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It is doubtful whether anything in the annals of medicine or the history of
mankind made a deeper impression than "The Whisperers," though there may have
been deadlier diseases or more repulsive scourges in the far past. Great
plagues swept Europe in the Middle Ages and depopulated whole countries. They
ran their virulent course through months or years, claimed millions of lives,
and left an indelible memory in such writings as Defoes Journal of the
Plague Year and Boccaccio's introduction to the Decameron.

 
 


Bubonic plague, yellow fever, malaria, typhus, and other epidemic diseases
have raced with a fury more destructive than war through the Far East
and the tropics, through civilized peoples and savages, during ancient
times and modern. Appalling though these pestilences were, they lacked
the peculiarly frightening quality that distinguished The Whisperers.

 
 


In the fabulous years of Atlantis, or the prehistoric existence of Mu,
it is possible that some now-forgotten malady imperiled the race. It is
even possible that in the dawn of time, the priests of Lemuria, in an
effort to preserve their continent from impending doom, consulted the
Archaontic Symbols, those mysterious petroglyphs which are said to have
summarized all conceivable life forms.

 
 


It is within the limits of credence that some weird fate may have
overwhelmed Mayan culture, or brought oblivion to the race whose existence
is known only by the sculptures on Easter Island. But history affords
no parallel to The Whisperers; and neither history nor legend presents
more than the vague speculation that any affliction as strange as The
Whisperers ever before entered human life.

 
 


Historians writing in this, the Twenty-first Century, can recall the
appearance of The Whisperers with greater understanding but no less
alarm than the general public. The scientists of the Twentieth Century
had made vast strides toward extending the boundaries of knowledge, and
toward solving the ultimate secrets of space, matter, and life. Their
theoretical and experimental work was disseminated through the press,
but doubtless received less attention than sensational murders or economic
conditions. Scientists were prepared to investigate, analyze, and combat
the mystery of The Whisperers; but in this case, the explanation caused
as much alarm as The Whisperers themselves.

 
 


Not that we know the whole truth yet. Parts are still missing. But it is
a probability tha we may some day know more about the nature and origin of
The Whisperers, for the outposts of knowledge are constantly being pushed
farther, and the cosmos made to yield up one by one its deeper riddles.
In the absence of complete data, however, we can only speculate as to the
truth, while accepting the best explanation that scientists have advanced.

 
 


The first item concerning The Whisperers to be published was a short
news dispatch sent out by the Soviet government from Moscow. The item
was not used by the majority of newspapers in Europe and America. Those
that did print it treated it either as a curiosity or an inside filler.

 

    Moscow, April 2 -- Villagers of Kutsk, a trading post in northern
    Siberia, recently witnessed the fall of a glowing object from
    the sky, according to delayed reports which have just reached
    civilization. Investigation disclosed the object on the outskirts
    of the village in a small area of newly melted snow and ice. The
    object proved to be an ovoid of greenish metal a foot long and shaped
    somewhat like a toy Zeppelin.

    Unable to find an opening, but discovering by tapping that it was
    hollow, the villagers smashed the object. This is said to have
    been done with great difficulty owing to the toughness of the
    peculiar metal. The inside was completely filled with a jellylike
    substance.  Most of this was iridescent and evil-smelling, but part
    was reddish-gray and odorless. Government chemists will analyze
    the substance in an effort to determine whether foreign powers or
    reactionary interests within the party have been experimenting with
    new war devices.



 


The item was followed a day later by an additional bulletin which,
though briefer, received wider publication.

 

    Moscow, April 3 -- The small metal object that was yesterday reported
    to have fallen in Kutsk, Siberia, is the source of a further mystery
    according to word now received. The reddish-gray substance that filled
    part of the object is said to make a low sound which is barely within
    the range of audibility. The smashed container and contents are now
    on the way to Moscow for chemical analysis.



 


In the early days of the Soviet Régime, even such scant information
as this would have been rigidly censored. Fortunately for civilization,
time and experience had modified many of the Soviet's principles. In the
Twenty-first Century, her scientists gave close cooperation to scientists
in other lands, and news of all kinds, including unfavorable reports,
was issued as rapidly as available.

 
 


The third bulletin, issued two days later, won fairly general publication, but
rather for its oddity than for any disturbing quality it contained.


    Moscow, April 4 -- A medical mystery has just been reported in
    Kutsk, the Siberian village where a strange metal object was recently
    found. One of the villagers, Serge Aleighileff, by an odd coincidence
    the very man who found the object, has been stricken by fever. His
    body gives off a low, murmuring sound that is distinctly audible.
    Observers declare the sound to have no connection with his vocal
    cords, and that trickery is impossible.

    The villagers regard M. Aleighileff as having supernatural
    powers. They put up a strenuous resistance when an airplane was sent
    from Zelingrad, the nearest town with facilities, to take the man
    to the hospital there.

    Physicians here are much interested in the case. M. Vilanov, commissar
    of public health, states that he has never heard of a similar case
    and believes it to be unique in medical history.



 


The next bulletin again resorted to brevity, and simply stated that
the metal object and contents reached Moscow by airplane, but that the
jellylike substance, contrary to earlier reports, was of a uniformly
iridescent and malodorous nature. None of the stuff had a reddish-gray
color. It was not disclosed whether some of the material had been lost
in transit, whether the first report was inaccurate, or whether exposure
to air had reduced it to a single state.

 
 


A separate paragraph declared that Aleighileff had reached Zelingrad,
and that hospital attachés were mystified by the symptoms of his
illness. No explanation had yet been advanced for the whispering sound
that emanated from his flesh.

 
 


The report that really made the headlines and began to attract widespread
attention was the following announcement:

 

    Moscow, April 8 -- The U. S. S. R. today declared a state of extreme
    emergency to exist in the Siberian village of Kutsk and summarily
    executed the entire population of 230 men, women, and children. This
    drastic step was taken for the benefit of the public and only after
    careful investigation. No visitors are allowed to approach within
    ten kilometers of the village, under penalty of instant execution
    by the rules of martial law.

    A total of 64 other individuals have been seized in Zelingrad and
    Moscow and placed in absolute isolation under military guard.

    The reasons given for these extraordinary measures are based on the
    finding of a small metal object shaped like a projectile near Kutsk
    several days ago. The object was taken to Zelingrad and transshipped
    to Moscow. A second airplane departed for Kutsk and flew back with
    Serge Aleighileff for hospitalization.  M. Aleighileff had contracted
    a hitherto unknown fever that caused his entire body to give off a
    murmuring sound. The aviator who flew the victim to Zelingrad reported
    that every individual in Kutsk emitted the same puzzling sibilance,
    and that hysteria had seized the populace.

    Aleighileff was admitted to the hospital at Zelingrad but died within
    a few hours. Until the end, his body was the source of a singular
    rustling sound no unlike the movement of a swarm of maggots, but
    without visible cause. At death, his body rapidly passed from the
    fever flush which had reddened it and changed to an iridescent play
    of colors accompanied by a foul odor before putrefaction had begun.
    The whispering sound persisted but gradually became fainter and was
    no longer audible several hours after death.

    A scouting plane, instantly ordered to Kutsk, sent a radio report
    that the streets of the village were strewn with dead, and that the
    remainder of the population suffered from the whispering fever. As
    a matter of public welfare, airplanes loaded with lethal gases were
    immediately  dispatched to the scene. The epidemic is considered
    more remarkable because of the bitter cold weather, temperatures
    of 40 to 60 degrees below zero having prevailed in the district for
    the past week.

    Aleighileff was the first person to find, handle, and open the metal
    object that fell on the outskirts of the village.  Authorities are
    convinced that a definite connection exists between the object and
    the outbreak of the malady. This view is supported by the fact that
    several nurses, internes, and surgeons at the Zelingrad Hospital who
    treated the patient have developed both the fever and the whispering.

    A general order was then issued for the military police to detain
    and isolate but avoid contact with all persons who had any direct
    or indirect part whatsoever in the handling of the metal object or
    of Aleighileff.

    Public health and military officials are coöperating to control
    the situation. Grave suspicion is entertained that disease microbes
    of a new and malignant kind were deliberately loosed by a foreign
    power, and that only an accident caused the carrier to fall in a
    sparsely populated area.

    All workers are requested to keep a vigilant watch for additional
    projectiles, but to avoid direct contact with any that may be found,
    and to report them immediately.

    Meanwhile, the intelligence division of the military police has
    been given the sterilized container for inspection to determine its
    workmanship and origin. Metallurgic chemists and other technical
    experts have also been detailed to analyze the metal.

    M. Vilanov, in a preliminary report before his detention and
    isolation, declared that he had found no trace of bacteria in the
    iridescent substance. He advance the theory that it may be a toxic
    poison capable of being absorbed through the skin and of creating
    further body toxins communicable to other persons through skin
    contact.

    Thus far, the exact nature of the substance is unknown, and the parts
    of the greenish container have puzzled experts. It is expected that
    further analysis will disclose the unidentified metal to be an alloy
    of the tungsten-chromium-cobalt group.

    There is no cause for alarm and the U. S. S. R. announces that the
    situation is well in hand. The prompt measures taken effectively
    checked the outbreak. The general warning was issued purely as a
    precautionary measure, to facilitate the swift destruction of any
    further projectiles that may be found.



 


The Whisperers reduced flood and legislation, national and local events to
insignificance. They made the records of murder trials dull reading. They
sent practically all other news into the wastebasket. In six days,
The Whisperers leaped from oblivion to the international limelight. In
ten days, they advanced fro single-deck to four-deck streamers on even
the most conservative papers. They were news. The were the only news
that mattered.

 
 


Through the entire duration of The Whisperers, two brilliant young
American scientists played a leading part. These two men have since become
famous, but at the time they were comparatively obscure. Dr. A. E. Chard
at thirty was already achieving notice in medical circles as an
outstanding diagnostician with a specialized interest in infectious
diseases. Warren E. Langley, Sc.D., at thirty-five was drawing a fat
salary from the Optical Instrument Supply Co. for research work in the
field of photomicrography.

 
 


These two men were intimately connected with the history of The
Whisperers, but worked behind the scenes in their own quiet way. Their
names were seldom mentioned and did not make the headlines until the
latter phases of the epidemic.

 
 


By that time so many theories had been offered, so many remedies
suggested, so many accredited scientists fallen by the wayside along with
the usual number of cranks and quacks that the proposals of Langley and
Chard, while welcome as any ray of light was, met with a considerable
degree of sketicism.

 
 


The two scientists obtained their first association with The Whisperers
when Chard walked into the O. I. S. Co.'s laboratories late on the
afternoon of April 6th to see Langley. They had known each other for a
number of years and saw each other frequently. A close friendship had
developed because each had a vital interest in the other's field. Chard
was attempting to isolate and classify the filterable viruses, those
bacteria so tiny that they pass through the finest porcelain filters.
Most of all, Chard hoped that some one would perfect equipment to see and
photograph the viruses. Langley was exactly the man, for Langley was
experimenting with lenses and methods for ever higher magnification.

 
 


The physician found Langley tinkering with a hopelessly elaborate
mechanism of slides, focal beams, interferometers, interference
refractometers, coils, amplifiers, prisms, projection beams,
microspectroscopes, micrometric electrical devices, and other parts.

 
 


The physicist glanced up. "Hello, Chard, what's the news?"

 
 


"Not much, except that they've captured a whispering man somewhere
in Russia."

 
 


"A whispering man? What's news about that?"

 
 


Chard shrugged. "He's supposed to have a fever that makes his body give
off a whispering sound, but it's probably just some reporter's imagination
getting the best of him. What's new in superphotomicrography?"

 
 


Langley frowned wearily. "Very little, if anything. We haven't been able to
obtain magnifications of much more than 10,000 diameters."

 
 


"And how high will you have to go to make filterable viruses visible?"

 
 


"At least 1,000,000, if not more," Langley replied. "It will be no small
feat to accomplish. If we could raise the power to 1,000,000,000, we might
be able to get at the heart of the riddles of energy and matter. We might
even see what an electron looks like, or the point at which energy becomes
matter. We could open up new worlds that are scarcely dreamed of. The
trouble is that when magnification exceeds 10,000 diameters, the true
image acquires such distortions from atmospheric interference and from
the limitations of optical instruments as to be worthless for serious
study. I don't think that lenses alone will ever solve the problem."

 
 


Chard looked at the complicated mechanism beside Langley. "How will it
be solved?"

 
 


"I don't know yet, but possibly by the use of microscopic photo-electric
cells and the conversion of one form of energy into another form. Sound
can be converted into electric impulses and reconverted into sound
as in the telephone, and then amplified to almost any degree. The
is no theoretical reason why the same process couldn't be used on
micro-organisms.

 
 


"What I am trying to do is to reflect an infinitesimal beam of light from a
micro-organism, thus throwing its image on a minute photo-electric cell of
extremely delicate sensitivity. The various light values of the image will
then be converted to electric values of micromillimetric intensity, whose
current probably won't exceed .000000001 to .000001 of an ampere.

 
 


"The next step will be the amplification of this current and then
reconversion of the electric values to light values directly upon
a photoscreen or projected upon the ordinary cloth screen. It's a
terrifically difficult problem, all in all, because the measurements
are so microscopic and the conversions must be absolutely accurate,
without loss or distortion."

 
 


Langley, if anything, understated the difficulties of the problem.
For a few minutes, Chard silently watched the other man tinker with his
invention before continuing on his way. Langley by then was so absorbed
in the complex creation that he did not notice Chard's departure.

 
 


The doctor had put in a hard afternoon's work at a free clinic, but
he toiled until late at night on his researches into the realm of the
filterable viruses. Chard had no more conception of what one of these
submicroscopic organisms looked like than any one else did. He could,
however, pursue certain lines of investigation with practical results.

 
 


Experimentation with drugs and chemicals, toxins and antitoxins,
frequently led to valuable discoveries in controlling or counteracting
the ravages of filterable viruses. Such successes did not in the least
satisfy him. He never would be satisfied until he could see and describe
one of these micro-organisms, and until he could watch them in the midst
of their deadly work.

 
 


To most people, the coming of The Whisperers was a catastrophe of such
unparalleled importance that it drove every other thought from their
minds. To Chard and Langley, among a mere handful of men throughout the
world, The Whisperers served as a tremendous stimulus to the activity
which they were already pursuing.

 
 
 


The confident prediction of the Soviet government had been premature.
It was being tragically refuted at the very instant that it flashed to
other parts of the globe. The Whisperers had not been halted. Isolation
had proved a failure. In one respect, the fears of the government proved
correct: every individual who had been isolated contracted the whispering
fever. But so did countless individuals who had been in the vicinity
of the sufferers. And not only the prisoners, but their guards, and the
military police who had made the arrests, and friends or unwary strangers,
walked to the accompaniment of an appalling whisper within a day.

 
 


On April 8th, 64 new cases developed, chiefly in Moscow and Zelingrad.
These victims were detained as a precautionary measure. On April 9th,
over 600 additional cases made their appearance in Moscow alone. On April
10th, the number leaped to more than 10,000, with new cases developing
in such vast numbers that hospitals, physicians, and undertakers were
swamped. By April 11th there were 300,000 patients in Moscow, and there
was no longer any attempt to bury the dead. They littered the streets,
and were left there, for evacuation of the capital had been going on
for two days by the terror-driven populace, and the universal thought
was flight from this dreadful scourge.

 
 


The inconceivable rapidity with which the malady spread and the terrifying
whisper that marked its inception were but two of the factors that created
panic. The malady itself was comparatively painless and devoid of those
excruciating symptoms that had made previous plagues agonizing. The main
characteristics were the fever, followed by a prickling sensation over the
entire body, then a gradual feeling of drowsiness, then the end, suddenly
and without warning. The malady ran its course in two days or less.

 
 


Doctors were helpless to combat it because they caught it and died
before they had an opportunity to analyze blood specimens. Extraordinary
hemorrhages accompanied death -- hemorrhages of the brain, the internal
organs, the arterial system, as if the lining of every cell and the
walls of every gland, organ, and artery suddenly dissolved. Death seemed
horrible because of the lovely colors that rippled in iridescent mockery
over the skins of the corpses.

 
 


To the living, the most horrible aspect of The Whisperers was the low,
murmurous sound that marked the incubation of the plague. That sound,
like the voice of death, as if the maggots were already swarming in the
flesh that was soon to be theirs, drove hundreds of patients to suicide
and brought raving madness to others. There was no escape from it. It
sounded from homes and clung like an invisible presence to crowds. It
filled the air with a monotonous and mournful sound.

 
 


By airpland and stratoplane, by car, train, bus, or any other available
vehicle, the refugees streamed from the city. They poured out in all
stages of dress, abandoning houses and property, deserting machines,
work, everything in the urgency of departure. The situation had got
utterly beyond control, as the government admitted in its early frantic
appeals for assistance. After the first few days, however, there was no
government left. The officials had precipitately scattered to all points
of the compass.

 
 


The main response of neighboring nations was a vain effort to close
their frontiers as if that desperate action would miraculously halt
the progress of the plague. The thunder of guns sounded from the Black
Sea to the Baltic, and airplanes and stratoplanes flamed from the skies
like showers from exploding rockets. The staccato of machine guns and
the crackle of electric barrages roared along the frontiers. The dead
accumulated in heaps until ammunition ran out, and still the refugees
swarmed on by land and sea and sky. The laws of chance alone would have
enabled a few lucky stragglers to penetrate the deadliest barriers ever
devised by man in years of preparation. Here there had been no time for
careful planning; and while the speed of modern communication permitted
swift, concentrated mobilization, that same speed broadcast the messengers
of death.

 
 
 


Perhaps if the projectile had fallen in the old days on the spot where
it was found, if it had fallen in the Nineteenth Century, it might have
wiped out Kutsk and spread no farther. Kutsk was more than three hundred
miles from Zelingrad. But the projectile fell in the Twenty-first Century,
and the marvelous speed of modern communication that every one praised
was the real menace which gave the apparent menace of the whispering
fever a pyramiding and accelerating velocity.

 
 


The pilot who brought Aleighileff to Zelingrad had chatted with fellow
pilots at the landing field. He was one of the 64 persons detained, but
during his isolation, those fellow pilots of the Siberian air lines were
winging their way to the Far East, and southward to India, and westward
to Moscow, and toward many points of the compass.

 
 


When the Soviet government issued its first warning, superstitious
Chinese were fleeing from a merchant through whose body devils had
begun to speak in Hankow. While the acrid fumes of burned powder were
accompanying thunderous, earth-shaking explosions and the slaughter of
refugees along the Russian border, the excitable citizens of Paris were
listening in puzzled silence to a man seated at a sidewalk café who
body gave off a curious vibration like the hum of distant conversation.

 
 


More disastrous than any war ever fought, more deadly than any pestilence
of history, instantly contagious and sweeping with a speed that paced the
word of their coming, The Whisperers advanced. Contact with a victim seemed
unnecessary to contract the fever. Mere presence in his general vicinity
appeared to be all that was required. then the progress was mathematical.
A dozen friends or chance observers caught the plague from the original
victim. Each of that dozen, before the whispering became audible, and
frequently before he was aware that the dread scourge lodged within him,
passed it on to a dozen others. And still no one knew the nature of
The Whisperers, or the cause of that mysterious whispering, or how it could
spread with such terrifying rapidity.

 
 


During the most virulent and malignant phase of previous pestilences,
when they raged at their worst, there was always a percentage of people
who proved immune to the disease or who survived its effects. There had
been no such exceptions in the cas of the whispering fever.

 
 


No one proved immune. Not a single victim had recovered. It incubation
and development proceeded invariably from fever to death within two days
of inception. By April 14th, it was estimated that the dead numbered
upwards of 3,000,000 in Russia alone, with the number of cases anybody's
guess at from one tenth to nine tenths of the total population. The
staggering toll of the dead, unwatched and unburied, lying where they
had fallen in streets, homes, buildings, cars, stores, and conveyances,
gave off no longer the murmurous whisper but now the intolerable stench
of decay. The only reason that diphtheria, typhus, tetanus, and other
epidemic diseases did not rage unchecked was that The Whisperers left
nothing but corpses in their wake.

 
 


Bulletins had stopped coming from Moscow or anywhere else in the
U. S. S. R. by April 14th, but newspapers in other countries dismissed the
lack simply by printing the fact that news had stopped coming from Russia.

 
 


By April 14th, the exodus from Paris had begun, the evacuation of Hankow
and Shanghai and Tokyo had started, the desertion of every large capital
and every spot where The Whisperers mad their appearance. Humanity was
attempting the impossible feat of running away from itself. The same
scenes of flight, the same fierce scramble for exodus, the same terrible
swiftness of contagion, the same pyramiding of cases in mathematically
progressive leaps, the same increase of the abandoned dead in buildings
and streets was now occurring in so many places and countries now on so
rapidly expanding a scale that the magnitude of the catastrophe dwarfed
its localized appearance.

 
 
 


As a result of geographic position, the two Americas and Australia had
thus far reported no instance of the fever. Australian authorities were
unaware that their bomb carriers and pursuit planes had not reached the
lonely north coast until after several air transports of Japanese had
flown across the wilderness and landed at various points. A majority of
the fugitives were detected and killed, but the damage had been done.

 
 


The case for survival far outweighed the humanitarian appeal. The Americas
declared an absolute blockade. No ships arrived after the middle of April,
because crews and passengers died before they had half completed the
voyage. The derelicts drifted at the whim of wind and water in the
middle of the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. But plane after plane was
shot down, and for a while it was believed that the mobility, quality,
and quantity of American defense armaments might enable the continents
to escape; but the same speed of modern communication which had proved
a curse to Europe and Asia brought The Whisperers to America by way
of a stratoplane that eluded watchers and landed in New Jersey. The
passengers deemed themselves to have escaped the whispering fever,
but shortly after landing, several of them began to run temperatures,
and in a matter of hours the fatal whispering, like the rustle of swarms
of maggots, but without visible agency or known source, made itself heard.

 
 
 


While the whispering fever raged on through those hideous days of April,
two tired, unshaved, and half-starved scientists worked incessantly,
ate briefly, slept little, and kept on working in the laboratory of the
O. I. S. Co. They lived there, worked there, slept there, and begrudged even
their allotted four hours of sleep per day. The moment the gravity of the
whispering fever became apparent, Chard had joined forces with Langley.
Since it was easier to transport the tools and supplies of medicine than
budge Langley's complex invention, most of the drugs and chemicals known
to science now filled a large part of the laboratory. The goals of Langley
and Chard had achieved world importance. They got what they wanted for the
asking.

 
 


Langley made minute adjustments of his photo-micrographic magnifying
apparatus. He watched tensely as blurry, unrecognizable images swam
across the photoscreen. He slumped in nervous fatigue. "Another failure,"
he muttered. "What's the latest news?"

 
 


Chard said, "I dropped down to the front office television set a few
minutes ago. There's a report that a stratoplane got through the blockade
and landed somewhere in Jersey."

 
 


Langley was already making minute new changes in his invention. "That
gives us only two or three days more, if the report is true. How are
you making out?"

 
 


"I won't know until your invention works. So far, no one has recovered
from or proved immune to the whispering fever. It was sheer suicide on
the part of physicians who tried to study it first-hand. All I can do is
get everything ready in case the high magnification materializes. There
won't be time to consider antitoxins. If a cure or check can't be found
in drugs, history ends in about a week."

 
 


Langley focused an invisible beam on an invisible organism, whose
existences were registered and controlled solely by micrometric precision
instruments. "Who do you suppose ever started this infernal thing? Some
crazy scientist? Or some nation that decided to wipe out its enemies?"

 
 


Chard shook his head. "Tommyrot. If any scientist created the whispering
fever, he would have been dead before he knew what he had done. No nation
would have used the plague unless it had an impregnable defense. The plague
has struck everywhere. No one on earth had a part in launching it, except
accidentally."

 
 


"Isn't that a rather extreme statement? I know that new diseases have
appeared from time to time in the past, and that a theory was long ago
advanced that bacteria may have survived interstellar cold and drifted
to earth from other regions of space. I know it's been suggested that
life may have originated in such a fashion. But the source of the plague
was a projectile. Are you implying that inhabitants of another planet
deliberately sent the projectile here with the notion of destroying
human life before they took over the globe?"

 
 


"Hardly. It's a remote possibility, but highly implausible."

 
 


Langley returned to his calculations. Where the projectile originated
didn't matter. Time was precious, and the hours slipped by faster than
he cared to think about. Only a matter of days remained, perhaps less
time still if the plague had truly reached across the Atlantic.

 
 


Constantly he was on the verge of success, but it always eluded him.
He had magnification, now, stupendous magnifications of 100,000,000
to 500,000,000 diameters, but the images were badly distorted and
meaningless. He must find a way of correcting the image, of throwing
it into clear focus. He went over and over the delicate parts of the
mechanism, making microscopic adjustments, working against time and
fatigue, seeking the one micromillimetric correction that would give
clear definition to the image.

 
 


The afternoon passed, brought nothing but failure. Toward evening,
Chard hurried out for a breath of fresh air and for sandwiches. He almost
collided with a running stranger as he emerged from the building. "What's
the hurry?"  he demanded.

 
 


The stranger gasped, "The plague's here! A chap just broke out with it
on Fourteenth Street! I heard the whisper!" The white-faced stranger raced
on his way.

 
 


Chard felt depressed when he returned to the laboratory. Unless they
succeeded soon, this was the end. By dawn, the exodus would be in full
force. Mountain tops and mines, wilderness and desert, any spot offering
apparent seclusion would in a day or two be black with refugees possessed
of the same notion.

 
 


The physician did not tell Langley of his encounter. The physicist was
already working at top speed. He paused long enough to wolf a sandwich
and hot coffee, before resuming his calculations with worried eyes.

 
 
 


The room seemed warm, oppressively warm. Chard wiped his forehead. His
burning face was sign enough that he needed sleep and rest. But there was
no time for sleep and rest. He toiled for hours, as the evening waned,
and gradually a vast uproar began to rise above the city, and Chard knew
that the panic was on. Flushed and weary, he paid little attention to
what went on outside, and sensed the noise as something far away and
impersonal. Voices -- the voice of the mob --

 
 


Chard suddenly tensed, every sense alert, listening with a dull feeling of
futility to what he had feared he would hear.

 
 


There was a faint murmur in the room. The whisper came from his own body!

 
 


His memory flashed back to his encounter with the fleeing stranger. He
recalled the sensation of heat and fever that had been growing on him
ever since. The whispering plague dwelt in the laboratory.

 
 


Langley muttered, "If only I could define the image! I'm close to success,
so close that I can't see what's wrong, something that would be obvious
to any one else."

 
 


Chard felt like blurting, "It doesn't matter now. The end is here. Let's
go out and celebrate our last day of life." Instead he looked at the
photoscreen where the blurry objects swam and spoke tiredly:

 
 


"If you've got the magnification you want, and can't define the image,
maybe the trouble isn't in the invention at all. Maybe it would work
perfectly except for some outside influence. Could cosmic rays cause
any interference?"

 
 


Langley shouted, "You utter idiot, why didn't you think of that before?
Come on, help me get a load of lead sheaths." He ran toward a storeroom,
Chard at his heels.

 
 


As they set up the heavy plates around the mechanism, Langley talked
excitedly. "That's the source of error. It's so obvious I couldn't see
it. Cosmic rays are bombarding us all the time in great numbers, and
while they're sub-microscopic, they're large enough and strong enough to
affect not only the micro-organisms you're after, but even the selenium
cells and electrical equipment."

 
 


The Whispering grew louder. "What of it?" Langley exulted. "I must have
caught it myself by now, but I'll be satisfied just to see and know
what is happening. It's inevitably appropriate that we should make the
discovery in a drop of your own blood. Get a slide ready and we'll shoot
it under the beam."

 
 


Chard's mood had passed from despondency to eager excitement. In the
moment of action he became the cool, skilled physician of old. He pricked
his thumb, caught a pin point of blood on a slide, and passed it to
Langley. The air was stifling, for they had left an opening only at the
floor on one side of the hastily constructed lead chamber.

 
 


Langley slipped the slide under the focal beam while Chard kept his eyes
glued to the photoscreen.

 
 


An image leaped into clear, true definition on the photoscreen, an image
that changed and flowed only with the activity of life itself. He was
looking at a world that no man had ever before seen, the world of
infinitesimal micro-organisms and filterable viruses. Sick and appalled
at what he saw, the blood pounding through his veins and head till he
thought they would burst, stricken into momentary silence and paralysis,
he stared at the screen. The mystery of The Whisperers had been solved.

 
 


They were living, breathing, organized, intelligent entities! On an
inconceivably infinitesimal scale, in an evolutionary pattern alien
to everything known to man, they had developed a strange, fantastic
civilization. The whisper audible to human ears was the combined sound
of trillions and trillions of micro-beings who talked and flourished
and evolved through an existence that was time-extended to centuries and
cycles for them, but which was time-foreshortened to moments and hours
in the universe of man.

 
 


The screen was a blur of such frenzied activity that Chard could merely
guess at much that happened. He caught glimpses of micro-beings of
feathery outline. He had fleeting impressions of an incredible life
urge. The incalculable hosts of The Whisperers lived, struggled, and
died for the basic driving impulses of multiplication and colonization,
and for ulterior purposes beyond comprehension. Hordes of them shot from
the screen. Their vanishing offered to Chard a reason for the astonishing
speed with which the plague had spread.  They must have passed easily,
with or without the aid of devices assembled of body materials, from the
partially oxygenic medium of blood to the impurely oxygenic medium of air.

 
 


Langley stared in the fascination of horror at the screen of teeming,
sub-human life that poured through the cycles of an extra-terrestrial
evolution. He realized far less than Chard what was happening, but the
little he understood made him ill. He experienced a crawling sensation
as though every molecule became separately conscious of the parasytic
legions that it nourished. The Whisperers -- multiplying and swarming
through his body in numbers that could be expressed in no less than
astronomical units --

 
 


His scalp prickled. In almost inaudible tones, he mused, "Knowledge! Lord,
I'd rather live in ignorance the rest of my days."

 
 


The sound of his voice broke Chard's spell of inertia. Langley had done
his work and succeeded brilliantly. Without it, Chard could have made
no progress.  Now the physician thought in terms of the unpleasant
realities that always accompany medical analysis. The facts were at
hand. The facts must be interpreted. His mind worked with concentrated
power to solve the problem. A pathologic condition existed. A great
number of potential counteragents were known. Which of them would be
most likely to neutralize the condition in the briefest time?

 
 


Chard looked as if about to speak, but ducked out of the lead chamber
instead. He ran to the telephone and talked for several minutes. When
he hurried back, he found Langley by the shelf of narcotics.

 
 


The physicist asked wearily, "Morphine or cocaine?"

 
 


Chard stated, "Neither. I just called the Television News Bureau and the
Department of Public Health. The voice of The Whisperers will be silent
within a week. You and I are going to get drunk!"

 
 


The physicist looked puzzled. "Have you lost your mind? In the first place,
I don't drink, and -- "

 
 


"Nevertheless, you are going to be saturated with alcohol by drinking,
by intravenous injection, or by any other method you prefer! Narcotics
would be as efficient, but the world supply isn't large enough and the
cure would be as bad as the disease.

 
 


"Alcohol is rapidly absorbed through the lining of the stomach, enters
the blood stream, and circulates to every part of the body. I'll give
the world a headache and hangover, but all except weaker constitutions
will survive. The point is that temporary intoxication to man will be
permanent oblivion to The Whisperers. Their existence and spread depend
on rational processes. Paralyze their ability to think, eat, or act,
and they are done for. A night of revelry for us will be a century of
death for them!"

 
 


The truth and fulfillment of Chard's prophecy are now familiar
matters. It has been regretted that the remedy required extermination
of The Whisperers before the secret of their enigmatic civilization
was solved. It may never be known whence they came, or whether they
themselves constructed the projectile that brought them. The later
uses of Langley's invention, and the vast new worlds of knowledge that
it enabled man to explore have a value that can not be estimated. The
Whisperers are gone. Only a few slides exist upon which their dead,
inert forms are preserved, but the sound of their voices is a memory
that can never be forgotten.
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