bed, he found himself involuntarily wiping at his hands with
each garment. The crimson stains shone starkly against the white bedsheet
until he turned out the light. He lay in darkness thankfully, no longer
tormented by the sight of his blood-dyed hands. But they hung before his mind's
eye more vividly than before, like specter hands in a nightmare.


Peter
Asquith groaned. His tortured mind persisted ha thinking back to what the
bloody hands symbolized. Betrayal. Crime.
Deeds that his conscience had thinly justified as necessary
in his career. But his spotted hands— He knew he would sleep miserably.


When
the Five were seated, the following evening, As-quith's narrowed eyes swung
from one to the other of his companions. His mind crawled with suspicion. He
had spent a bad night. His eyes were bloodshot, his nerves jangled. It had not
been restful, all during a busy day in his private office, to have a pair of
bloody hands constantly before him.


Red
dye, he had kept repeating to himself. But his mind lent the illusion of
blood—dripping blood that no amount of washing would ever efface. It had been
mental torture pyramided high by a guilty conscience.


Dr. Emanuel Gordy was
speaking.


"We
will not have to meet in secret like this much longer," he observed.
"After our coup, all the world will know us and
obey us. Carefully as we have planned, it should be a bloodless campaign—"


Asquith
jerked erect at the word "bloodless." He sprang up, revealing his
hands, tAurning them over before their startled eyes. It was
like an ill omen. As with all humans who sought power, they were
superstitious.


Asquith stood trembling.


"How did that get on
your hands?" demanded Gordy.


"That's
what I want to know. How and why!" Staring
from one to the other, Asquith told his story, as much as he thought relevant.


"This
Dr. Strato must be investigated." Ivan von Gren-feld pounded his fist on
the table.


"First Paxton with his Golden Touch. Then Asquith with bloody
hands. What does it mean?" Jonathan Maus-ser looked fearfully over
his shoulder. Though no assassination plot had ever been uncovered against
them, they knew their fives might be in danger.


Asquith was still staring
around narrowly.


"Just who is this Dr.
Strato?" asked Gordy.


"Don't you know, Dr. Gordy?" Peter Asquith's blood-
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shot
eyes leered at him accusingly, "You're a scientist. You know solutions too—"


Tension leaped among the
five men.


"Explain yourself, Asquith," barked Gordy angrily.


"Perhaps
you have hired Dr. Strato for your own purposes." Asquith's voice was
cold, biting. "To break down our nerves, for instance, clearing the way
for yourself to take sole control when the time
comes."


"Preposterous,"
grunted von Grenf eld.


Asquith swung on him.


"Or
you may be the one, von Grenfeld. We never liked each other. Or Mausser."


"Or you yourself,
Asquith," snapped back Mausser.


Dr. Gordy held up a hand,
silencing the sharp quarrel.


"Stopl
This is no time for mutual suspicions. We must work
together. We all need each other. With world power soon to be divided among the
five of us—"


Sir
Charles Paxton had sat silently all the while, staring at his golden-colored
hands. Now he interrupted, with a quavering laugh.


"I wonder," he
said.


They
turned on him. He looked gray, his hps pressed together as though he would say
no more.


"I
can't stop it," he whispered finally. "Gold poured into the exchange
all day today. Close to forty percent of Transport stock went out of our hands.
If it keeps up, the monopoly will be broken. Tomorrow or the
next day."


"Good God, then we're ruined," gasped von Grenfeld.
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□ Gordy looked at them all gravely.
"Our hand is being forced. That's what it amounts to. The time has come
for us to swing into action. Asquith, you get your propaganda machine ready
for a blast at the World Government. Von Grenfeld, hold the Syndicate troops
in readiness. We will act immediately after saving Transport."


"What
about the mystery of Dr. Strato?" Asquith asked uncertainly. "If
there is some land of plot against us, he is in it." But Asquiths tone
still held an undertone of suspicion against his companions.


"Some
outside agency is after us," commented Jonathan Mausser worriedly.
"We have been too confident that our plans were secret, and that no one
would find out."


"He
had gold. I saw it," reminded Paxton. "He must be connected with this
stock exchange debacle."


"I
say arrest him," boomed von Grenfeld. "I will go there with my men
and we will make him talk"


Dr.
Emanuel Gordy was pacing up and down, his brow fined in deep thought.


"You
always think of the direct, crude method, von Grenfeld," he said
witheringly. "We must act carefully. Premature exposure of ourselves is
what we must guard against. Some powerful group is behind this Dr. Strato. He
is a pawn. What one man would dare challenge us as openly as he has? No, well
get at those back of him. Von Grenfeld, you will assign several of your
best plainclothes agents to watch his place. Have his every move
recorded."











"But what about the stock
exchange?" cried Paxton. "I tell you by
tomorrow we may lose the monopoly."


"We'll
have to use emergency methods," Gordy returned decisively.


He whirled on Jonathan
Mausser.


Tssue a decree tomorrow closing the stock exchange. Push it through, as Secretary of Law. Say
the market must be investigated. Say anything, but stop the buying. It will
give us time. Well get at the bottom of this. Gold is coming from somewhere.
And as soon as we've traced down this Dr. Strato's activities, we'll know
where. Von Grenfeld, use your best men. Dr. Strato must not go anywhere or do
anything we fail to know about."


Watching
in his spy ray screen, Hale saw the conference of the Five
break up. They went off in separate directions, to set in motion the powerful
machinery they had built up in ten years.


Hale
laughed. Dr. Gordy thought it inconceivable that one man would
dare oppose them. Two years before, Hale had been a haggard, trembling wretch
in a rainy forest Now, by virtue of a dead genius'
secrets, he was a power at least equal to the Five—and the only such power in
existence. Hale's thirst for revenge was tempered by the sober thought that
perhaps he alone stood defensively before a helpless world, facing the Five.


Hale
reflected deeply. He must plan with infinite care now. The Five were aroused.
They suspected him. The one great advantage Hale had was his spy ray. With that
he knew their plans, and could keep a step ahead.


Tomorrow
Transport Corporation, part of the Five's stranglehold on Earth, would crash.
That is, unless Jonathan Mausser succeeded in closing the stock exchange . .
.


That made Jonathan Mausser
step three.


Hale
arose. Then, remembering, he strode to the darkened living room and peered out
the window. He searched for several minutes before he saw the dark figure
slouched against a tree, cupping a cigarette in his hands. From a side and back
window, Hale saw two more watchful figures. He could not move from the house
without being noticed and followed. Undoubtedly they had dark-vision opti-sets
which would tell them instantly when someone moved through the dark.


But
inexorably Jonathan Mausser would be number three—tonight


Sometime
after night fall, Hale stepped out of the house carrying a briefcase. Dark
countryside lay all about, illuminated only by the starlight He walked down the
front path, as though unaware of the watcher who crouched nearby under a tree's
shadow. But suddenly he turned, facing around, just at the moment the man
stepped to follow.


The
shadower had no chance to duck back. Hale strode up to him.


"Have
you a match?" he asked casually, grinning at the startled surprise in the
plainclothes man s face.


The
detective fumbled awkwardly in his coat pocket. Hanging by a strap from his
neck was his dark-vision opti-set, much like binoculars. They showed night
scenes as clearly as in daylight, by amplifying starlight. Hale would not be
safe from being followed unless they were gone.


The
man held forth a lighted match finally. His other hand was still in his coat
pocket, gripping a conspicuous bulge. Hale stretched out his hand. But instead
of taking the match, his hand paused, its fingers wrapped around a tubular
device with a flaring end.


The
plainclothes man took one backward step, gave one muttered oath and half-drew
his gun. All these actions stopped before completion. His mouth sagged shut,
his gun dropped and his knees buckled. He fell to the ground silently, asleep.


Hale
kept the hand anesthetic ray focused over the other's head while he stooped. He
took away the darkvision binoculars. Chuckling, he ran swiftly and silently
down the dark path. Over his shoulder he saw the man rise, rub his eyes
bewilderedly, leap erect. But then it was too dark to
see any more.


And
by the same token, the man could not see him, without his opti-set. By the time
one of his companions answered his call, Hale would be far out of range.


Hale
kept running. With the dark-vision binoculars before his eyes, he could run as
though it were daylight The scene was weird, for amplified starlight lacked
blues and greens. Trees were black, the sky white, and all bits of red and
yellow stood out gemlike. But eveiything was sharp and clear-cut. He ran
swiftly.


A half mile down the deserted road he turned off into a grassy stretch. Hidden among trees was a crude hut Inside
was a powerful jet-powered car of tear-drop design. Hale had not been
unprepared, before starting his grim game with the Five, for moments like this.


The
almost-silent motor carried him down the rough road smoothly, without lights.
Within fifteen minutes, Hale had lost himself in the general traffic of an
elevated highway leading to New Washington. He had successfully escaped the
detectives.


Now he was free to go on to
Step Three.


 



Jonathan Mausser returned from his office a
little.after midnight.


He
had prepared the necessary papers. Tomorrow he would officially sign them,
shove the decree through, and close the stock exchange. New Washington would
protest, but he would devise excuses. He rubbed his plump hands. It always
gave him a sharp pleasure to manipulate sweeping affairs of law. It was
wonderful to have power like that. Soon he would have greater power in his
grasp.


He
let himself into his bachelor apartment. The Five had pledged themselves to
remain unmarried, so that marital affairs would not hamper them. Fanaticism,
the world would have called it, but to themselves it was a belief in their
higher destiny.


Hardly
had he settled himself for a smoke before bedtime when the front door buzzer
sounded. Wondering who his late visitor could be,
Mausser snapped a switch beside the closed door. A two-way visi-screen mirrored
the outside person.


He
did not recognize the man revealed—tall, dark, wearing horn-rimmed glasses.


"What
is it?" he asked, making no move to open the door.


Tm
from your office," the image replied. "Mr. Beck-with sent me."


Mausser sighed. Did his office affairs always
have to follow him to his bed? This must be some clerk he hadn't noticed
before, but then there were so many. The name Beckwith at least was bona fide,
and he knew that part of the office force worked all night. Mausser held the
door open.


Seated
opposite each other, Mausser eyed his visitor quizzically. He had a slight
suspicion of possible danger in admitting an unknown man late at night, but no
fear of it. His hand rested carelessly on his easy chair's arm, an inch from a
concealed burton. Pressed, the button would instantly summon an armed attendant
from the room across the hall.


"Well?" he
queried.


"I
don't understand, sir." The visitor was opening up his briefcase. He
looked puzzled. "Mr. Beckwith told me you had called for a clerk to take
something back. Some paper."


"What?"
Mausser was puzzled, in turn. "I made no such call." Suspicion leaped
into his face. "Who are you?" he demanded. "You don't look like
a clerk—"


The
last word trailed away into a deep sigh. Mausser's eyes closed and his head
lolled. He was sound asleep, under the influence of the projector in Hale's
grip. Hale had slipped it out while talking, and pressed the button for the
anesthetic ray to stream forth.


Holding
the projector, Hale glowered at the limp form. As with Paxton and Asquith,
bitter hatred surged through him. This man had been the prosecutor at the
trial. Step by step he had led the jury through a morass of half-truths and
outright lies. Hale remembered how his fat white face had leered triumphantly,
how his oily, smug voice had declaimed against the helpless defendant. He had
not had one shred of pity for a young man being sent to lifelong exile.


"You
have a black heart, Jonathan Mausser," Hale hissed at the unhearing man.
"But it doesn't show through your white, clean skin."


Hale stirred.


He placed the ray projector on a nearby end
table, propping it with books so it kept Mausser's brain in focus. Then he was
free to work with both hands. From his briefcase he took a sealed ampule that
held an amber liquid whose amazing property had first been conceived in the
mind of Dr. Allison.


For a moment Hale hesitated. Did even
black-hearted Jonathan Mausser deserve such a fate? Hale shrugged grimly. This
was not just revenge. It was a blow against the Fives sinister plot.


Hesitating
no longer, Hale broke off the glass tip of the ampule. He held open the limp
jaws and let the liquid trickle down the unconscious man's throat. The
reflexive throat muscles swallowed automatically. All the liquid was gone in
one moment.


Hale
put the empty ampule in his case, straightened the books. Snapping off the ray
projector, he quickly dropped it into the case.


Mausser
jerked to attention, blinking his eyes. He had the same confused air Paxton and
Asquith had had. He also did not realize he had been in a sound slumber for
several minutes.


It was Hale's opportunity
to go.


"Mr.
Beckwith must have made a mistake * he said, and moved to the door.


"Wait a minute," muttered Mausser.
"I've seen you somewhere before. I—"
He rubbed his forehead, utterly bewildered.


"You
aren't feeling well, sir?" Hale smiled saturninely. "I'm sure you'll
feel better after a night's sleep."


He left almost abruptly,
yet with undeniable courtesy.


Jonathan
Mausser sat frowning for a moment. He didn't like the mysterious episode at
all. How could Beckwith have made such a childish blunder? Then Mausser gasped.


He
certainly had seen that face before, in the visi-screen when Paxton had
called—Dr. Strato.


Mausser pressed the button on his chair's
arm. Instantly an electric mechanism flung open the door, and the one across
the hall. The guard who had been seated there, reading, leaped up and ran into
Mausser's presence, gun in hand.


"Quick!
Get the man who left here a minute ago." Mausser described him hastily. "Hurry!"


The guard returned in five
minutes, shaking his head.


"Can
t find a single trace of him, sir," he said apologetically.


Mausser
dismissed Mm, and sat down to think. He looked at his hands suddenly in fear. Paxton and the Golden Touch, Asquith and his blood-dyed hands.
Had the mysterious Dr. Strato done anything to his hands?


But
nothing showed. Nothing was wrong. Jonathan Mausser wiped his hot forehead in
relief. Whatever strange reason the sinister Dr. Strato had had for coming, he
had done nothing. Nevertheless he must be apprehended. It was too late now, but
tomorrow von


Grenfeld
and his men would have to arrest the man and fourth-degree him into revealing
his motives.


Mausser
went to bed wearily, vaguely aware of a sweetish taste in his mouth. Too much
rich food lately, he told Iiimself.


When he awoke in the morning though, he felt
strange. He had the peculiar sensation that something had been working within
him all night. He cursed himself, sitting at the edge of the bed. Imagination
prodded into overactivity by Dr. Strata's visit. He arose to wash.


In
the white-tiled bathroom, he turned on the water faucet. And then he saw his
hand. His sleep-puffed eyes opened wide for the first time.


His
hand was black—as black as coal against the white porcelain basin.


Like
a man in a nightmare, he raised both hands before his eyes, turning them in
slow dread. They were both inky black.


Dr. Strato had done
something to him, after all.


Mausser
could hardly bear the thought of the slightest mutilation. He had always been
extremely fastidious. Now he held his black hands at arm's-length, half gasping
and half sobbing, striving somehow to disown them. Had Dr. Strato beaten him
with a whip, he could not have hurt Mausser more.


"Good Godl" he
moaned.


And then he shrieked.


His
bulging eyes stared in the mirror. The eyes that stared back at him were
white—white holes set in a black face.


It
was a ghastly effect Cringing in fearful anticipation, Mausser drew up his
pajama arms. His arms were black. He ripped off the pajama suit and stood
naked.


He was black from head to
toe.


The
full realization of it swept over Mausser. In a frenzy,
he grabbed soap and water and tried to wash off the horrible black color. When
he gave up, he was sob-











112





five steps to tomorrow











bing
like a scared woman. He reeled away from the damning mirrors, threw himself on
his bed. It was something within himself, some cursed
change in his very skin. The diabolical Dr. Strato had changed his white, fair
skin to an incredible, unrecognizable black. How, it did not matter. It had
been done. Jonathan Mausser wept wretchedly.


 



Watching in his spy ray screen, Hale felt no
slightest pity for him. Up in Strato-prison, for an eternity, Richard Hale had
been the most wretched being alive. Mausser was paying in a considerably lesser
coin of misery.


Even
Hale was amazed at the overnight change of white skin to black. However, his
albino guinea pigs, experimented on months before, had changed almost that
miraculously. The amber liquid was an elixir of pigmentation. Working through
the bloodstream, it had deposited its melanine in the capillaries.


Dr.
Allison had also propounded the reverse of the process, in their long
scientific discussion in Strato-prison. He had suspected the existence of an
agent that could absorb melanine. He had talked rather enthusiastically of
using this to make all the human race white in color.
Perhaps he had surmised that it might one day bring about a true brotherhood of
the white and colored races. But that had been sheer speculation, to while away
time in their lonely cell. Th& black-producing
agent had concerned Hale most, for revenge on Jonathan Mausser.


Hale
continued to keep the black-sldnned figure of Mausser in his screen, in the following
hours. . . .


CHAPTER XV


 



 



 



 



Black Doom


 



 



□ Jonathan Mausser became somewhat
calmer presently.


But
a thought sent cold shock through his mind. There was no time to waste. The
decree closing the stock exchange must be issued this morning. Later he would
contact his companions and deal with Dr. Strato. Right now, black skin or not,
he must rush to his office.


He
shuddered sensitively at the thought of venturing out in this condition, but
there was no help for it. He hastily washed and dressed, trying to keep his
mind off the fact that every inch of his skin was melanoid. Nevertheless he
could not resist taking a last look at himself in the mirror.


A
black, strange face peered back at him. His normally black, wavy hair suited
well—too well—giving him the appearance of a respectable colored gentleman. He
hardly knew himself. The cast of light on black skin had even seemed to blunt
his features.


He
took a breath before opening his apartment door. His pulses hammered in a
sickening fashion. He hated to expose himself to the public eye, but he
resolutely stepped out. Guiltily he looked up and down the hall before going
to the elevators. While he waited for an elevator, another man strolled up. He
gave Mausser only a casual glance. Mausser breathed a little easier.


Down
in the street, the hurrying morning crowds paid him no attention. For the
moment, Mausser basked in the thought that soon these people, and everyone on
Earth, would know him as one of their five rulers. Then











 



he
saw his hand. A dread thought shook him. What if the black color were
permanent? It was too frightening a thought to continue. His only immediate
concern must be to reach his office, issue the decree.


His
limousine as usual stood at the curb, ready to take him to the office. Mausser
strode to it, opened the back door, and was about to step in.


A hand clutched his arm,
pulling him back.


"Just
a minute, sir," said his chauffeur. "I think you've made a mistake.
This is Mr. Jonathan Mausser's car."


"Good
Morning, George. Drive me to the office quickly. I'm—Jonathan Mausser."


The chauffeur smiled, as if
at a child.


"I'm sure, sir, that we don't have to discuss that point."


"You
fool, don't tell me who I am." Mausser's nerves had snapped. "Can't
you see I'm Jonathan Mausser?"


"Mr.
Mausser is a white man," replied the chauffeur evenly.


Mausser
stood gasping. He thought of going on, then changed
his mind. He didn't want people ogling him. Nor did he feel, at the moment,
like explaining patiently to his driver about the weird transformation of his
skin.


Turning
away from the polite but firm driver, he took a taxi.


At
the Federal Building he made his way toward the inner sanctum of the Secretary
of Law—his offices. He was stopped by a polite clerk.


"Whom
do you wish to see, sir? Do you have an appointment?" the clerk asked.


"I'm
Jonathan Mausser, your employer. I know I have a black skin, but look at me and
you'll see I still have the features and body of Jonathan Mausser."


Mausser
became panic-stricken when he saw the refusal to believe in the clerk's face.
A knot of people gathered from the large outer office. He tried to appeal to
them, naming some. His words made no sense to them. His voice and general
demeanor might be puzzlingly like that of Jonathan Mausser, but his black skin
destroyed the illusion.


As
Mausser himself had noticed, even his facial features were alien because of
different shadings. Stage actors did wonders with a little greasepaint and
coloring. A totally black face was no more recognizable than that of a
black-face comedian.


A
policeman politely took his arm and firmly guided him away. Mausser thought of
demanding to be taken to Ivan von Grenfeld, police chief, but realized he would
again have to run a gauntlet of lesser officials.


Out
on the street, he thought frantically. Time was flying. The decree must be
signed. Soon it would be too late. He must get in touch with one of his
colleagues somehow. His eyes lighted as he spied a public visi-phone booth.
That was the answer.


He
dialed the offices of Asquith, von Grenfeld and Paxton in turn. In each case
polite under-officials who knew Jonathan Mausser stared at his black face and
argued with him, refusing to connect him. It seemed hopeless. Mausser began to
have the nightmarish feeling of being trapped in an invisible net.


Then,
seemingly by a miracle, he was given direct connection with Dr. Gordy.


"Mausser?"
barked Gordy. "For God's sake, where have you been? Why haven't you signed
that paper? Do you realize the stock exchange is a madhouse and—"


He stopped. His image
stared out of the visi-screen.


"Why, you aren't
Jonathan Mausser."


"But I am," quavered
Mausser. "Listen, Gordy—"


With
an angry snort, Dr. Gordy*s face vanished. He had hung up. That had been his
last slim chance, Mausser realized, and now he turned away with sagging
shoulders.


The
devilish maddening situation he was in was sheer agony. He had to bite his
lips—black lips—to keep from screaming aloud. When he walked, eveiy
store-window reflection showed him the image of a black-skinned man. Mausser's
sensitive pride felt that sharply. His fastidious soul squirmed.


He
did not know how long he walked among jostling crowds who accepted him as a
black man. But he did know he suffered an eternity of misery.


Suddenly
he jerked himself alert. In his personal concern he had almost forgotten the
greater issue of the stock exchange. He must not give up. There was still a
way. Back in his apartment he would wait for a call from one of his companions.
They must be trying constantly. And there, in his own apartment, he could
convince them his black face was Mausser's.


He
let himself into his apartment with a sob of relief. All he had to do was wait for his visi-phone to ring.


Then
he looked around and saw the figure standing there.


"Dr. Strato," he
gasped.


 



Hale smiled sardonically. "I know you,
Jonathan Mausser," he said pointedly. "Even though
you have a black skin."


"You
gave me this curse," Mausser choked. His pulses throbbed in fear and rage.


"You
look rather well in a black skin. It matches your black heart," drawled
Hale.


"You
won t get away with this, Strato. Ill—"
Mausser's eyes darted about wildly.


Hale
stood before the chair with the guard-summoning button. He might be armed,
though he stood stiffly, with his hands empty.


"Don't
do anything rash," cautioned Hale easily, as if reading his mind.
"Listen to me for a moment. It is already too late for you to sign that
decree. At the stock exchange, majority stock in Transport passed into new
hands five minutes ago. The Transport monopoly is broken."


Mausser groaned. The worst had happened.
"But how do you know all this?" he cried, his brain whirling.
"Who are you?"


The tall, dark man s eyes burned.


Tm your enemy. The enemy of the Five. I know all your plans,
all your moves. I know your scheme to take over the Government of Earth. I will
stop you Five. I gave Paxton his Golden Touch, Asquith
his bloody hands, and you your black skin to match your black heart. You will
go through life with a black skin, Jonathan Mausser. It will never go away.
Neverl"


Mausser backed away as Hale slowly advanced.


"You
have the soul of a coward, Mausser. You couldn't stand going through life with
a black skin. You would go mad. And you will never have the rule of Earth you
planned. Your life is ruined. What have you to live for?"


Mausser
was moaning as the words bit deeply into his tortured mind. Then back of him he
felt the drawer of a writing desk. In it lay a gun. Frantically he pulled the
drawer open and snatched up the weapon. Leveling it, he shot again and again at
Hale.


Dr.
Strato was no more than ten feet away. He had not moved or brought up a weapon.
Yet he stood there smiling, unharmed.


Mausser
stared hypnotically. He could not have missed. The energy charges had ripped
viciously against the wall directly behind Dr. Strato. Yet there he stood,
alive and unharmed.


"Save one shot for yourself
" Dr. Strato snapped.


Then,
slowly, he took off his glasses. He turned his face up to the fullest light.


"Look at me, Jonathan Mausser. Look at
me!"


Mausser
stared in horror. His shaken mind received one more staggering shock. His lips
formed three silent syllables, as though he feared to speak them aloud. Deliberately,
then, he raised his gun and fired his next-tothe-Iast charge pointblank at Dr.
Strata's chest. The shot struck the wall behind, but made not the slightest
mark on the projected three-dimensional figure.


Mausser's
voice came, hollow, croaking, while his hand raised.


"You—are—the—ghost—of—Richard Halel"


The
last charge hissed out of his own gun, destroying the brain of Jonathan
Mausser. He fell lifeless.


When
the guard from the room across the hall burst in a moment later, he found only
the body. The visi-phone was insistently ringing. The guard snapped it on.


Dr. Emanuel Gordy's face
peered out tensely.


"Is
Mausser in? Tell him he must sign
those papers, before it's altogether too late."


 



Back in his laboratory, Richard Hale grimly
complimented himself. It had been necessary to drive Jonathan Mausser to
self-destruction, not as part of his revenge, but to prevent Mausser from
closing the stock exchange at the last moment.


Hale
had known the susceptible Mausser would succumb. The Golden Touch to Paxton
meant deep misery. The blood-dyed hands to Asquith would slowly drive him mad.
But in the case of the fastidious Mausser, a black skin meant certain suicide.
Hale had only hastened the process.


Mausser
had seen his gun shots fail to touch the projected image of his tormentor. And
at the last moment, recognizing the true identity of Dr. Strata, he could only
think he was haunted by the ghost of Richard Hale. For Richard Hale had died,
unquestionably, trying to escape Strato-prison two years before.


Hale
laughed. He broke off his ruminations. There was no time to be idle. He turned
back to his spy ray screen, tuning the range dials. His spy ray probed out, to
keep watch on the Five, and their next move. The Five?
It was the Four now. . . .


The Four, in Mausser's apartment, stared down
at the body.


"It's
Mausser, all right," grunted von Grenfeld. "With a black
skin."


"Dead." Paxton shivered. "While the decree remains unsigned, I can't stop
the stock exchange raid."


"It's
the work of Dr. Strato," whispered Asquith. "First
Paxton's Golden Touch. Then my blood-dyed hands.
Now Mausser's black skin." He looked at Gordy and
von Grenfeld significantly. "If his plans include you two—"


They
exchanged worried glances. For the first time they began to realize the
magnitude of the forces against them—clever, almost weird science—and swift,
unexpected blows.


"We
have been lax," Gordy grated. "Some powerful group is striking at us.
We must crush them. Von Grenfeld, gather a squad of your men, fully armed. You and I will go and have this Dr.
Strato arrested. We will bring him back for questioning."


He looked down at the body
again.


"No,"
he added. "We'll take no chances. Three squads of men.
He has some devilish science at his controls. Three squads of police though,
will be more than he can handle alone, unless he's none but Lucifer
himself."


Dr.
Gordy knew now that they were opposed by a formidable enemy. But he did not
realize it was Dr. Strato, one man.


"Numbers
four and five together—a nice
catch." Richard Hale told himself in grim humor.


The
door had opened on Ivan von Grenfeld and Dr. Emanuel Gordy. Behind
them stood a dozen police, pistols in hand. They pushed their way into
the living room. Outside were two other squads of armed men, on guard
watchfully.


"You're
under arrest, Dr. Strato," barked von Grenfeld peremptorily. "Come
with us."


Hale thought rapidly. His
blood tingled, but he was not alarmed. It was a game of wits and certain advantages
were on his side. He had known they were coming, and in what force. He knew
they knew nothing of his anesthetic ray. As a last resort, the hidden switch
within reach would spray down the anesthetic ray from the concealed ceiling
projector in this room. The switch was also wired to operate a more sweeping
ray before the house itself. It would include all the men outside.


But
Hale, enjoying the role of cat-and-mouse, as they had once sadistically enjoyed
sending him to prison, decided to maneuver them to the laboratory, without the
men.


"What for?" Hale pretended indignant surprise. "For questioning."


 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XVI


 



 



 



 



Five Steps—or Six?


 



 



□ It was Dr.
Gordy who had retorted. Their eyes met. Gordy was staring curiously. A man of
science himself, he wondered how this mysterious scientist had touched his
three companions with his strange curses. Hale stared back with a different
interest. He hoped the hatred within him did not burn in his eyes.


"I
have the right to know about what," Hale countered.


Von Grenfeld glared, but again Gordy spoke.


"Your
air of innocence won't save you. We want to question you about a certain Golden
Touch, a pair of blood-dyed hands, and a dead man with a black skin."


Hale smiled slowly, mockingly.


"Why not question me here?" he
asked easily. "Shall we go to the privacy of my laboratory? Or are you perhaps
afraid?"


Von
Grenfeld bristled at the word. He was a big, strong man of action who had
always prided himself on being able to handle any situation. Dr. Strato's
challenge and derisive smile lashed that pride.


"You
don t scare me, Dr. Strato," he rumbled. "I'm no weakling or coward
like—"


"Shut
up, you fool," snapped Gordy. It was not yet the time, nor before the
police, to reveal the Five's connection. He looked at Hale steadily. "We
will question you —alone. I would like to see your laboratory."


"Don't
try any tricks, Dr. Strato," warned von Grenfeld. Turning to his men he
said loudly: "If we are not back in five minutes, follow."


He
stepped forward confidently with Gordy. Hale led them to the laboratory, where
they were out of earshot of the police.


Von
Grenfeld stood warily, ready for action. Dr. Gordy looked around the room, his
eyes appreciative of the laboratory's excellent faculties. Then he faced Hale.


"How
did you give Paxton his Golden Touch, and As-quith his bloody hands, and
Mausser his black skin? Who are you, Dr. Strato? Who is back of you?"


Hale smiled slowly.


"You'll
talk, or else," boomed von Grenfeld. His craggy face glanced around
uneasily. The laboratory, with shades partly drawn, was ominously gloomy. His
voice sharpened. "Let me warn you I am a fast draw with a pistol, and a
deadly shot. Now talk."


"I'm
in your hands," shrugged Hale. "Ill have to
talk. I'll just say this—"


He turned casually.


"Stop! Don't touch those switches," cried
Gordy. "Von Grenfeld, watch him." The latter was already drawing his
pistol. Hale froze for an instant The sharp-eyed Gordy
had spotted the switches. If von Grenfeld held him at bay with his gun . . .
Fleetingly, Hale cursed himself for taking any chances. His thoughts raced on.
He was nearer von Grenfeld than the switches. If he hesitated he was surely
lost—


All
this he realized in hghtning thought, with everything at stake for which he had
suffered and planned. Actually, Hale moved almost at the same instant Gordy
spoke, and toward von Grenfeld. His fist crashed against the big man's chin.


Von
Grenfeld staggered back. He recovered, snapped up his gun and fired at Hale.
But Hale had turned catlike and leaped toward the switches. The shot skimmed
past Hale's ear, crashing into the far wall. Von Grenfeld had missed in the
gloom—gloom that to Hale's prison-conditioned eyes was normal


Von
Grenfeld, with an oath, began to squeeze the trigger again, but the shot never
came. His finger relaxed. His tall form toppled to the floor as the anesthetic
ray projector's beam stabbed forward in a spreading cone. Dr. Gordy, within its
influence, crumpled to the floor where he had scurried forward.


Hale
knifed down two more switches in quick succession.


In
the room beyond the laboratory he heard the thud of falling bodies. The
anesthetic ray there had caught all the police in mid-stride. And when he
stepped to the window he saw that the men on guard outside lay prone under
another invisible cone. In the isolated house and near vicinity, not a soul was
awake except Hale. Even a bird outside, near the men, had fallen in the middle
of its flight.


Hale
nodded in satisfaction. Dr. Allison himself, though he had conceived the
anesthetic ray, had not realized its possibilities.


Hale
worked swiftly now. He moved up an apparatus that looked like an iron-lung with
its top rolled away. It took considerable exertion to lift von Grenfeld's limp
figure into the machine while keeping his own head out of range of the
sleep-beam. He closed the cover and turned its outside switch. An AP-unit
hummed to life, shooting all its surging power through the apparatus. A glow
surrounded the body of von Grenf eld.


Hale
watched a meter closely. Fifteen minutes later he turned the droning machine
off, took out the limp form, and propped it in a chair.


Hale
stood back, wearing a smile that was half triumph, half bitterness.


"You
are proud of that fine, strong body of yours, von Grenfeld," he murmured.
"Yet you were willing to let mine rot away in Strato-prison."


Dr. Gordy was next—and
last.


As
a matter of precaution, Hale went again to the front window and looked out. No
one stirred out there. Then he noticed the fourth car. There had only been
three squad cars, in which the police had come. The fourth must have arrived
and stopped a moment before Hale had switched on the anesthetic ray barrage. He
had failed to notice it the first time he looked out. Who was in it?


Hale
left the house by a side door and strode to the car. He saw the figure there,
half-leaning against the open door, caught in artificial sleep just in the act
of stepping out.


"Laura Asquith,"
Hale gasped.


He
stood for a moment, thinking. Then, knowing the range of the beam, he was just
able to keep out of it and grasp her limp, outflung hand, and drag her toward
him. As she passed out of the sphere of influence, her eyelids fluttered open.
Blue eyes looked bewilderedly into his.


"Dr.
Strato," she cried. "I had to come to see you. It's about my uncle,
Peter Asquith, and his hands—"


She
drew in her breath in alarm when she noticed the limp forms of the police.


"What happened?"


"Come with me,"
Hale said gruffly, taking her hand.


He
led her into the laboratory by the side door. Her eyes widened as she saw the
inert bodies of von Grenfeld and Dr. Gordy. She faced him with quiet firmness.


"Now
I'm certain of it," she said. "You are avenging— Richard Hale."


Hale
started. Did she know the full truth? But her next words quieted his pulse.


"You
must be some old friend of his. I thought I had met all he knew. Still, you
seem vaguely familiar." She peered at him intently.


Hale was glad of the
half-light. He spoke slowly.


"Yes.
I am the avenger of Richard Hale. Five men sent an innocent man to
Strato-prison for life. Five men—and a girl." ^


Laura's hand went to her
throat.


"You
mean me, of course," she said softly. "You did something to three of
the men. You have two here. And I suppose I'm on the list. Well, I came here to
tell you I know he was innocent too. I know that now. My uncle lied to me,
convinced me that Richard Hale was a traitor by a hundred half-truths and false
statements. But I've had time to think it all out. Too much
time, for five years. I loved him, but I turned against him. And I've
hated myself for it"


Hale
rocked back on his feet. She had been a dupe at the trial, herself a pawn in
the Five's omning legal trap. She had not, as he had bitterly thought for five
years, turned against him in full knowledge of the Five's plot. She was not the
cold, scheming woman who had been promised a high place in the new regime. She
was the sweet, wonderful Laura he had known prior to New Year's Eve of 2000.


The
giddy thoughts whirled in Hales brain. He took a step forward eagerly—and
stopped. His lips twisted. The truth suddenly struck him like a sledge blow.


"You lie," he grated in a dry, cold
voice. "You knew you were next on the list. YouVe come to save yourself. You hoped I'd be deceived and thus relent. I didn't have you on the list, though. I had decided to let you go."


The girl drew back from his
blazing eyes.


"No, Dr. Strato.
Please!"


Brutally he pushed her. She stumbled back
into the influence of the anesthetic ray. Her mouth still open in appeal, she
dropped limply. Hale caught her, sat her in a seat.


He
stood back, his blood pounding. Had he for a mad moment believed her, and
believed that he still loved her? Had he been fool enough to forget those three
long frustrated years? But the remembrance hung before him now, charging his
veins with bitterness.


He shook himself. No time
to waste.


Dr. Gordy was next—but not last.


Richard
Hale finished with Gordy in ten minutes. He had injected a crystal-clear
chemical within the pineal gland at the back of Gordy's head. An open surgery
book showed him the exact method of operation so there would be no injury to
nerves or brain.


Then he turned to the girl.


The
liquid he now held in his hand was a concentrated solution of a hormone. The
hormone of old age, Dr. Allison had termed it, an agent that would rob the skin
cells of their lymph. They would become dry, old, wrinkled. Laura, at the age
of twenty-four, would have the skin of a hag of ninety.


Hale
had made the hormone and then set it aside. He had decided not to use it—until
today. But now, after she had come here to add he on
he, he saw that he must do it. He would make her ugly,
ruin her lovely face and fair skin. Had she cared for him while she realized he
was dying a slow death up in Strato-prison?


He came close to her, holding a hypodermic
loaded with the old-age hormone that would destroy her youthful beauty. He
bared her arm.


Then
suddenly he flung the hypodermic away, with a groan.


He could not do it.


In
that moment, staring at her, Hale realized he had not learned to hate her. In
spite of what she had done, and what he knew her to be, all the old love for
her remained.


His
revenge against the Five, now completed, seemed empty. What mad spirit had prompted
him to act the part of an avenging monster? The whole fantastic web of it
seemed the delirium of a dread dream. He had taken the science treasures of
long-suffering Dr. Allison in good faith, and used them meanly, basely. The old
scientist had meant them as blessings. Hale had used them as instruments of
torture.


For
five minutes he stood, his thoughts a damning squirrel-cage. Then he shook his
head to clear it.


His
motives had not been purely personal. At least there was the saving grace of
his opposition to the Five's plot. And he must go on now as he had planned. He
glanced once more at Laura. When she knew who he really was, he knew she could
think of him only as a fiend.


But
Hale set his hps in a straight line. He opened the switch of the anesthetic ray
bathing the three limp forms. Instantly they sat up, eyes blinking and dazed.
Finally they focused on Hale and the gun he held.


Hale
spoke slowly and grimly. "I am your enemy, Dr. Gordy. You wish to be
dictator of Earth. I will prevent you. There is no organization behind me. I
work alone. Yet I have scientific powers, already demonstrated, which you can't
oppose. I know all your plans and moves. Transport is now broken as a monopoly.
If you foolishly choose to go on, despite that blow, 111 defeat
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you
step by step. Will you pledge now to give up your aim at world power?"


The ringleader of the Five
seemed to recover quickly from the bewilderment of the last episode. Defiance shown fromliis eyes. "No," he snapped.
"You can t stop me." "You seem to forget," Hale said
coldly, "that at this moment I could loll you."


The scientist blanched. Von Grenfeld growled,
though his undertones were those of fear. Laura stared silently, without
expression.


"But
I don't take it upon myself to dispose of human life with my own hand,"
Hale went on. "And I am certain of stopping you in my own way. Every move
you make is known to me in advance. And each will bring my countermove. I will
let you think this all over for a time. When you are finally convinced of your
helplessness before my power, you will come to me."


"Bluff,
pure bluff, my theatrical friend," von Grenfeld retorted loudly. "We
are not the sort to be intimidated by mysterious words, or threat of
death."


Hale
smiled enigmatically. "You also forget Paxton's Golden Touch, Asquith's
bloody hands, and Mausser's black skin. I'm putting you to sleep again. A timed
mechanism will wake you in an hour. I'll be gone. I have another more secret
laboratory. I leave you this one."


With his hand on the switch, he looked at the
two men mockingly before his glance flicked over Laura.


"When
you are ready to acknowledge defeat," he concluded, "contact me by
radio on fifteen hundred megacycles and offer personal surrender."


He closed the switch. The three forms
instantly collapsed into the limpness of induced sleep.


CHAPTER XVII


 



 



 



 



The Invisible Brain


 



 



□ Von Grenfeld awoke to the sound of a
muffled explosion. He sprang to his feet, peering around quickly in the
half-lighted laboratory. The mysterious Dr. Strato had gone, as he had said he
would. An hour had passed. Dr. Gordy and Laura were staggering to their feet.
Von Grenfeld strode to the windows, raised the blinds.


When
he turned, Dr. Gordy was running his eyes over a shambles of broken apparatus,
the work of a series of gun shots. The vital heart of every instrument was shattered.
A tiny AP-pellet had exploded within the ray-projector that had mysteriously
held them asleep.


"He
left nothing of his science," Gordy gritted in the tones of a curse.
"I had hoped to examine his apparatus. He is a menace to us."


"Well
get him," rumbled von Grenfeld angrily. "Ill send
out my men to search for him, thousands of them if necessary—"


Dr.
Gordy was staring at him strangely, in the full light of the afternoon sun.


"Von Grenfeld! There's
something changed in you."


At
that moment the door burst open and the police who had awakened from their long
sleep rushed in, eyes dazed.


Von
Grenfeld faced them with hands on hips, his anger transferred to them.


"Very
prompt action" he roared. "The house could burn down before you
dense-witted—"


His
bull voice stopped. He choked. His eyes were wide and his strong features went
loose. For the men











 



towered
over their commander as though they were giants.


Von
Grenfeld's eyes swung to Dr. Gordy beside him. The scientist had been a man of
a scant five and a half feet. Yet even he loomed almost a full head over the police
commander. Had they all suddenly grown a foot?


And
then the stunning truth struck von Grenfeld like a blow against his skull. He
was shorter. He had been reduced from his six-feet-two to a pygmy five feet.
Every person in the room, even the girl, was taller than he was now.


Von
Grenfeld's features twisted in anguish. The pride he had always had for his
handsome and impressive figure fled like a wailing ghost. He felt as though he
had been cut physically in half. He scampered to a mirror,
found he had to strain to reach it.


"Good
God!" he screamed. Even his voice had lost its former virility. "Dr.
Strato has done this to me—made me small, insignificant. . . ."


Gordy
looked at him pityingly. But suddenly he started in fear. He looked down at his
body, felt his arms, searched for signs of what might
have been done to him. The Golden Touch, bloody hands, black skin, reduced
stature— In what way had Dr. Strato cursed him? He drew a sigh of relief after
a moment. Nothing, apparently.


"Well
go," he said. "This matter of Dr. Strato has to be discussed very
seriously."


Gordy
had to take the arm of von Grenfeld and lead him away almost like a frightened
child. Von Grenfeld was suffering the tortures of complete shattered pride. The
bottom of his universe had fallen out. His uniform still fitted him nattily.
But on his short figure it gave him the sensation of being a strutting, pompous
little bantam, with no more impressiveness than a half-grown boy in a play
uniform. Even his men, he noticed, had to hide uncertain grins. Rage howled in
his brain.


He lunged at one man, whose hps had twitched
in an amused smile. Von Grenfeld hammered up toward the man's chin. Before, the
blow would have landed solidly and laid the man out full length. Now the short
arm missed its mark. Von Grenfeld half spun around. The man clutched him by the
shoulders to restore his balance, then held him
easily as von Grenfeld flailed at his face, but never reached it.


"Stop, you fooll"
commanded Dr. Gordy.


Von
Grenfeld subsided with a half sob, and the man let him go. All the police were
smiling now, forgetting their amazement at tie phenomenon in favor of grinning
joy. Von Grenfeld had always been a domineering, blustering, bullying
commander. Now, in one brief moment, he had become a puny little wretch who
couldn't reach a chin. Von Grenfeld felt it all and his soul writhed.


Gordy looked at the door.


"What happened to Miss
Asquith?"


At
that moment they heard her car drive swiftly away. She had slipped out without
a word. The police cars also left. Von Grenfeld had gone into a trance of
silent suffering. Dr. Gordy kept nervously glancing at parts of his body—and
wondering.


Richard
Hale, in his secret hideaway, had watched the tableau in another spy ray
screen. Von Grenfeld's reactions had fed again the hunger of revenge. The
pride-shorn man added the fourth part of atonement for Hale's three years of
prison.


It
had been simple enough, behind its amazing effect Matter, as science had long
known, was largely empty space. By reducing that space in his compression machine,
Hale had brought the atoms and molecules of von Grenfeld's body closer
together. It was condensation of matter.


As
Dr. Allison had expounded it, in Strato-prison, the potential of strain between
atoms could be altered. Heavy stars did it by stupendous pressure. But the same
thing could be duplicated in the laboratory, using a super-gravity field, the
opposite of the zero-gravity field. In the super-gravity field atoms would
quietly move closer together and take up a new system of motions, without
changing relative position.


Von
Grenfeld's body, in the compression machine, had simply been reduced in
proportion, uniform and all. His original weight was still there, but packed in
a lesser space. The process, of course, would be fatal beyond certain limits.
Hale had reduced guinea pigs to the size of small mice, but found them dead.
Von Grenfeld, reduced only one-sixth, would very likely live as long a life as
otherwise.


Step
four was done. It had been singularly appropriate in the case of von Grenfeld,
Hale thought, to make him insignificant among men and thus undermine his
self-pride. But there remained Dr. Gordy—Step Five.


He went back to his spy
ray.


Some
time later, as evening threw its shadows over the white spires of New
Washington, the Four held a grave meeting.


"We must destroy
him," von Grenfeld said again.


He
had been muttering the same phrase over and over, like an automaton, as though
it were his single purpose left in life.


"Yes,
but first we must find him," reminded Gordy. 'Tour men have been searching
the countryside without result. His secret laboratory is cleverly hidden.
Before we find it and destroy it, we can't feel safe."


Gordy's
voice faltered slightly on the last words. Pax-ton glanced at him bitterly.


'Tt's
odd that Dr. Strato did nothing to you. Why has he left you out?"


The scientist waved a
nervous hand.


"It's
as bad or worse this way, waiting in suspense. I'm beginning to believe he
planned it just that way—letting my own fear play on my nerves. His whole
purpose, in this, has been to make nervous wrecks of us all. But we've got to
fight and keep calm."


Peter
Asquith gave a strange mirthless laugh. He held up one of his blood-dyed hands.


"My
niece, Laura, told me an odd story. We all have blood on our hands, but
particularly the blood of Richard Hale."


A dead silence filled the room.


That
name, more than any other, stood out in the list of crimes that had been
necessary to their rise toward power.


Gordy
did a strange thing. Motioning the others aside, he went to the visi-phone and
signaled Strato-prison. Warden Lewis' brutal face appeared. He answered Gordy's
question with surprise.


"Richard
Hale, number Y-fourteen-eighteen, absolutely died attempting to escape two
years ago. Two guards were witnesses and a dozen prisoners. His body was
charred to ashes on the atomic grid. But what—"


Gordy
clicked off without explanation, and turned to his companions.


"Just
a precautionary checkup," he said imperturbably. "Now, who is this
Dr. Strato?"


"An
avenger for Richard Hale," Asquith returned nervously. "He told my niece
that himself."


"Nonsense,"
barked Gordy. "But it shows clearly the subtle, clever game this Dr.
Strato is playing. He is preying on our nerves and minds that way. Somehow he
knows all about us, and is opposed to us, possibly to take over world rule himself.
He boasted that he would coun-termove our every move.


"He
took Transport from our control, but we still control propaganda and the
secret Syndicate troops. Let him stop those if he can. Now look, here's our
move. We'll turn the tables on him. Asquith's propaganda will immediately term
the stock market a conspiracy.


"Transport's beneficent public service
was torn apart by wolves, and the World Government failed to prevent this
shoddy affair. Thus we still give the Government its black eye, mass public
opinion on our side, and lay the groundwork for a military coup."


Dr.
Gordy's voice rang imperiously. He stood there with face lifted, as though
expecting their awed admiration. He had always been the brain behind the Five,
solving all difficulties, leading on toward their goal. Soon he would be the
actual dictator supreme, the invisible brain behind whatever insignificant
figurehead they chose to put in apparent power.


Gordy
started from a trance, noticing the others were staring at him.


"Your skin," said
Paxton. "It's becoming—transparent."


Gordy
lifted his hand before his eyes, startled. The skin seemed to be slowly but
steadily vanishing. Veins began to show as tiny tubes. Muscle tissue and
tendons grew visible. Second by second, as though an intangible acid were at
work, his skin became more and more transparent.


They all watched in
stricken fascination.


Dr.
Gordy suddenly ran to the huge wall mirror, peering at the reflection of his
face. He saw a ghastly image. Cheekbones lay bare and white. The tight muscle
cords around his mouth twitched in full view. His eyes appeared to be two
balls hanging unsupported. The heavy cords of his neck were mirrored in their
knotty entirety.


And
he knew that if he stripped off his clothes, he would stand before his
fellowmen like a repulsive anatomical model in a medical classroom, all
muscles, veins and organs exposed to prying eyes.


But
one thing brought a sharper gasp of horror from his transparent lips.
Underneath the beetling bone of the brow he could see straight through to the
back of the skull. His entire brain was invisible.


Gordy's
swift mind instantly leaped ahead. He pictured himself standing before a mass
of humanity, in a public square, addressing them as adviser to their dictator.
And they would shout and jeer and laugh and turn pale at the sight of him, with
the mixed emotions of a crowd. His death's-head face would be flashed via
television all over the world, and people would turn away in loathing or
disgust.


No
one would see the noble cast of his brow, the autocratic look in his eye. They
would only see an empty-skulled thing, unrecognizable as human. They would shout
against him, depose him, revolt against rule by a
thing fit only for the morgue.


Gordy
groaned. How could he face the future in his horrible condition?


Back
in his laboratory, Hale grinned humorlessly at the image in his spy ray screen.


"You
are now the 'invisible brain' you always wanted to be, Dr. Gordy," he said
savagely. "It was your brain that threw an invisible net around me and
cast me into Strato-prison."


Hale
laughed aloud at the repulsive figure. All its skin and fatty tissues had
become very nearly transparent, as with jelly-fish. Dr. Allison's mind, turning
often to biology, had speculated that some gland product present in all lower
forms of life accounted for their transparent skins. Once isolated, the hormone
would do the same for opaque skins, devised by evolution to hide vital organs
from eyes that wished to kill.


Hale
had injected his hormone extract, from jellyfish, into Gordy's pineal gland.
The ductless gland had then gradually trickled the hormone out into his body,
along with its usual hormone. No hormone worked alone. The whole secret of it
had been to let the new hormone join with the usual ones, and have them combine
forces in altering cell structure from milkiness to a watery texture. Nothing
else of vital nature was changed.


Hale watched, more calmly
after a moment.


Step five was done. Paxton with the Golden Touch that made him miserable. Asquith with his bloody hands that would slowly drive him mad.
Mausser with the black skin that had sent his shuddering soul
into the escape of eternity. Von Grenfeld with his
broken pride hanging in shreds about him. And Dr. Gordy with a face he
wouldn't dare show in public.


So
Hale had planned, and so it was done. The five men who had ruthlessly cast him
to exile from life were repaid. After five years of blighted existence he
could once again face the future—Tomorrow.


And yet, what about Laura?


He
forced his thoughts away from that. He turned back to the screen. His campaign
against the Five had turned a corner, passed into a new phase. The personal was
done with, except for final revelation. What remained now was a grim struggle
with Earth's fate hanging in balance.
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□ Gordy recovered most quickly of all
the Five. He wheeled around from the mirror.


"He
won't stop us with these scientific tricks," he shouted. "I'm a
scientist, too. What can be done by science can be undone by science. I'll take
away this Golden Touch, the red-dyed hands, reduced stature, and my own
transparent skin. But later. Right now, well push
through our program. The time is ripe, Asquith, the
presses, television and all centers of public enlightenment are to be informed
tonight and tomorrow that the World Government is collapsing. A new government
is needed to prevent even worse debacles than the stock exchange upset. Get
that started now."


Asquith
scurried out as if glad to be away from that hideous skinless face.


Gordy turned to von Grenf
eld.


"You
have the Syndicate troops massed near the European end of the Subatlantic
Tube. Keep in constant touch with them. In three days, when the Tube is
officially opened they will strike swiftly."


Gordy's
gargoyle face drew up in a challenging smile. But it was recorded only as a
movement of exposed muscles.


"Dr.
Strato has nothing but little scientific tricks in his bag. I control great
world forces. He'll find it harder to fight those."


Paxton,
who was left, shrugged fatalistically. The petty agonies of his Golden Touch
and the collapse of his gold empire had left him a listless, defeated spirit.


"He
will strike in some unforeseen way," he muttered. And at dawn of the next
day, it was seen how that thrust would come.


Asquith's
sleepless eyes, after a might of work, looked out of the window of his office,
to which a clerk had called him. He looked up. There, written across the sky in
giant smoky letters, was a message. The words sprawled across a fifty-mile
area, exactly like the running-word advertising signs in shops.


 



People of Earth! You are being poisoned with
propaganda, not enlightenment. The propaganda of a clique of Four
who wish to rule Earth. The present World Government is not responsible for the
stock market affair. Nor has it wantonly thrown Transport Corporation to
snarling wolves of finance. Transport was a monopoly held by the Four, to serve
their ends.


The Four are as follows. Peter Asquith, the
Minister of Public Enlightenment. Sir Charles Paxton,


Secretary of Finance. Ivan von Grenfeld, Commander of World Police.
And Dr. Emanuel Gordy, Director of Science.


These Four must be deposed from their high
stations before they accomplish their ends. Above all do not believe the
insidious propaganda that is now pouring from every newscaster and visi-screen.
Leaders of the World Government, ask these Four why Jonathan Mausser died by
his own hand,


 



Asquith watched the incredible message
spelled out across the blue sky. Even clouds did not hinder it, for the smoky
letters only fuzzed slightly at the edges. When the full text was over and
began to repeat, the whole gigantic area moved westward.


Millions
of eyes, from Maine to Florida must be reading the colossal sign, gaping at it
open-mouthed. Millions more would read it, across the entire world as the sign
moved steadily westward. Public opinion so close to home would not accept
Asquith's propaganda without serious discussion.


In
his laboratory, Hale tuned in the sky-writing with his spy ray. He nodded in
satisfaction. It was perfect though merely an extension of the spy ray
principle. An ordinary movideo projector cast three-dimensional letters through
a spy ray system. Adjusted for a height of a hundred miles, and expanded to a fifty-mile
area, the letters unreeled in keeping with the film-rate of the movideo camera.


Hale
watched the clockwork that slowly twisted the focus of his projection ray from
east to west. All the people of central North America must see. Then, since
his ultra-penetrating ray could take in any earthly dimension, he would whisk
the message across to Eurasia, and sweep it over that teeming continent. Within
a day, more people would have read his message than had heard Asquith's outpourings
from his network of communications.


Hale was again a step
ahead—a world-sized step.


Dr. Gordy realized it instantly. He had
Asquith stop the visi-presses immediately. And when the Four gathered, within
an hour, the sky-writing stopped also.


"He
meant what he said," Gordy stated. "That he will
countermove at our moves. And he wants personal surrender from us. That
is shown by the fact that he stopped when he did."


The
Four looked at one another bleakly. Fighting an unknown, unseen power was inhumanly
terrifying. Searching police had not found the slightest clue to Dr. Strato's
hideaway.


Gordy's
exposed face muscles did not show the strain and fury written over his
features, after a sleepless night But the large white eyeballs were bloodshot.


"We
won't try any more half-measures," he grated. "Von Grenf eld, are the
Syndicate troops ready?"


The
stubby little five-foot man, repressed humiliation in his face, nodded.


"A
million men, fully armed. They are quartered a mile
from the Tube's European terminal."


"Good."
Gordy's face, had it been visible, would have shown utter ruthlessness.
"Following the opening ceremony, day after tomorrow, the troops will
march under the Atlantic to New Washington and occupy the city. What can even
the clever Dr. Strato do against a million armed men?"


Some
unrest arose among the people after the mysterious episode of contradictory
messages from higher circles. But it was smoothed over by an announcement that
the World Government authorities were investigating. It took the most adroit
argument by Asquith to keep himself from being clapped in custody for the
brief barrage of propaganda. He insisted it was sabotage, a dark plot by
others, a sheer accident. Any lies would do for the time being.


The Four had only one thing in mind—the
opening of the Subatlantic Tube. They staved off suspicion against themselves
for the few hours left.


All the world then sat eagerly before its visi-sets
to watch the opening ceremonies. For five years the great tunnel had been in
the process of being dug under the Atlantic. It caught the popular imagination.
It was easily the most stupendous engineering feat in history, comparable only
to the canals of Mars.


World
Government officials orated. Bands played. A singing group chorused out a song
dedicated to the project. A ribbon-decked rocket ship slowly eased past the
halfway mark between Europe and North America. All this occurred miles under
the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, in the huge, tile-lined tunnel that stretched
for two thousand miles in both directions. Ike-operators were flashing the
auspicious scenes to the world's visi-screens.


Incognito,
the Four stood below the speakers* platform. One would have had to look
closely to see their respective afflictions. Asquith had easily covered his
red-dyed hands with cosmetics. Paxton kept his hands in the pockets of a tan
suit, against which the golden glow was not noticeable. Von Grenfeld wore shoes
with extremely high heels to offset some of his shortness. Dr. Gordy had
grease-painted his transparent skin, which made him look like a pale-skinned
invalid.


They
kept sharp watch on the crowd. Known only to them, many of the men crowding out
of cars from the European side were Syndicate troopers in street clothes. Soon
they would outnumber the official police, who were (here to keep order. Rocket
trains, installed and put on running schedule a week before, had been busy all
morning, bringing passengers to the ceremonial location.


"The zero hour approaches,"
whispered von Grenfeld.


"At
my signal, the troops will take over control of the Tube."


"It's our last
chance," replied Asquith.


"But
our best chance," said Gordy confidently. "Military power, in the
last analysis is always the ace card."


"I
hope Dr. Strato doesn't know of this coup,"
whispered Paxton, shivering.


Then he let out an
incredulous gasp.


The
enigmatic figure of Dr. Strato stood five feet away. Four pairs of startled
eyes focused on him.


Dr. Strato smiled.


"I told you I would be here, Sir
Charles," he said mockingly. "Even without paying the million dollars "


Then,
before they could think or act, Dr. Strato had moved off into the press of the
crowd. A moment later he appeared on the speakers' platform, before the battery
of microphones and incinoscopes.


A
speaker had just finished eulogizing Transport Corporation for giving to the
world the great Subatlantic Tube.


Hale
was there before any one thought to stop him. He spoke, electrifying the vast
world audience.


"The
true story of the Subatlantic Tube is not known. On New Century's Eve of two
thousand, the project was started by a company under Richard Hale, whose
father, Burton Hale, had conceived the plans. Shortly after, through trickery,
Transport Corporation took over the project. Richard Hale was sentenced to
prison on the false charge of plotting treason. Five men schemed this. Four of
them are here now"


Dr. Strato stared down at the Four
accusingly.


"Let's
get closer to the platform," Gordy hissed to his companions. "We can
rush up and make sure he doesn't get away. Dr. Strato has made a mistake this
time. He doesn't know he won't get out of this alive. Give the signal, von
Grenf eld."


Hale had gone on with his denunciation, for all the world to hear.


"The
Four are present now, the Four who plot world rule. Sir
Charles Paxton, Peter Asquith, Ivan von Gren-feld and Dr. Emanuel Gordy.
Four human freaks, both mentally and physically. Look at them. Paxton has the
Golden Touch because he worshipped Mammon. Asquith has bloody hands which he
can never wash free of the taint of treachery. Von Grenfeld is as small in
stature as he is in mentality. And Gordy is exposed to the eyes of the world as
the repulsive being he is—"


 



Pandemonium
broke loose in the tunnel under the Atlantic. At von Grenfeld's signal, the
disguised Syndicate troopers pulled guns from their pockets and herded the
crowd aside. One shot rang out. One policeman fell. The rest were taken by
surprise, with no chance to resist The radio-operators
and ike-men were pushed away from their apparatus, and the instruments turned
off. In hardly more than a minute, the Syndicate troopers had complete control
of the situation.


Stung
and raging at Hale's words, the Four had leaped up the steps of the platform.
Here within reach was the man who had visited them with scientific blights, who
had given them sleepless nights and tortured days, who had all but disrupted
their chance at world power. They came at their Nemesis with clutching hands.
And the fool stood there, not realizing they would kill him on the spot with
their own hands. Then their troopers would move on to victory. . . .


Dr.
Strato stood there smiling, waiting for them. How could he be so utterly
unconcerned?


The
Four's eager, vengeful hands clutched at Dr. Strato—but clutched only empty
air. Von Grenfeld, in the lead, rammed his fist forward,
nearly fell headlong when he met no resistance. Paxton distinctly saw his
golden-glowing hands go around an intangible neck, but they met themselves.
Asquith, true to his nature, had come up from behind, grasping the figure
around the middle. But he found his arms hugging themselves. Gordy, more
observantly, passed his hand through a non-existent arm and saw his fingers
clearly beyond.


The Four stepped back,
frustrated rage choking them.


"He isn't there,"
gasped Paxton.


The
figure of Dr. Strato continued to smile at them derisively. It was seemingly
solid, seemingly real. The Four felt again the chill of the Unknown. From their
close range, they could see now that it shimmered and looked vaguely
insubstantial.


"No,
I am not here, in the flesh," the figure explained to. them.
"Jonathan Mausser shot five times at me point-blank. He did not harm me.
And at the last, before he died, he realized who I was."


Dr. Strato's eyes flashed.


"It
is time now for you Four to know, here in the completed
Subatlantic Tube." The voice changed, dropping the precise accent of Dr.
Strato. The tone became fuller, more natural. "Look at me. Look at me
closely."


As with Mausser, Dr. Strato removed his tortoise-shelled glasses, then a
false mustache, exposing his upper hp newly shaven.


The
Four stared, recognizing now the haunting familiarity of the face.


They
stood stricken. It was a strange tableau under the Atlantic Ocean. Their minds
leaped back to a stunning revelation. And then the figure tore open its shirt
front, to reveal the glowing numbers tattooed there. Y-1418.
It was like lightning striking.


Peter
Asquith gaped at his blood-dyed hands in sudden understanding. Paxton recoiled a step. Von Gren-feld gave a startled oath. Gordy
bit an invisible lip and a drop of red blood trickled down his chin. But none
of them blurted the name that burned in their brains. Another voice had to
give name to the horror. "Dick. Dick Hale!"
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A Mile Below


 



 



 



□ It was a high-pitched voice from
somewhere in the crowd. A feminine figure broke from the guarding troopers and
flew up the steps toward him. Laura Asquith threw her arms around him wildly,
but found him no more tangible than the others had. She reeled back with a
choked sob. The image of Hale looked at her coldly.


"Richard Hale!" gasped von Grenfeld finally. "But you were killed, trying to escape
Strato-prison, two years ago—"


"Richard
Hale," Asquith half moaned. "Back from the
dead."


"It's
the ghost of Richard Hale," croaked Paxton uncertainly, not knowing
whether to believe himself or not


It
was the supreme moment Hale drank of it to the full. In the startled reactions
of the Four—in their dazed faces, their shocked nerves, their whirling
minds—his revenge was completed. And the setting was appropriate, here in the
mid-spot of the finished Subatlantic Tube. The world should be acclaiming the
name of Hale, father and son, for the wonder. The Five had robbed him of that.
But now he was robbing them, in turn, of their most cherished dream.


Gordy recovered first from
the shock of the revelation.


"Of
course not," he snapped, answering Paxton. "It's merely a
three-dimensional image, cast somehow from a distance."


"Naturally,"
agreed Hale's image. "I'm safe in my laboratory. As for Strato-prison, I
succeeded in escaping, the











only
one to do so. My single thought up there, for three years, was revenge, and the
downfall of the Five. Both are accomplished. If you will surrender your persons
to me, I will undo what I've done to you physically. After that you will be
tried by due process of law for treason. If you plead guilty, you may escape
sentence in Strato-prison."


"Surrender?" Gordy waved his arm in a grand sweep. Tm in control
here. My troopers will ride into New Washington in a few hours."


"It
wont succeed," Hale returned quietly. "If
you go on sacrificing human life, I will withdraw my offer. Your afflictions
will remain, and all your pathetic science will not find the antidotes. All
your life you, Dr. Gordy, will recoil from your mirror image. Von Grenfeld will
wear clothes cut to a boy's size. Asquith's marked hands will haunt him. And
Paxton's false gold will mock him. All your lives."


"No,
I couldn't stand it," came a hoarse shout from
Paxton. "Anything to get rid of this damnable curse in
my hands." He appealed to the others. "We're through. Hale has
beaten us."


"Paxton, I warn
you."


Gordy
had drawn a pistol, his face set dangerously. The moment was tense. Nerves were
cracking. Wild-eyed, Paxton yelled on.


"I
won't go through life this way, with the shine of gold in my eyes. Every
mouthful of food, everything I touch. I won't. Hale, I surrender to you. Where
are you?"


A
shot rang out, echoing hollowly down the giant tunnel. Paxton's voice ended in
a death-gasp, as the energy charge destroyed his brain. His body thudded to
the platform.


 



Swinging
on his two remaining companions, Gordy's cold, implacable eyes warned them the
ruthless act would be repeated if they showed any sign of weakening. Asquith
and von Grenfeld nodded dumbly, to show their acceptance of the deed.


The
crowd around shuddered, seeing in the act the future type of rule to be
expected under Gordy. The Syndicate troopers, trained in a tradition of
violence did not relax their vigilance. For a moment the crowd seemed about to
break in rising hysteria and rage. But something interrupted.


Down the endless length of the Tube sounded the hollow rumble of a
rocket train. It
appeared from the direction of Europe and hurtled past with a hissing roar. It
was the first trainload of armed Syndicate troopers, bound for the New York
terminal. The crowd relaxed, realizing its helplessness.


Gordy turned back
triumphantly to Hale's image.


"There's
my answer," he said fiercely. "We have a million men. They will
storm through the small forces of the standing army. If the terminal is blasted
down, in desperation, we have AP-excavators with which to dig through. We can
t be stopped."


Hale's
image had not spoken a word, watching the death of Paxton. Now its glance
clashed with that of Gordy.


"You will gain
nothing."


Then the image faded.


Back in his laboratory Hale
waited calmly.


His
laboratory, the one they had scoured the vicinity for, was located in the lobby
of the New York terminal, a mile below ground. Hale had known it would be the
last place they would think of looking. Months before he had rented a space
among a horseshoe of shops, directly facing the end of the tunnel. In effect,
he commanded the exit.


With
cannon they would be able to rake every inch of the shops. But first they had
to bring the cannon up. One man, with the proper instrument, could hold off an
army, and Hale had the proper instrument. With what he knew of the terminal, he
had picked the most strategic spot in what promised to be one of the queerest
military engagements in history.


He
made no attempt to reveal himself or his plans to the Government. They were
duly alarmed over the past week's happenings—in the stock exchange, the writing
in the sky, and the ominous blinking out of the televised scene in the Tube.
They were rushing troops down. They would fight in their way, Hale in his.


Hale
looked out over a hundred yards of marble flooring that stretched from the
shops to the beginning of the arched tunnel. He could look a hundred yards into
the tunnel, before its downgrade cut off his vision.


Hale
waited tensely, but it was not till seven hours later that he saw the massing
of troops, after several rocket trains had hurtled back and forth from Europe,
bringing up the main army. It was the quickest transfer of an army in history,
made possible by the connecting Tube under the ocean.


That
had been Gordy's chief threat all the while, in his aim to power. They could
strike at the seat of World Government with paralyzing rapidity. The million
Syndicate troopers were an overwhelmingly superior military force in a world
that had been almost completely disarmed, under its federation laws, for
twenty-five years.


Suddenly
the attack began. Troopers disembarked from the mouth of the tunnel.
. . •


The battle was on.


The
first few went down under a withering gunfire of AP-blasts from the Government
defenders. But those behind, well trained for these special conditions were
quickly setting up sandbag emplacements. From behind these, gunners poured back
blistering charges. Small cannon, the largest known since disarmament, were
being wheeled up. Soon, under a protective barrage, sorties of Syndicate
soldiers would scurry forth and capture strategic posts.


AH
this went on a mile underground, within a giant steel-and-concrete pit. The
hollow thunder of the first few shots beat through the confined space. It was
the beginning of a small-scale war that earlier times would have laughed at.
But a world hung in the balance.


"It
will be so simple," exulted von Grenfeld to his two companions. He was
directing operations from the rear. "Our men will quickly—" He stopped.


The
barrage of increasing battle roars had abruptly ceased. Startled, the three men
raised their heads to look beyond the upcurve of the tunnel. They saw a strange
sight


The
Syndicate men who had just been scurrying out of the tunnel mouth swayed on
their feet, then sprawled over the marble floor. They had not been touched by
gunfire. The men piling sandbags let their burdens drop, and quietly crumpled
up. Those operating machine guns and grenade-catapults leaned against the
silent weapons, arms hanging. The cannon scraped to a stop as the men pulling
them dropped limply.


And
for a hundred yards back, thousands of uniformed troopers toppled over as
though a mysterious wind had blown them down. Nothing was visible. Nothing
gave a sign. But in one moment something had stopped the attack, like turning
off a fight.


"Have
they all been killed?" gasped von Grenfeld stupidly.


"They
look like they fell asleep," breathed Asquith. He shrugged, as though
expecting it. "Dr. Strato again— Richard Hale."


And
as if he had conjured him up, the image of Hale materialized beside them, his
expression stony.


"I
said I'd stop you," he stated quietly. "My laboratory commands the
exit. My sleep ray, or anesthetic beam, covers the entire area. You can never
win through, even with a million men. If you send more forward into range of
the ray, they will pile up and eventually choke the tunnel. And all your
powerful armament is useless, with sleeping men behind them.


"Now
that this quick stalemate has reached, I'll contact the Government I have a
duplicate anesthetic ray projector ready to be flown across to Europe. The European
terminal will be also sprayed with the ray. Thus you are bottled up."


Hale
smiled grimly. It was soul-satisfying to have his enemies and their army
trapped in the Subadantic Tube they had wrested from him.


"In
behalf of the World Government, I serve you this ultimatum. Your troops are to
drop arms and come out, to be taken into custody. You Three
surrender personally to me. When you are ready contact me by radio
"


The image vanished.


The
Three exchanged stunned glances. Richard Hale had thrown an invisible net over
them, as they once had over him.


"Bottled
up," muttered Asquith, shuddering as though the walls were
closing about him. "We're done."


"They
can't fly the other sleep projector across and set it up in less than five
hours," observed von Grenfeld. "In that time we can get some of our
troops out. The Tube train is faster than strato-ships. Perhaps a hundred thousand—"


"What
good would that be?" snapped Gordy. "The Government troops in Europe
could defeat that force."


They
avoided one another's eyes. One thing only loomed—personal
surrender to the lone man who had crushed their power.


Five
hours later, Hale's radio signal buzzed at fifteen hundred megacycles, waking
him. He had wearily taken a nap, after the vigilance of long hours. He snapped
the switch eagerly.


Dr. Gordy's voice sounded
dry and defeated.


"You
have won, Hale. Turn off your sleep ray. The Three of us will come out of the tunnel mouth, alone, in surrender."


Hale felt the giddiness of triumph, but
steadied himself.


"Don t try trickery of any sort,
Gordy," he returned. "I'll lift the sleep ray, but I'll have my hands
on the switch. You don't know which shop facing the tunnel mouth is mine. It
would take a complete barrage to hit the right one. At the first shot, I'll
turn on the sleep ray again."


Hale moved his hand to the
spy ray controls.


"No,
Hale, we won't try anything." Gordy's voice was low, enervated. It lifted
slightly. "Laura Asquith is coming along to settle your suspicions. There
is one thing you deserve to know about her. She was not told the truth at the
trial five years ago. She testified against you in the belief that you were
guilty. She was convinced by our lies."


"What!"


Hale
roared the word. His blood was suddenly pounding in furious joy. His whole
universe turned over. Though the Sun was hidden a mile above, it seemed to shine
all around him now.


"She
still loves you, Hale. Somehow, it gives me a strange pleasure to reveal
this."


"I'm
lifting the sleep ray immediately," Hale returned. "Come forward out
of the tunnel. But remember—just you Three and
Laura."


Trembling,
Hale opened the anesthetic ray switch, disconnecting the projector from its
powerful AP-motor. But he kept his hand on the switch and peered out alertly
over the marble floor to the tunnel mouth.


All
went as it should. The sleeping forms there sat up, bewildered, and then walked
back at commands relayed from the Three. Looking down the tunnel, Hale saw the
awakened ranks of the troopers parting to let the Three
pass through. The Three—and Laura.


They
emerged from the tunnel mouth, came across the marble floor, four tiny figures
under the arched immensity of the terminal lobby. Laura was in the lead. She
hastened forward suddenly, calling his name.


Hale ran out to meet her.


It
no longer meant anything to him that the Three remaining
of the Five were surrendering to him in person. The rewards of revenge were a
bitter draft, as he had come to know. But Laura, returning to him after harsh
fate had kept them apart for five years—that was the true beginning of his
Tomorrow.


It
was not till he had come close to her that Hale noticed how white and strained
her face was. He crushed her to him, murmuring. She struggled wildly, broke
free,


"Didn't
you hear?" she shrilled. "Didn't you hear what I was saying as I came—"


She
had been shouting, Hale remembered, but he had not distinguished the words
above the pounding of his pulse.


"I
didn't hear anything, darling," he sang. "I only knew that you were
coming."


"But
there's danger," the girl moaned. "They're at the guns."


Hale
started. "They won't shoot The Three are between us and the line of fire—"


"It
was a trick," the girl shot back. "ImagesI The
Three —look."


Hale
swung his eyes about. There was no other figure on the marble floor. The forms
of the Three, who had been fifty feet behind Laura, were gone.


Hale
stood stunned. Trickery! ImagesI Three images had followed Laura. The Three had
duped Hale with his own trick. Stark fear struck into Hales nerves. Here he was
exposed, fifty feet from any concealment. Already, as he could see, guns were
pointing his way. He would be shot down ruthlessly. A cannon
was being hastily wheeled up to blast the shop out of which he had stepped.


Realization
had come a split-second after Laura's warning. Hale's thoughts leaped. He waved
frantically at the Government gunners in concealed niches to cover him. They
understood. The first burst of gunfire from the tunnel mouth brought a
withering blast from the defenders in retaliation.


Hale
had instantly thrown himself and Laura flat. Energy charges hissed over their
prone forms. Hale wriggled forward toward the horseshoe of shops, yelling to
Laura to do the same. It was their only chance. As flat targets, they might
escape being struck. . . .


When
they reached a store front, nearer than the one Hale had left, he realized a
miracle had saved them. Only one charge had touched Hale. His left arm hung
bloody and useless. But Laura was untouched. The Government gunners had kept
the enemy gunners too busy to take careful aim.


Just
as Hale darted in the doorway to concealment, he heard the first thump of a cannon shot. The shop he had recently quitted, his
laboratory, splintered into broken debris.


The anesthetic ray
projector was destroyed.
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□
A hundred yards back from the tunnel mouth, von Grenfeld peered through
binoculars over the heads of the troops. His miniature craggy face turned triumphantly.


"The
first cannon shot destroyed Hale's laboratory. His anesthetic ray projector is
wrecked."


"What about Hale?" cried Gordy anxiously.


"He escaped. Slipped
into another store with Laura."


"We'll
get him later—alive," Gordy exclaimed. "I want to see his face when I
tell him how he was duped. He forgot I am a scientist, too. And he forgot that
before he could bottle us up at the European end, we had five hours. Five hours
in which we brought an image projector, which had recently been perfected,
from the Syndicate laboratories. Our images weren't as clear-cut and perfect
as his, nor could they talk. But for our purpose, as decoys, they and Laura
drew him out of his laboratory."


He
looked down at the stripped body of Peter Asquith with a shot through its brain
from Gordy's gun.


"In
fact," he grinned, "one of the images wasn't even Asquith, if he had noticed.
Just another man in Asquith's clothes. But I knew the
young fool would be too love-blind over Laura to suspect."


"It
was cleverly done," nodded von Grenfeld. "Now I'll issue the order to
attack, as previously. With the anesthetic ray gone, our troopers can storm as
planned. New Washington will fall to us."


The two men looked at each other.


"Well,
now there are just the two of us left of our original five," von Grenfeld
said in a low voice. "Two of us to rule Earth
together."


There was almost a question in his voice.


"Does
there have to be two of us?" asked Gordy mockingly.


For a frozen instant they stared at each
other. "I thought so." Von Grenfeld, pale and trembling, snatched for
his holstered gun. But he knew he would fumble awkwardly, as he had been
fumbling in all actions since his size had been reduced.


The
shot from Gordy's gun stretched him beside the corpse of Asquith. Gordy glanced
down a moment. Then he turned to issue the attack order that would make him
sole dictator of Earth.


He had no chance to give
that order.


As
though it were a play given for the second time, the roar of battle died. In
the tunnel ahead, the syndicate troopers dropped, eyes closing. The army lay
asleep.


And as before, Hale's
mocking image appeared.


"I
had a third anesthetic ray projector ready all the time—and a fourth and
fifth," Hale said simply. 'The third was three store-fronts from the
other, where I arrived after escaping gunfire. It also covers the total tunnel
mouth. In all my campaign against you Five, for two
years my plan was always to stay a step ahead. The situation is the same as
before. When you are ready—and I see you are alone of the Five,
Gordy—surrender."


The image faded.


Gordy's
exposed face muscles sagged. Victory had again been snatched from him. Then a
gleam came into his eyes, a deadly, fanatic gleam. . .
•


 



Laura
Asquith talked as she bound the wound on Hale's left arm.


"They
forced me to go out with the images," she explained in a strained voice.
"Dr. Gordy threatened to shoot me if I didn't. Peter Asquith, my uncle,
objected. Dr. Gordy shot him dead." She shuddered.


Hole
said nothing. At least, he reflected, Peter Asquith had died doing one noble
thing. His treacherous nature had cleansed itself with a single unselfish act.


"I
would have let Gordy shoot me, too," the girl went on dully, "before
leading you into the trap. But he would have sent the images, anyway. You might
have come out in any case. I thought perhaps I would be able to warn you. But
you didn't hear me."


"Do
you know why?" Hale returned gently. "Because through my mind other
words were ringing—glorious ones, about you—"


Their
hps met. To Hale, the bitterness of five years dropped away like dried scales.


After a moment he
straightened.


"You
were brave, dear, and nothing was lost. Gordy and his million useless troopers
are bottled in the Tube. Hell have to surrender. I've
won."


The
girl's eyes were uneasy. "He's not the kind to give up quickly. He is down
there yet scheming—"


Hale
laughed, crushing her to him with his one good arm.


Three hours later the
girl's uneasiness fulfilled itself.


A
government officer came to him with a portable visi-set and hastily connected
it.


"Call from the upper
dome, sir."


Another officer's face appeared
in the visi-screen.


"Something
is descending from tihe sky." His voice was worried. "It's coming
down directly toward the dome of the terminal."


"Turn your
screen," Hale barked. "Let me see it."


The
screen's view wobbled crazily as the outside iconoscope was turned upward.
Then it settled. The wide sky was mirrored. Hale stared. A black globe was
steadily enlarging, like a slow meteor. Instantly he knew what it was. He had
seen it before, too much of it."


"Strato-prison,"
he gasped. "Strato-prison dropping down from its
stratosphere position."


He
tuned his spy ray screen. His movideo attachment projected his image before Dr.
Gordy, in the tunnel.


"Strato-prison is
dropping," began Hale.


"Yes,
I know." Gordy spoke tersely, almost quietly. "When my lab men came
down, before the European terminal was blocked I had
them bring along a portable beam radio. With that I signaled Warden Lewis. He has always been my staunch but secret
supporter. I told him to maneuver Strato-prison down. All
the prisoners have been removed, and most of the guards, so that no rioting
would occur. A skeleton crew, also my secret supporters,
handle the generators. I gave
him the plans long ago, for emergency. The zero-gravity field is being slowly
withdrawn."


The scientist's face
gleamed.


"Perhaps
you realize, Hale, that Strato-prison is a mighty weapon. Or call it a bomb, a
mighty, mountain-size bomb. Landing on the dome, even gently, it will crack the
dome open like an eggshell. Then, as its zero-gravity field is entirely released,
its tremendous weight will crunch down. The entire terminal will be crushed—and
you with it"


Hale
felt Laura shuddering against him. His nails were digging into his moist palms.


"I will
escape, of course," Gordy went on. "I and the troopers will be far
back in the tunnel, our of harm's way. We will dig our
way out of the debris, perhaps in a week. We will emerge with Strato-prison
still hovering as a threat over New Washington. If there is resistance,
Strato-prison will crunch down on other buildings like a great hammer.


"Strato-prison
is too big to be destroyed. I thought of it years ago, as a way to gain my
ends. But I saved it as a last resort—"


Hale waited to hear no
more.


Face
set, he raced for the elevators. The anesthetic ray projector would have to
remain unattended. The new threat from the sky was the greater problem. Would
he have time? Would he be able to reach the surface before Strato-prison
arrived? Would he be able to use the small instrument he had carried in the
past week?


It
was not till he was half-way up that he noticed Laura stood beside him.


<fYou shouldn't have come," he protested.
"Any second, the whole terminal may crack about our ears/' The girl stood closer to him.


"I
wouldn't have been any safer below. And if it happens, I want to be with
you."


He
squeezed her hand. He was glad she was with him to share that horrible
moment—if it came. That horrible moment of tumbling walls and death would leave
Gordy victorious. But it must not come. It must not.


Hale
tried to hurry the elevator, by sheer force of will. His veins throbbed
sickeningly, wincing before a doom that might crack down at any given second.
It was agony, that ride.


But the doom did not come.


Panting,
Hale emerged on a balcony of the upper dome. He looked up, shielding his eyes
from the Sun.


The
half-mile globe of metal hung like a gigantic moon overhead. No more than a
mile above it was slowing down imder its manipulators, would land in perhaps a
minute. Its cosmic weight would make a shambles of anything it touched, even
lightly.


Laura
turned her horrified eyes away. She clutched Hale's arm.


"We haven't much time
to escape—"


Then
she noticed that he had raised his unwounded right arm. In it he held a small
tubular instrument.


"Dick!
What are you doing?" She tightened her grip on his arm wildly, thinking
him mad.


Hale shook her off.


"I'm going to destroy
it."


"With
a pistol?" Laura
knew now that he was mad.


Hale
pressed the trigger mechanism of the little instrument. With a slight zing a pellet, propelled by an AP cartridge, sped invisibly for the
monstrous globe.


Hale
had made up his mind instantly. In destroying Strato-prison, he would be
destroying the fives of Warden Lewis and his crew of men. But it must be done,
for they had aligned themselves with Gordy. Strato-prison itself had no right
to exist. Its prisoners, now on Earth, had been held in living-death.


Hale
did not know exactly how it would happen. He watched with the fascinated
interest of the unknown. Alone of Dr. Allison's secrets he had never tested
it—had never dared. He only dared now, forced to do so by the emergency of the
moment. He had hoped never to have to employ its awful power. Even down below,
trapped before the guns, he had taken his chances against them rather than use
the little firing-tube.


 



Within
the pellet were two radioactive materials, separated by a partition of wax. At
the impact, the wax would melt The two radioactive
specks would collide, merge, explode into a supernal spark. . . .


The pellet struck seconds
after its firing.


The
supernal spark flashed out like a diamond against the broad dull metal of the
hull. It grew. Like a swift fire, it sent rills of incandescence around the
hull.


And the hull burned like paper.


Hale
had seen the old, preserved pictures of the hydrogen filled Hindenburg Zeppelin burning with numbing swiftness. But this was far swifter. One
moment the gigantic globe hung solid and real. The next it was a puffball of
black ash that billowed out in the winds and dispersed.


The
tiny spark of the pellet had lit an atom-flame, a flame that ran from atom to
atom with the speed of light, and turned matter into the ash of dead neutrons.
Dr. Allison had propounded that only a thinner medium, like air or water would
stop it. Thank God he had been right, Hale breathed, his nerves easing.


A
wave of heat thrust down from the vanished globe. It was like the blast of a
furnace. Hale and Laura fell, lay in a pool of their
own perspiration. Their skins turned almost a boiled red. Blood pounded in their
ears
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till
their brains reeled. For a long minute the tide of heat poured down from the
sky, over them and over all New Washington.


Then
it stopped, and breezes cooled their tortured bodies. Laura was clinging to
Hale's arm.


"It's
over," she whispered. "That was Gordy's last hope."


Yes,
it was over. Five years of madness and revenge and struggle against the Five. A
new tomorrow had dawned, for him, for Laura, for all the
world. At last Dr. Allison's treasures could serve their true use.


All
except the last weapon of pure destruction. Hale would
never let the world know that secret There was no
place for it in the new Tomorrow.
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The scene is Earth in the year 2000.
The scientific force of
Dictator Syndicate, controlled by five men, has reduced whole segments of the
population to mindless robots. Humanitarian dissenters are driven mad... then swiftly murdered.


As civilization's end rushes closer, one lone man opposes the forces of
madness ... only he can nullify the powerful invention of the evil five.
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