THE NEMESISOF THE ASTROPEDE
By STANTON A. COBLENTZ

Handsome Merimtrope plans to deluge the world in blood and betray the
lovely High Regent Polydora!

HIS voicerang like abell through the large ornate audience hall. "l ask it in the interest of sciencel
What harm if | do violate the Ancient Sed and pass the Forbidden Portals?!

Polydora, President of the Free Communities of the Earth and High Regent of the United World, sat
inthe Seat of State in the Hall of All Nations at Plaxa, the world capitd.

Shewas atall, rega-looking woman, with an imperia sweep of brow and fegtureslike a Greek
goddess. Her rich golden locks, bound with clasps of lapislazuli according to the custom of the day,
flowed about aface in which the sternness of |eadership was tempered at times by asmile of girlish
sweetness. For Polydora, athough her extraordinary abilities had thrown her into the planet's pivota
position, was not yet thirty. Now, in the good year 99—2193, Old Reckoning—she was not only sought
by diplomats but courted by suitors from the four corners of the world.

But thusfar, according to rumor, she had inclined most toward Merimtrope, the young man who now
stood before her, beseeching afavor. He was far from unprepossessing, even as the People of the Later
Day went. Hewastal of limb, broad of frame, powerful of features, with ajutting chin, strong high
cheekbones, and aflashy manner of wearing the knee-long col or-splashed robes fashionable for men and
women dike. Only when you looked into his eyes—those smal black eyesthat first burned with an
intense, shriveling fire, then shifted asif afraid to look you in the face—did you begin to question your first
favorableimpression. .

"L et me pass the Forbidden Portas, Polydoral What harm can it do? Surely, it will only benefit usto
learn the secrets buried there."

The President's face, as she gazed at Merimtrope across the Purple Railing of State, wore agrave
expression. Swiftly her mind reviewed the events of the last century. How, as aresult of the War of the
Six Continents, which had ended just a hundred years ago, the world had been |eft prostrate, stripped of
haf its female popul ation and nine tenths of its male. How representatives of the women, gathering in
furious conclave amid the ruins of Plaxa, for thefirst time had fixed the blame Lir the devadtation of the
earth on male aggressiveness. How they had decided that, so long as men had politica control, wars
would continue. How they had voted for anew world system, in which complete power would bein
feminine hands. How, being five times as numerous as the men—of whom al the more vigorous
specimens had perished in the conflict—they had been able to enforce their decrees. Since then only
women had held office, and men had devoted themsalvesto science, industry and the like, while their
wives and ssters ruled so well that there had been no war in ahundred years.

ALL this Polydoraremembered. She aso recollected how the old lore, the mechanical lore that had
made fighting so terrible, had al been destroyed on the accession of the great Thressinga, thefirst World
President. That is, al except the comparatively few machines and formulae which had been preserved
beyond the Forbidden Portals of the Universal Museum of Plaxa. The retention of even these few had
been opposed by alarge party, and had been the single concession to the males. But this exception was
thought to be meaningless, since stern edicts forbade any one to enter the Forbidden Portals without
permission from the President, which no President yet had ever granted.

Y et here was Merimtrope urging Polydorato rescind the century-old prohibition!

"A hundred years have gone by," he pleaded. "The time of peril ispast. Who knows that invaluable



scientific secrets may not be buried there? Surely, Polydora, you are too wise, too enlightened to be held
back by a superdtition.”

This gppedl was reinforced by a smile which Polydora could not help returning.

"I will think it over—I will think it over," she mused, as she stared indulgently down at Merimtrope. A
faint flush, suffusing the queenly features, implied that mere principles of state might not decide.

Not many minutes after Merimtrope had bowed hisway out, adimmer figure had entered. Slight of
frame, with the gray withdrawn eyes of adreamer and alean scholar's face, Larrow was hardly older
than the other man, but gave an impression not of a coldnesslike Merimtrope's but of incisive intelligence
tempered by warmth.

Certainly, there was warmth in his gaze as he stared up at Polydora, but there was aso sadness, for
how could he, amere sub-Curator of the Universal Museum, hope to win favor in the sight of the most
sought-after woman on earth? How could he compete with that dandy of a Merimtrope, who was aways
being admitted to an audience with her, and who, moreover, had been placed by her in the high post of
City Engineer of Plaxa? But did Larrow not truly love her, for her own superb self, and not for her
position or fame? Wasit not of her that he continually dreamed?

Y et her voice, asit reached him from the high sapphire-studded chair of state, did not have a
lover-like quality. It was crisp, steady, authoritative.

"Larrow, | have summoned you in the absence of your chief Herminand,” she said. "As acting curator
you have charge, have you not, of the keysto the Ancient Portals?*

Larrow turned pae. A dark intimation had flashed across hismind.

"Yes, Excdlency.”

"Y ou know our City Engineer, Merimtrope, do you not?"

"Indeed | do, Excdllency.”

"If he should ask for the keys, let him havethem. That isdl."

"But, Excdlency, this—why, thisis unheard of!" gasped Larrow. "The Ancient Secrets—the Ancient
Secrets must be guarded. Y ou know they must be—"

"You heard what | said!" interrupted Polydora, crisply. "That isdl.”

Seeing the angry firesin the President's vivid blue eyes, Larrow knew that he had no choice. Yet as
he dragged hisway out of the Hall of All Nations, he had afedling as if the mighty marble columns of that
colossal edifice were about to collgpse upon his head.

Inthe Hall of the Black Eras, behind the Forbidden Portals of the Universal Museum, the air was
stagnant and musty-smelling. Tempered by the heavy dark curtains, the eectric lightslet out adull glow
that gave atomb-like effect to the great vaulted recesses. As he made hisway among the glass cases
filled with intricate machines, the visitor would have |ooked like an intruder in asepulchre, could any
observer have seen him.

Merimtrope's black eyes glittered. With a devouring gaze, he paused before each case. The one that
held him longest was the central display.

THIS represented a curious fish-shaped car which, pointed upward at an angle of forty-five degrees,
was dl sheathed in aglistening coppery meta. More than a hundred feet long and fifteen or twenty in
width, it was windowless except for afew small eye-dits, but there were severa openings or hatchesa
little like torpedo tubes. In each of these aformidable-looking, bullet-shaped contrivance, two feet across
and ten or twelvelong, had been placed asif on exhibition.

"Ah," muttered Merinitrope. "The Astropedel

The Astropede, as every one had heard with shudders of horror, was an instrument of destruction
invented at the close of the last war—the most powerful ever conceived, it was said. But since,
unhappily, the War of the Six Continents had ended before the device could be tried, no oneredly knew
just how devagtating it could be.

"Too bad,” reflected Merimtrope. "Too bad!" What manner of men had hisfathers been, that they
had let so dire an implement go to waste?

The machine itsdlf interested him less than did alittle red-marked document preserved a one side



under aglass case. Strain his eyes as he would, Merimtrope could not make out any of the figures
benegth the glass barrier. Y et wasit not for this, the scientific formul ae behind the Astropede, that he had
cgoled Polydorainto letting him pass the Forbidden Portal s?

For only amoment he hesitated. True, the act he contemplated was not only prohibited, it was held
to be acrime againg the White Eras. If discovered he would be given a pinch of letha powder and
required to swallow it within twenty-four hours. But who would discover him? Polydora had granted
permission to him only. Not even aguard would dare pass the Portals, now safely hidden from view
behind winding galeries. If any one should comein heresfter and learn what had happened, how prove
who was responsible? Might it not seem that some thief had entered unknown to any one?

Besides, by the time the act was detected, he would have accomplished his purpose!

So reflecting, Merimtrope lifted his sandaed hedl and brought it crashing down againgt the glass. A
minute later, the red-marked document was concealed in the folds of hisrobes, while the fragments of
glasslay hiddeninacorner.

Not long afterwards, the City Engineer was rumored to be engaged in a secret mining project miles
to the west of the city. Just what the project involved was not known, for several acres were walled off
with barbed wire, but it was reported that va uable mineras had been found and were being devel oped
for Polydora's benefit.

This story had, indeed, afoundation in fact, the fact being that Merimtrope had just made this
Statement to the President. With her completefaith in him, she had let him dig for therare metalshe
claimed to have discovered. Preoccupied as she was with matters of state, and having no knowledge of
science, why should she bother to see the great shaft, twenty feet thick and ahundred yards long, which
was being dug a aforty-five degree angle? Why should she careif afish-shaped car, sheathedina
glistening coppery metal, was taking shape within the excavation?

All this Merimtrope took grest painsto keep secret. Only those of theinner circle, histrusted friends
and advisers, were admitted insde the enclosure. Since most of the work was done by inter-atomic
machines, hardly any |aborers were needed.

But how astonished Polydora would have been to have overheard the conversation between
Merimtrope and hisfriend Wendaye, the Assistant City Engineer, on the evening after his passage of the
Forbidden Portals!

EXCITEDLY Merimtrope paced the floor of his glass-enclosed tower studio, while Wendaye stood
regarding him, arms akimbo, in an &ttitude of deep contemplation.

"This has been awoman's world too accursedly long,” the former was exclaming. "What arewe
men, anyhow? Mere babes-in-arms that have to mind our mammeas? Of course, you can say the old girls
have ruled well enough for ahundred years. But isit fair for men like meto be kept from office just
because we're men? By my father's ghodt, it hurts my salf-respect. | long for the stirring old days!™

"I, too!" agreed Wendaye, his hawk eyes gleaming. "Woman's place, if you ask me, isin the nursery.
It'shigh time for us men to reassert ourselves.”

"Exactly."

"But how? That's the question. The women—curse them—have the lega and mora power."

"Lega and mora be hanged. What countsisthe physical force. And | have that now."

"You havethat?'

"Yes, | haveit."

In excited whispers, Merimtrope told of hisvisit past the Forbidden Portals. Then he displayed the
red-sedled document.

"You seg, it'squite practicable,” he explained, his hooked fingers trembling as he and his assistant
pored over the papers. "It's easy enough to make an Astropede, now that we have the plans.”

"Let'sseeif | understand,” Wendaye cried, abaeful glint shining from his reddish uneasy eyes. "The
Astropedeisarocket car that can shoot beyond the stratosphere, isit not? It carries a crew of five.
Having passed the limits of the atmosphere, it goes circling around the earth as a satellite. It can keegp on
its course for months, before its crew send it back to earth.”



"Just s0," Merimtrope explained enthusiastically. " And each time it passes a certain place—say,
Plaxa—it can discharge some of the machine-bombs, which shatter into ten thousand explosive
fragments, each as powerful asasix-inch shdll. There's no defense againgt it. No earth-battery, no
stratospheric plane could reach that rocket car. Surrender isthe only recourse!™

"Then, innotime at dl, we could take Plaxa—could make oursdvesitsrulers," exclamed Wendaye.

"Y es, and end the reign of women!™

The conspirators did not mention that, incidentally, they would bring back the old ordedl of terror and
bloodshed. They did not mention the treason of overthrowing the President whom the whole world loved
and admired, and who had treated the plotters themselves with signa favor. Ambition, the ancient
autocrat, glittered from their eyes asthey slently shook hands and began poring anew over the formulae
for the Astropede.

Even as Merimtrope took the keys to the Forbidden Portals, Larrow had noted the avid look in the
City Engineer's eyes. He had seen the eagerness with which the latter entered the secret corridors. He
had observed the inordinate length of time that passed before Merimtrope's return. Furthermore, he did
not miss the expression, half furtive and haf gloating, which played about the man's audacious features as
he handed back the keys.

Larrow had never liked Merimtrope, but it was not mere didike that forced upon him the conviction
that the City Engineer was up to mischief. A suspicion, so terrible that he blamed himsdlf for even
entertaining it, flashed into Larrow's mind. The thought perssted. He could not rid himself of it, until
gradudly the idea of possible counteraction took hold of him.

Should he not enter the Forbidden Portals, and try to discover what Merimtrope had been doing
there? In hisofficia position a the Museum, he could dip in a any time—though thiswas strictly against
thelaw and he would have to taste the Drug of Annihilation if caught. For along while he debated the
matter. As he did so, hismind formed avision of the noble, classic face of Polydora, with her rich golden
locks and eyestinted like the sparkling blue sea. For her sake he decided he must take the risk.

ASHE goleinto the Hall of the Black Eras hefdt asif the ghosts of past centurieswere pursuing him
in the tomb-like recesses beneath the heavy dark curtains. Only by asupreme effort of the will did he
force himsdlf through the musty atmosphere and among the cases of gridy-looking machines. Some sure
ingtinct brought him directly to the centrd display, where, according to the descriptions which he knew by
heart, the mode of the Astropede should be, dong with alittle glass case containing the plans.

There was the Astropede, untouched. But where were the plans? For several minutes Larrow
searched in vain. Then hiseyesfdl upon asmal tdltae fragment of glass upon thefloor. Asclearly asif it
had been marked in blazing letters, he knew what had happened.

Larrow's heart was heavy as he made hisway back past the Forbidden Portals. Now he knew that
dire catastrophe threatened, knew that Merimtrope, beneath the whip of ambition, would stop at nothing.
But how could Larrow inform Polydora? To tell her what he knew would beto reved that he had passed
the Forbidden Portals himsdlf. Thiswould mean that he must consume the Drug of Annihilation, while
Merimtrope remained free to pursue his plans. No, he must find some subtler way.

For days he pondered, without coming to any conclusion. Meanwhile, hearing of Merimtrope's
aleged mine, he redized what the City Engineer had in view. Only then did he seek an audience with the
President. hoping by means of dy hintsto put her on thetrail.

As always Polydora's beauty made him forget that he was amere citizen and she the Head of State.
But, asaways, shereceived him with stern dignity, as befitsaruler addressing one of the rank and file.
"Well, Larrow, what newstoday?"

"Not exactly any news, Excdlency. Forgive meif | express athought that has troubled me for many
days. It was|, as you know, who gave City Engineer Merimtrope the keys to the Forbidden Portals."

At mention of this name, Polydora bristled dightly, and sat up more aertly in the Seet of State. A
faint color overspread the exquisite ova of her face.

"Perhaps | am wrong, Excellency,” Larrow went on, "but | fed surel am not. That which | saw inthe
eyes of Merimtrope—and | have trained myself to read men's eyes, Excellency—bodes no good for us



al. So, asaloyd citizen, | have cometo beg you to keep careful watch over him—to investigate, in
particular, his mine west of the city, where, | have ascertained, geologists believe there can be no ore
worth recovering.”

POLY DORA shot up from her seet, atal, mgestic figure of wrath. Her words were restrained, but
her emotion was evident.

"What isthat'? Y ou have the effrontery, Larrow, to cast aspersions on one far better than you? Fie
onyou! Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf. If there is anything you know, | shal be glad to hear it. But
these vague, unproved imputations, these vaporings of jealousy and rage, they may be worthy of a
gossiping old granddame. But not of aman, Larrow. Not of aman!™

"But, Excdlency,” protested Larrow, writhing benesth the rebuke, "it is not jealousy or rage. Will you
ligento me?'

"I will not ligen! There are more important things before me than your sputterings, Larrow. Some
day, when you are reasonable, | may hear you again. Meanwhile, | warn you, do not besmirch the good
name of one of our leading citizens.”

Retreating like one whom a shower of blows had struck, Larrow was grieved not only because
Polydorawas unaware of her peril, but because she had unwittingly testified to the depth of her devotion
for Merimtrope.

Thenceforth, he perceived, nothing could be done through Polydora directly. But did this not merdly
prove the need for some more emphatic action?

Y et what action was possible? Before many days rumors told him the work within the so-called mine
was nearly complete. These reports he could not verify, but the self-satisfied, jubilant manner in which
Merimtrope stalked about nowadays, like one who has the world in his pocket, seemed complete
substantiation of the news. Clearly, the time for action was soon or never.

It was then that he resolved upon a desperate expedient. It seemed to have adight chance though if
anything went wrong, it would cost Larrow hislife.

Firgt of dl, he must find hisway into Merimtrope's enclosure west of town. But how? If seen and
recognized, he would be blotted out without compunction. Merimtrope's enclosure was not only
surrounded with dectrically charged barbed wire, but was protected by armed guards.

It was not exactly anew method that Larrow had in mind, although a highly hazardous one. The
supposed mine would require large quantities of supplies, and these could only come from the Municipa
Warehouse of Plaxa. With thisfact in view, Larrow carefully concocted his scheme,

Hisfirg step wasto absent himsdlf from the museum, on the pleaof illness. His second wasto
disguise himsdf. He clipped off his moustache, added spectacles, dyed his hair until it appeared grizzled,
and dressed himself in unkempt clothes. Histhird move was to seek employment at the Municipa
Warehouse, where, because of the heavy work and the low wages, helpers were constantly sought.

Once egtablished as a clerk in the shipping department, he was not long in learning what goods were
destined for Merimtrope. Hence he was able to carry out his scheme one morning when, by deliberate
design, he arrived ahead of hisfellow workers. In hisrobes afew small tools were concedled, aknife, a
pocket-size saw, a monkey-wrench, ascrewdriver, apair of pliers, aflashlight. In hismind a desperate
resolve remained planted.

There was awooden case, not yet boarded down, which contained a canvas-like cloth ordered by
Merimtrope. It was the matter of but amoment for Larrow to remove and hide part of this materia, while
he placed himsdlf in the two-by-ten space beneath the remaining cloth, and drew it over himself so asto
leave the appearance of the whole unchanged. A few incongpicuous holes, hagtily drilled in the Sdes of
the box, would provide him with air.

Overhested, wet with perspiration, and haf suffocated despite the air-holes, helay motionlessin his
casket-like hideout. He heard the lid hammered down above him, felt himsealf being jerked and carried
away, now on one side, now on the other, now upside down. After aseemingly endlessinterva, while he
gasped for breath asin aliving grave, there came ajar that Ieft him stunned. Only after sometime, when
his senses had gradudly returned, did he realize that the box had reached its destination.



NOW came the most dangeroustest of dl, as he used the pliers and saw to break hisway out of the
box. If any workmen were near at hand, he would not only foil to save Polydora, but would throw hislife
away dl for nothing. But he took hope from the fact that work in the enclosure was done by machinery,
whose noise would drown out the sound of the tools.

He had not miscal culated. Before many minutes he found himsdlf stepping out into adimly lighted
enclosure, reminding him of asubway tube, except that it had adant as of asteep hill. Evenin hisdightly
dazed condition, he recognized this asthe insde of the Astropede.

Guided by the whizzing of machines forward, he climbed at a dangerous dant, until he was just
outsde alittle cabin, which was the source of the light. Within it, several men were gathered. Now and
then, by pressing one ear to the wall, he could catch fragments of their conversation when the noise of the
machinery temporarily died down.

"Well," he heard ajubilant voice, which he recognized asthat of Merimtrope, "it'samaost done!”

"Almog," came an exultant echo. Then for aminute Larrow could not distinguish anything.

"All that'sleft now isto fix the interspatia controls," a speaker finaly remarked. "Make sure they're
st at forty-eight degrees,”" Merimtrope cautioned. " Anything more than that, and we can kiss good-bye
to—"

Larrow did not catch thelast word, but had no trouble in guessing it.

It was three or four minutes before he could make out any more of the conversation. But the next
words gartled him. "This evening, then?'

"Thisevening a sunst.”

"Splendid. Let'sget alittle rest before we start.”

Larrow heard a chuckling laughter, then a shuffling of heavy formsin hisdirection. Crouching
motionless against the wall, he feared detection to be but an instant away as three men filed out of the
cabin door. But they brushed past his shadowed shape without appearing to noticeit and, with a
bellowing of obscene oaths, disappeared forward.

Never had Larrow realized that the time was so short. He must checkmeate the conspiratorsin the
remaining few hours before sunset!

There was hardly time for caution, yet Larrow was saved by the complete absence of workersin the
hold of the Astropede. Fumbling down through the steep gloom, he did not dare to use hisflashlight until
severa partitions separated him from the cabin. Then, by the sparing use of the rays, he searched for the
engine-room.

Only after what seemed eternities of blind groping did he push open adoor into alittle room
equipped with anintricacy of compasses, field telescopes, and other instruments.

"Ah!" he thought. "The navigator's cabin!"

Working at increased tempo, he examined some knobs, diads and rods, among which he discovered
aseriesmarked, "Interspatia Controls." The latter were set at forty-eight degrees! Now, for thefirst
time, athrill as of accomplishment shot through Larrow.

The next problem was to discover the connections of the inter-spatia controls. Any tampering in the
navigator's cabin would beinstantly discovered, but dterations e sewhere might not be detected so
eesly.

Another difficult hour had passed before he had worked hisway into the compartment behind the
navigator's cabin, and, amid acomplexity of machinery, found the jointed series of rods connecting with
theinterspatia controls. These, he saw clearly, were intended to keep the ship a adefinite anglein its
flight. Any increase above the established forty-eight degrees meant that it might escape from control and
fly off into space.

As he made these observations, he was dmost thrown to hisfeet by aviolent shuddering of the
vess, alittlelike an earthquake. Could they be setting out already? But no! the shuddering quickly died
down. Thiswas only apreiminary try-out of the engines. But never had Larrow been so aware of the
urgency for haste.



IN TERROR of being trapped in the Astropede, he set to work. How fortunate that he had brought
histools! Here and there he loosened a screw, yonder he untightened abolt or two. That wasdl. An
inspector would have had to look very closely to discover anything amiss, but he knew that the controls
would work free, so that they would not obey the navigator's will. While the machine gpparently was st
at forty-eight degrees, it might actudly start out at fifty-eight or Sixty-eight. Before the source of the
trouble could be discovered and corrected, it would be too late!

Such, at least, was Larrow's hope. But for one brief terrorized instant, he had the impression that it
was hewho wastoo late. For the vessdl gave yet another shudder, asif on apreliminary warm-up.

Now for the last and amost the most difficult part of his project. How escape unseen? Of course
Larrow knew that his only chance was through one of the hatches that lined the vessel's Sdes, waiting to
befilled with their deadly projectiles. His problem therefore was to dip down into one of them, pry loose
the fastenings, and squeeze hisway into the excavation.

Fortunately, the rumbling of machinery forward still drowned out the noise of Larrow'stools, and he
managed, after what seemed hours, to unloosen the hatch lid. There was a space of but afoot or two
beneath, between the hatch and the earth of the shaft. After fastening the lid back into place, Larrow had
to creep between the Astropede and the earth in compl ete blackness aong a cavity barely wide enough
to contain him.

Hewas il cautioudy descending when, with stunning suddenness, he dipped and found himsdf ina
pit six feet deep. Bruised and confused, he was about to pick himsalf up, when a deafening hiss cameto
his ears, agreat shadow shot above him followed by ablazing crimson light, areek of haf-suffocating
fumes cameto his nogtrils, and awhirlwind seemed to catch him and toss him about.

When, aminute later, he came to himsalf, he saw that the shaft was empty. From high above, he
could make out thered glow of sunset...

Thousands of spectators had been startled by the apparition of the fish-shaped monster, which,
followed by jets of fire, had legpt in to the evening skies and disappeared like ameteor. Y et it waslong
before the world had learned the story behind this flaming vison. The one man who knew the factsdid
not reved them until many days had gone by—not until he had had time to be certain of hisresults.

At last, convinced by Merimtrope's silence that he and his henchmen had vanished forever in the
outer abysses of the Solar System, he sought an audience with Polydora, and made a complete
confesson.

"Now Excdlency," hefinished hisrecitd, as she stared down at him with grave attentive eyes, "you
may prescribe the Drug of Annihilation. | have broken the law, and am ready to suffer the penalty.”

A long silent moment passed. A faint smilefluttered to the President's face.

"No, Larrow, the error was not yours," she said. "'l do not reward the peopl€e's savior with the Drug
of Annihilation. Besdes—" here she tugged absently at the lapis-lazuli clasps of her golden locks—"we
will be needing anew City Engineer. Would you care to consder it?!

"Oh, Excdlency!" Larrow burs forth, overwhelmed.

"Why do you call me "Excellency'?" she rebuked him, with abeaming light in her face. "My nameis
Polydora."

"| shdl be ddlighted—Polydoral”

Her answering smile assured him that he had accomplished even more than he had intended in ridding
the world of Merimtrope and the Astropede.



