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“Rog Phillips” is the form of his byline used by Roger Phillips Graham for all his pulp magazine fiction. An important and well-regarded science fiction author during the 1940s-50s, Phillips’ popularity was confirmed when he was nominated for the coveted Hugo Award for his 1958 novelette, “Rat in the Skull.” Sadly, despite penning over one hundred short stories and novels, including the humorous “Lefty Baker” series, and the first “fanzine” review column to appear in a professional publication, “The Club House,” from 1948-1954, Rog Phillips has become almost forgotten today.

A graduate of Spokane’s Gonzaga University, Phillips worked as a power plant engineer until World War II, when he became a welder in a naval shipyard. After the war, his interest in science fiction brought him to Palmer’s attention, and the “Rog Phillips” byline began to appear regularly in Palmer’s lurid, high-circulation pulp, Amazing Stories, as well as other publications of the era. For a time, he was married to science fiction authoress Mari Wolf, who he met through Palmer and who wrote a rival column of fanzine reviews, “Fandora’s Box,” for William Hamling’s Imagination .

Rog Phillips’ most note-worthy works include the novel The Involuntary Immortals, which Analog hailed as “A fast-moving chase melodrama … Pure entertainment…”, plus So Shall Ye Reap, Time Trap, These Are My Children, and Worlds Within ; along with such inimitable short stories as his poignant Hugo nominee, “Rat in the Skull,” “The Yellow Pill,” “The Holes in My Head,” “Unto the Nth Generation,” “Pariah,” “Love Me, Love My–,” and “Executioner No. 43.” (All of these stories can be found in our new, first-ever collection of Rog Phillips’ short stories, The Rat in the Skull & Other Off-Trail Science Fiction—also available from PageTurner E-Books.) As science fiction historian Forrest J. Ackerman says, “Science fiction readers who have never been exposed to Roger Phillips Graham’s inimitable brand of prose are in for a real treat.”

 

Jean Marie Stine

9/23/02

 

Watch for the next Futures-Past/PageTurner E-Books release, and be sure to visit Future Sagas, our free on-line magazine of classic science fiction to see rare magazine covers and illustrations, plus classic articles and stories, as well as news of forthcoming publications. URL:

http://www.hometown.aol.com/pulplady/FUTURES.html/
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Helen Ranston smiled sadly to herself, while she sat waiting for her husband to die. When I met him, he was alive and young, she thought. He was twenty-five, and now he looks every day of his true age—sixty-seven—while I am still the same, the twenty I was so long, long ago.

What could it mean? Without turning her head she was aware of the presence of her daughter, Agnes, at her shoulder—hating, hating the mother who had borne her, who remained a vibrant, youthful twenty in every respect except years, while Agnes was growing old at forty.

You’re still young because in some secret vampirish way you suck the life of those around you, mother. That thought, in Agnes’ hate-filled voice, spoke in Helen’s mind as it had spoken in actuality so many times these past few years. So much vitriol in that one word, “mother”! A word that should mean so much, and with all the meaning curdled into hate and jealousy. The jealousy of a woman growing old for a woman who never seemed to grow old at all.

Carl opened his faded eyes and looked up at Helen, loving her even now while the pains of death tore at his heart and mind. He was speaking. She bent close to hear his almost inaudible words.

“I’ve been a very lucky man,” he was saying, his lips trembling with effort. “The bloom of youth has never left you, Helen. I pray to God that it never will.”

“It’s your love for me that has kept it so,” she soothed him. “And something strange that makes me afraid.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve often wondered about it myself. But I say now that you should not fear it, whatever it may be. Nothing but good can ever come of it. Some day you will know what it is.”

His strong face contorted in a spasm of pain. He dropped back on the pillow. Helen touched his forehead gently, with the palm of her hand, and knew he was gone. She bit her lip and turned away, feeling something depart from her heart that left it vacant.

“He’s gone!” Agnes’ shuddering whisper held disbelief. “He’s gone!” Conviction turned her voice into a shrill scream.

“It was you, mother,” Agnes accused. “You killed him by drawing his life into your own body just as you are doing to mine and all those around you!”

The words, full of hatred, pelted Helen’s ears like hail and echoed painfully in her now-lonely heart, mocking its emptiness. There was nothing she could say to comfort her deluded daughter. Nothing she could do.

She didn’t know. Agnes could be right; maybe Helen did drain the life from those around her in some unknown way to preserve her youth.

Maybe I did! It was her own despairing thoughts accusing her now. Maybe I do!

She moved into the outer room. As she stepped through the door, waiting relatives drew away from her. A wide-eyed youth hid behind his mother’s skirt, peeking at her with an owlish stare. He was Carl’s nephew, and he believed her to be a witch or vampire because she was still twenty after forty years as Carl’s wife.

If they knew how old you really are! Her thoughts were torturing her again. She had lied when she married Carl. How could she tell him she was over a hundred even then?

She had told Carl once and he hadn’t believed her, had laughed as if it were an absurd joke. She had finally joined in with his laughter and silently resolved to keep her secret. On the marriage certificate she had placed her age as twenty. Each year she had added another year to that twenty while her body, her face, her eyes, and her spirit had remained the same.

If I only knew why! She had said this to herself so often. She didn’t know why. She had never been any different than her own sisters and brothers, except that they had grown up, grown old and died long ago, while she had just grown up and stopped changing.

She didn’t know why, and she would have to move on now, on into a lonely world, and change her name again and say she was twenty—and look lovingly into the admiring eyes of some male whose great grandfather had been in diapers when Helen was already mature.

It would all have to be done over again. There was nothing else in life for her except to love and marry and raise children—who would all too soon look older and feel older than she.

What had the poet said? “If you can see your life work broken, and stoop and build it up again with worn-out tools…”

She smiled tremulously at the nephew. Timidly he smiled back, then buried his tear-stained face in his mother’s skirt. Wordlessly she continued across the room, past the silent statues of mourning people, and climbed the stairs that led to the second floor of what had been her home for so long.

The carpeted hall muffled her footsteps. The hoarse crying of her nephew downstairs followed her to her room. The bitter, angry sobbing of her daughter Agnes seeped through the hall faintly, depressingly, like a damp dark fog.

She began taking down pictures and removing them from their frames. Hours later, she had accumulated a trunk full of trinkets, pictures, and keepsakes. She couldn’t take them with her but she could store them; they were all that was left of forty wonderful years. Someday in the far distant future she would get the trunk out of storage and open it, and live over again those happy years with Carl.

But now—she dropped the lid with a bang. In her mind that action symbolized the closing of the door to the past. She could not close the door to the future, as Carl had done, nor could she guess how long or how short that future might extend. Another century? A thousand years? A million? Would she be another legendary figure moving through time, unable to die?

She slipped the trunk key in the lock and turned it. The click of the lock brought the first sign of emotion to her smooth, beautiful face. She almost gave way to the grief she had been holding in. Almost.

In the back of the closet she unearthed three traveling cases. Opening them so they lay flat on the bed, she took her dresses from the closet and folded them in carefully. Her toilet articles followed.

Below, the sounds indicated that most of the relatives were departing. Sharp sounds of footsteps on the front porch, the grinding of starting motors, the snorting of motors as they caught, and the smooth purr they made as they settled down to idling speed.

Agnes would be coming up soon. Helen didn’t want that; she couldn’t stand much more of the accusing look in her daughter’s eyes, the mad thoughts and hatred in her heart.

She was afraid of Agnes. She knew that; she had sensed thoughts in Agnes’ baleful eyes. Thoughts of murder and cruelty. She didn’t want to be alone with her in the same house.

Her fingers were nervous as she locked the last suitcase and slipped the keys in her handbag. She wished fervently that the halls weren’t carpeted, that she could hear approaching footsteps. Agnes might this very minute be standing outside her door, waiting. Waiting for her to come out, or perhaps waiting for the courage to open the door and face her mother with the gun Carl always kept in his desk.

There was the window. Helen could climb through the window and step to the branch of the tree just outside. She could be down and away without running any risk.

The thought of slipping away from her own home in such a fashion made her smile to herself. She couldn’t. She did what she had known she would do all the time, squared her pretty shoulders, held her head up bravely, and opened the door.

The hallway was empty.

She looked down its full length, at its wide ribbon of rich carpet, its high walls so close together, to the space where the stairway led downwards. It was empty. As empty as her life.

Agnes wasn’t there! The relief was overwhelming. She had so wanted to be left alone, to suffer her grief in hallowed silence, have this last night alone with Carl. Carl! Like a giant sequoia falling majestically in a quiet forest; like the surface of a deep stream rippling from currents below; she bowed her head and wept. The soft sounds of her weeping drifted in the empty hall like the sad-sweet cry of the mourning dove at daybreak when all other sounds are still.

Her smoothly rounded shoulders shook under the loose white blouse she wore. Her soft hands, with their long, skilled fingers hid her face. Alone she mourned for her husband and let the salt tears of her grief dampen her cheeks and her hands.

Gradually, peace came. She dried her eyes with a wisp of lace handkerchief and stole softly down the hall, down the stairs, across the darkened living room to Carl’s room.

For a long time she stood beside Carl’s bed and looked down at him. Then she left, closing the door softly behind her.

As the door closed, one of the heavy drapes at the window stirred. A hidden hand pulled it aside. Agnes stepped out. Her face was etched with lines of suffering; her fingers clenched and unclenched slowly.

She approached the bedside of her dead father. There she dropped to her knees and buried her head in her arms.

“Dad,” she sobbed. “Dad. I solemnly swear, by all I hold sacred, I will live to make a year of her life miserable for every year of your life and mine she has stolen. I’ll follow her wherever she goes. In the end I will see her dead. I’ll make her pay. I swear it, dad.”

Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper.

“I swear it.”
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May I help you?” The masculine voice was strangely attractive.

Helen had not looked at her seat companion yet. She paused in the act of lifting her light overnight bag into the rack above the seats to look down at him.

He was rising hastily. His general appearance told her he was young—no more than twenty-five. His smile caused her thoughts to whisper, “Nice.”

She was angry at that thought, coming so soon after Carl’s death.

“No thank you,” she replied curtly.

Immediately she felt ashamed. To cover up, she resumed her efforts to lift the bag into the rack. Just as she was on the point of confessing failure and asking the young man’s assistance she felt his hand take the handle from her with firm insistence and saw the bag raised the extra half inch necessary to slide it on the rack.

A contrite smile on her face, she turned to thank him. He had already resumed his seat, his face turned toward the window. She sat down feeling ashamed.

Her eyes analyzed the profile of this man who had managed to put her in her place so effectively. His nose was a trifle large. His chin and jaw had a smooth line, which, coupled with something about his cheekbone, gave the impression of westernness. His loosely combed hair accentuated this with its soft brown color.

Only the tailoring of the blue pinstripe suit he wore indicated that he was a city product. He carried it too naturally, and it fitted him too well.

His head began to turn toward her. She hastily buried her eyes in her vanity case, pretending to search for something. She could feel his gaze as he looked at her.

She hadn’t felt so flustered in a century. The near truth of that brought back the realization that she was old—too old to be flustered by the glance of a young man.

She closed her purse and looked up. His head was turned toward the window again.

His hands lay loosely in his lap. They were well-formed with long straight fingers. Even in repose they seemed alive and intelligent—those of a musician or one engaged in some other craft that required trained hands. They were like Helen’s, except that they were wider and the fingers larger around.

A small gold pin on his lapel caught her eye. It had a design that was unfamiliar to her.

Outside, the station started to recede as the train moved.

The pin had an emblem on it—a small leaf of some sort, shaped like a Maple leaf. A drawn out figure eight laying on its side passed through the center of the leaf. It looked something like the infinity sign in algebra, with the left hand half partly hidden by the leaf.

A sudden suspicion made her look up. The young man’s eyes were looking at her. Helen smiled guiltily.

“I must apologize for being curt with you,” she said.

“Quite all right,” he answered. “Your home town?” He moved his head backward in the direction from which they had come.

“Yes.” Carl rose before her eyes—Carl as he had been when they were first married. This young man was like him in some ways. The same age, but a little more mature. A little more grown up.

“I’m Eric Trent,” he was saying. She jerked her thoughts back to the present.

“Glad to know you, Eric Trent,” she said. “My name is Helen, Helen Hanover.”

She wondered why she had chosen that name. Hanover was her maiden name, the name she had been born under. She had never even told Carl that name, yet she was using it now.

She glanced down at the lapel pin again. Eric raised his hand and rubbed the pin with his fingers.

“A sort of a lodge pin,” he explained. “A very exclusive lodge.”

“In what way?” Helen asked. “You don’t look like the sort of person to join exclusive organizations.”

“I’m not, really,” Eric answered. “And its members aren’t snooty or anything like that. As a matter of fact it’s the most democratic group in the world. Only, you almost have to be born into it.”

“Oh,” Helen remarked. “Are there any women in it?”

“A few, I suppose,” Eric said in a tone of dismissing the subject. “Are you going to Chicago for a visit?”

“No,” Helen replied, smiling to herself at the adroit way he had changed the subject. “To live there. Perhaps just to visit and then go on to some other place. My father just died and there isn’t anything to hold me in Dubuque any more.”

“I see,” Eric said. “Sorry to hear it.”

“That pin,” Helen said. “What does the symbol mean? It must mean something.”

“Lodge secret,” Eric winked slyly. “We have to solemnly swear never to tell.”

Helen found herself laughing gaily, feeling as young as she looked. She wanted to know more about this young man named Eric Trent. He was enough older than she looked for her to recapture the feeling of being young.

“Do you live in Chicago, Mr. Trent?”

“In a way you might say I do,” was the reply. “With me all roads lead to Chicago; so you might call it home, though I average less than two months a year there. The rest of the time I’m following my work.”

“What is your work?” Helen asked.

“Something you’ve never heard of, I’ll bet,” Eric answered. “I just travel around, eating in cafés, living in hotels, going to churches, libraries, parks, and wherever my nose leads me. I’m national pulse-feeler for a concern that thinks it’s worth money to have an expert constantly feeling the national pulse.”

“Sort of a Gallup poll on the hoof,” Helen joked.

“Right.” Eric grinned. “They have an advantage over the mail order type. There you just find out the opinions of a cross section of the public. With the galloping poll we can be Paul Reveres when the occasion warrants it, and sort of shape public opinion in certain directions.”

“Then you aren’t the only one doing this?” Helen asked.

“Oh no,” Eric said. “Right now there are thirty of us.”

“Do they,” Helen hesitated. “Do they all wear that button you are wearing?”

“Why do you keep coming back to that?” Eric asked, looking at her queerly. “Are you just curious?”

“Not exactly curious,” Helen answered slowly. “But let’s skip it. What I’m thinking would be too utterly fantastic to be true. If you’ll excuse me…?”

She rose and walked down the aisle to the powder lounge. She had to escape and have time to think.

That algebra symbol meant infinity—or eternity, if you applied it to time; and the leaf symbolized life! The two together, the sign of eternity piercing the symbol of life—could there be others like her?

But of course not! And if she were so foolish as to give away her secret, this young man, Eric Trent, would either think it a big joke as Carl had, or he would think her insane.

Helen looked at herself in the mirror, reasoned with herself. Her powder puff shook in her hand; and for the first time in her life she felt apart from other people.

She was suffering the hopes of a sparrow in a land of robins who, for a moment, thinks she sees one of her own kind. It had never occurred to her that there might be others like her.

She looked into the eyes of her reflection in the mirror and was amazed that in her century and a half of knowing she was different she had never once thought of others, somewhere, being the same.

That possibility, thrust at her so forcibly as an almost actuality, had had the force of a physical blow. The practical side of her nature told her that it was most likely not true that there were others, leaving her with a deeper loneliness than she had ever felt before.

It was torturing. She had gone out into the world in search of someone to be happy with and enjoy for a time this life of hers that stretched into an endless future. That was all she had hoped for, all she had dreamed of finding.

Now, for the first time in her life, it had dawned on her that there might be others like her; and as she appraised herself in the mirror, she knew that never again could she go through what she had gone through with Carl. Seeing another man she loved grow old, and die, watching another child she bore grow up, and then grow older than its mother—it would be too much to take over again.

She could remember when her daughter Agnes had begun to change toward her. At first Agnes had been proud when someone remarked, “Why Agnes! You are as grownup as your mother already!”

Agnes had been twenty then. The two of them had looked more like sisters than mother and daughter.

Carl, always the lover, had taken them together when his business permitted an evening of relaxation. They had worn the same clothes. They had laughed at the confusion of young men when Agnes introduced her mother. It had been heavenly—for a year or two.

Inevitably, someone had remarked that Agnes was beginning to look a little older than her mother. Occasionally Helen had discovered Agnes looking at her strangely analytically.

She had sensed the bewilderment in Agnes’ mind. She had watched it change to something else that was an ever-changing mixture of jealousy, fear, suspicion, and finally hate.

She had watched the progress of the mental cancer, unable to do anything about it. The carefree parties had ended; Agnes had taken to avoiding her mother as much as possible.

Eventually, she had married. Helen never saw Agnes’ husband. Carl had met him. Helen understood and sympathized with Agnes on that. She understood all too clearly that Agnes, a beautiful woman of twenty-eight when she married, could not introduce her husband to a vibrant young lady who seemed no more than twenty and say, “This is my mother.”

It might have been all right after that, but Agnes kept torturing herself by coming home. Each time she came she looked at her mother closely, looking for some sign of age, some line or wrinkle that hadn’t been there before.

Then her husband had left her. For a year Agnes stayed away from home. Carl, gentle loving Carl who understood so little about women, insisted she come back home to live.

That had been seven years ago; and during those seven years Agnes had remained at home, tortured by irrational fears of her ever-youthful mother, fears that were all the more horrible because they might be true.

Helen snapped back to the present and found that she had been sitting for some time, her powder puff resting against her check, her eyes far away. Putting it back in the compact with a tired sigh, she took one more look to make sure she was presentable and returned to her seat in the coach.

Eric looked up from a magazine with a bright smile as she dropped beside him.

“Another hour,” he said softly.

“Yes, another hour,” Helen echoed, her voice sounding queer to her. She looked past him, out the window at the moving scenery.

He looked at the bitter lines on her lips, opened his mouth as if to speak, then shrugged his shoulders and returned to his magazine.

A few minutes later, without looking up, he spoke.

“Don’t you think it might help if you told me about it?” he asked softly.

He didn’t look up. Helen appreciated that. If he had, he would have seen the emotions expressed on her face. The hopelessness, loneliness, bitterness, sadness.

“There’s nothing I could tell,” she said, her voice muffled. “Nothing. Nothing that would make any sense to you.”

“This is certainly a strange story I’m reading.” Eric’s voice changed to polite conversation. “Quite unusual. It makes for emotional drama, in a way, but is so impossible. It’s the story of a man who never grows old. He always stays about twenty-five while his beautiful wife grows older and older until people are mistaking him for her son.”

Helen glanced at him sharply. His eyes were still turned away, resting on the pages of the magazine. She followed them. The title of the story was at the top of the page. It was “The Stocton Murders.”

Now she was trembling again, so violently that she had to grip her hands together until the knuckles were white and bloodless.

Eric was looking at her hands; his face was expressionless.

“Perhaps I could tell you the meaning of the emblem on your button,” Helen said breathlessly. She bit her lip. There was no turning back now; she would make a fool of herself, a complete fool. When the train stopped at the depot in Chicago, she would run and run, until she had escaped from this—escaped into the comfortable world she was looking for. But first she had to make a fool of herself; she had to, or spend eternity wondering.

Eric didn’t answer. His eyes watched her tense hands.

For some reason, Helen couldn’t speak. She wanted to cry. She wanted to laugh hysterically. She wanted to get up and run down the aisle, through car after car.

Her hands were fumbling with the clasp of her purse.

Eric laid a strong, warm hand over hers, squeezed them together until they hurt. For the first time he looked directly into her eyes.

She let him look. She could feel him probe, feel the pity and gentleness of his soul. And a growing wonder possessed her.

These were not the eyes of a twenty-five year old child; they were the eyes of a man. They were the eyes of one who had seen—the things she had seen.

“You know?” Helen asked faintly. The trembling was coming again while she waited for him to speak.

“You never thought there would be others!” Eric’s eyes widened in surprise. “You thought you were all alone!”

“Did I?” She laughed giddily at her silly question. The last bit of uncertainty left her mind. Eric was as old as she herself; there was a club of people all as old as she was. There were dozens of them. Hundreds. Thousands!

She pulled her hands from under his. “I’m all right now, Eric,” she said, settling back. “I feel as if I had just been born.”

Gloom and noise exploded outside the window, accompanied by the feeling of braking. The train was coming into the station.

“Have your bags ready please.” It was the conductor’s practical voice as he passed through the car. Eric got the bags down from the rack.

“Have your bags ready please. Have your bags ready please.” Station sounds, steam engines steaming in lazy motionlessness on other tracks. Baggage trucks being pulled noisily in long strings by small trucks. People scurrying on the concrete outside the window, and people moving down the aisle inside.

And Eric moving beside her, protectively, as they edged their way along between the seats. Chicago!
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She picked up with some guy on the train.”

The speaker, a man in his early forties, held the phone against his ear with a hunched shoulder while he carefully rolled a cigarette.

“That’s what I said,” he went on in a sad voice. “They got off together. I tailed them to the Palmer House where she rented a room. No, he didn’t register. He lives someplace, I guess.

“Yeah. I managed to see what name she signed. It’s Helen Hanover. The guy’s name is Eric Trent. Nice-looking fellow.”

The speaker grinned, creasing the side of his face with two deep wrinkles; it gave him a hawkish appearance. His eyes, even in good-natured repose, were cold, unemotional.

“Yea, sure, Agnes,” he said after listening a full minute. “Yea. I’ll do that. You want to stay in the background. I understand. How much did you say you were getting from your father’s estate?”

He blinked his eyes and whistled softly. “O.K., Agnes,” he said. “I’m your faithful servant. I’d suggest you go to the bank and borrow a few thousand until the estate is settled though. It may be a couple months, and I only run on cash, not promises.

“O.K., I’ll mail you a report every day. Unless something comes up I’ll meet you at the station next week. Meanwhile see about getting more money. I don’t want to run short. O.K. G’by.”

He pulled the phone booth door open and stepped out. There was a look of satisfaction on his thin face. His price of twenty-five a day and expenses was based on getting only short-time detective jobs. This one seemed likely to run into some dough. The expenses—Charlie Sloan was already cooking up angles to pad the account. He hoped Helen wouldn’t go anyplace expensive. Then he could report that she had and add maybe twenty or thirty dollars a day onto his bill.

He stopped at the cigar counter in the lobby and indulged in a fifty-cent cigar, casting his eyes possessively over the expanse of quiet richness around him.

“I don’t know what the score is,” he said to himself. “But as long as it adds up to at least twenty-five bucks a day and life in places like this…” He beamed at the girl behind the counter and walked over to the desk to register.

He turned in time to see Eric and Helen crossing the lobby from the elevator to the street doors.

“Have a boy take my bags to my room,” he said hastily. He reached the sidewalk in time to see Eric slam the door of the taxi. Another taxi was waiting.

He climbed in, flashed his badge, and ordered the driver to follow the taxi ahead.

“Sorry, bub,” the driver said. “That’s an out of town badge. No can do.”

Charlie sighed and let go of a ten-dollar bill. The driver hesitated, then took it.

His sigh changed to an audible groan when the taxi ahead stopped after going three blocks and let Eric and Helen out at the marquee of a restaurant.

“Thanks, sucker,” the cabby said dryly as Charlie stepped out.

“You’re taking part of my heart with you, dear,” Charlie replied.

“No doubt,” the driver said, easing away into the traffic.

***

“There are over seven hundred of us so far,” Eric was saying as Charlie Sloan seated himself at the table a few feet away. “There must be many others, like you, who never suspected, thought they were alone. We hope someday to have them all together. Then maybe we can find the cause. There must be something that happened to all of us to produce it. It’s too much to believe that through some quirk of evolution a few hundred or thousand people suddenly became immortal. We are all old enough now to rule out simple longevity.”

“But how can you find it just by getting us all together?” Helen asked.

“It might not take all of us to do it,” Eric explained. “What we have to do is keep on comparing our lives from the very start. In that way, we’ll find the common denominators, the experiences that we have in common. Among them will lie the single incident that began it all.”

“What could it possibly be?”

“Who knows?” Eric said. “Were we all in the same section of the country at some time? That’s been ruled out already. What is the time factor? We’ve narrowed that down considerably. Whatever happened, it took place in eighteen forty-eight; we feel sure of that. There’s one man who was quite old at the time. He began growing younger. There was a forty-five year old woman with cancer; in that year it unaccountably began to shrivel up. The youngest of us was a seven year old boy in eighteen forty-eight, and the oldest was that man, seventy-three years of age.”

“I was born in eighteen thirty-one,” Helen said quietly. It felt strange to say it. A few hours ago, she had almost forgotten it entirely; it was in the past she had kept hidden.

“I’m nine years older than you are, thank God,” Eric remarked.

The waiter came with their food and they started talking about other things.

Charlie Sloan, on the other side of the post, had heard every word. There was a dazed look in his eyes.

“They must be crazy,” he tried to assure himself. “They must be!” The sick realization remained that they were not. But if they weren’t crazy, maybe it was some sort of a joke he didn’t see the point to. It couldn’t be that—that… His mind refused to formulate the statement.

The waiter was standing over him patiently; he ordered halfheartedly, feeling that he wouldn’t be able to eat. How could he eat, he asked himself, when there were two people so close to him that should be dead?

His meal came and he found he was hungry after all. He kept his ears cocked on the casual conversation around the post. After a few bites, his mind began to churn with thoughts. When he took the job of following Helen on the train he had thought it was another divorce buildup. When Eric entered the picture, he felt sure of it.

Even when Agnes had talked as if his job might last for as long as a year, he had still thought it a routine job of gathering evidence of infidelity. But now…

He gave a short laugh. All his life he had wanted to latch onto something big. His ideas of big had never gone farther than blackmail; he had become a detective with that in mind.

With Agnes providing the money, and something like the secret of immortality within reach, it was a different story.

Suddenly he began to tremble. He was afraid. For the first time in his life Charlie Sloan was afraid. It wasn’t a fear of physical danger. It was a fear born of the conviction that there were people alive who were going to live forever, and that if he failed he might die. He was over forty, and seventy would come so quickly. People being born would just have time to become men and women before he tottered into his grave.

A feeling of resentment grew in him against Helen and Eric, talking so casually about visiting the zoo and the museum tomorrow, so smug and secure in their deathlessness. He could understand Agnes’ feelings toward Helen now. Agnes didn’t know about Eric; but she evidently knew all about Helen.

“I have a daughter.” Helen’s voice caused Charlie to prick up his ears again. “Her name is Agnes. She’s forty now and has grown to hate me with a consuming hatred.”

A satisfied gleam came into Charlie’s close set eyes. So that was the setup! He relaxed and pulled out another fifty-cent cigar. He had nothing to worry about. With what he could tell Agnes now, he could be sure of a continual and inexhaustible source of money. Maybe he might even go for Agnes when he saw her again. He had only seen her the once, the day before, when she had called and then come to his office and given him the picture of Helen, two hundred dollars, and instructions to catch the noon train and follow Helen. Then she had been merely a slightly excited client with some cash in her hand—too rich for him to get careless with. He frowned and wished he had taken a better look at her.

Helen and Eric were getting up. Charlie made no move to follow. From their conversation, he knew that Helen was going straight to the hotel, and that Eric would meet her in the morning at ten thirty.

He watched them weave through the tables toward the front and blew some cigar smoke after them in farewell.

“G’by, grandma,” he said softly. “Me, I’ve got to get some boys together. Good thing I have references from the right places.”
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Eric settled in the cab beside Helen with a disarming smile on his lips.

“I hope you don’t mind, Helen,” he said. “But I ordered the cab to drive us to a friend of mine. I was going to tell you about it inside but decided not to. There was a man sitting behind the post at your back in the restaurant. I’d noticed him in the lobby at the hotel. Of course, it might just have been coincidence, and he couldn’t possibly have heard enough of our conversation to know what we were talking about unless he had unusually keen hearing. Just the same, I felt alarmed about him.”

“That’s quite all right, Eric,” Helen said.

He reached over and took her hand.

“I guess I was alarmed over nothing though,” he went on. “When we reached the front I looked back and the man was still sitting at his table, smoking a cigar as if he didn’t intend to leave for half an hour yet.”

“Even if he knew our secret, what good would it do him to follow us?”

“I don’t know.” Eric shrugged. “If he’s after the secret of immortality, so are we. And if he knows our secret it won’t do him any good to tell it to the world. The world would just laugh at him.”

The taxi slid smoothly to a stop in front of a brownstone mansion.

Eric pressed a bell under a metal plate with the name, George Granville, engraved on it. There was a two-minute wait before the loud buzzing indicated the inner door had unlocked.

Eric held the door open for Helen to pass. The gloomy stairs led upward steeply, twisting, until they ended at the third floor.

George Granville was standing in the open doorway waiting for them. His eyebrows lifted in curiosity as he saw Helen.

“Helen Hanover, may I present George Granville,” Eric said. “George, she is a new recruit.”

George was a full head taller than Eric, blond, the classical picture of a Viking. He shook hands solemnly with Helen.

“Welcome into our circle,” he said. “I hope you plan on being with us a long time.”

He backed into the room and stood to one side so that Helen and Eric could enter, and closed the door carefully while they began taking off their coats.

“So you’re one of the immortals,” he said. “I must say you carry your age well. Even so, I would say you are about—a hundred and forty-one?”

“Three,” Helen smiled.

“You don’t look it,” George said solemnly. “May I ask how you found Eric?”

“I didn’t,” Helen said with a twinkle in her eye. “He was my seat companion on the train. I saw his lapel pin and put the symbol for life and the symbol for infinity together and got four.”

“That’s why we adopted that lapel emblem,” George said. “To the common man it might be interpreted that way also, but to him it would have no special significance. To you it did.”

“Yes,” Helen said. “Until I saw it, I had never dreamed there might be others who were as old as I am.”

“That’s part of Eric’s job,” George explained. “He is a pulse-feeler; but along with that he, and several others, just circulate so that people can see that emblem and wonder about it. If they are into their second century of life, they will get the right meaning.”

“George is a sort of personnel chief,” Eric explained. “His job is to interview the newly found persons, find out how they have been living, and help them adjust themselves to the rest of us. You’d be surprised how many of us hadn’t done much in the way of planning our future before we came here.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t done that either,” Helen said ruefully. “When you met me, Eric, I was on my way to creating a new identity and a new life, with marriage, children, and the same ending as the other time, with me still young while those around me grew old.”

“How many times have you done that?” George asked.

Helen didn’t reply for a long time. Finally she said faintly, “Three times.”

“We won’t require you to go any further into that,” George said hastily. “The joys, the love, and the heartbreaks of the past are your own personal property and are classed by us as your apprenticeship in life. We facetiously call them the initiation into the ancient and honorable order of ancients and honorables. You’re now the ancient and honorable Helen Hanover, if that is your original maiden name. Is it?”

“Yes,” Helen said, turning her eyes to Eric. “For some reason I gave you my real name right at the start. I didn’t mean to, but it came out.”

“Yes,” George said dryly. “I can see that you two are that way about each other. It reminds me of a joke. Oh, well, I’ll skip the joke. How about a little refreshment? Would you like some tea and sandwiches?”

“The tea would be nice,” Helen replied. “But we just had an enormous dinner.”

She liked the jovial giant. His living room was filled with luxurious antiques. It was a room such as one she had seen in her childhood, and which was called modern then. She wondered briefly what the rest of the apartment contained. George seemed to sense her thoughts.

“One thing you must learn now,” he said, preparing the pot of tea on an all-purpose bar of rich walnut, “is to be self-sufficient and continually pursuing intellectual subjects. One way to get into it is to see how the rest of us do it. Later, I’ll show you through my apartment and you can see my library, laboratory, and workshop. Unfortunately I am more interested in culture than science. Some of us, however, spend most of our time being scientific. It’s really necessary for them to be that way. They have a definite job to find out what made us immortal so that we may give everyone the same blessing.”

“Oh, but I’m afraid that to some people it might be a curse, mightn’t it?” Helen asked.

George and Eric looked knowingly at each other.

“Definitely not.” Eric took up the conversation. “We’ve proven that after a hundred years or so of life even the most hardened criminals get tired of it and settle down. Especially do they get over their bad traits when their physical health remains perfect year after year.”

George poured the steaming tea.

“Of course,” he said quietly, sitting down, “we can’t know how many of the immortals found life increasingly intolerable and committed suicide. We can’t know how many became insane and were placed in asylums where doctors eventually gave them mercy death to end the expense of keeping a patient who seemed destined to live forever. Those were automatically eliminated, and all of our kind that we can find are those who found life at least tolerable.”

He smiled. “Among those we have one man who started out in life as a murderer. By the year eighteen-fifty he had killed ten people and amassed quite a fortune in business. But, as he confesses, from eighteen forty-eight on, his heart wasn’t exactly in it; he finally gave it up. Sanity took two years to make a complete conquest of his mind. There is a woman who started out as a halfwit. In eighteen forty-eight she was twenty-seven years old and had the mind of a child. Her parents died, and she was placed in an institution. She escaped and lived as a wanton for almost fifty years. During that half-century she traveled, finally learned to read and write, and is today a professional author who has gained fame under three different names successively. It took her a century to arrive at intelligence and sanity and capability.

“So you see, Helen, eternal life is the great leveler. It leads us all to the same goal.”

“But you couldn’t just make everyone on Earth immortal if the way is found,” Helen objected. “What of the dictators and those whose driving urge is power? Immortality would enable them to achieve their ambitions.”

“For a time, perhaps,” George said. “Eventually, they would grow tired of power, and of people stupidly debasing themselves to the idol of one man’s self-esteem. Their sense of values would change just as it did with the man who murdered for the sake of money.”

“You may be right,” Helen said slowly. “You see, I haven’t thought of these things before. It’s too big for me to grasp it all on the first day I learn about it.”

“You mean that yesterday!” George exclaimed.

“Yesterday,” Helen said. “I attended the funeral of my husband, Carl, who died of old age. I was surrounded by his relatives who believe me to be some sort of a witch. My daughter, Agnes, who hates me with all the hate one woman can have for another, stood in back of me, wishing with all her heart that she could push me into the grave and fill it over with dirt.”

“But that was yesterday,” Eric said softly, reaching over and putting his arm around her affectionately.

“Ahem. Suppose we look at the rest of my domicile,” George said hastily.

 






[bookmark: chapter_6]CHAPTER V

«
^
»

Charlie Sloan hopped lightly to the safety island from the steps of the surface car and walked rapidly to the sidewalk. Halfway down the block was a modest neon sign announcing the “Club Rouell.” A block farther on, and on the other side of the street, was a similar sign announcing the “Lounge Rowel.”

Charlie did not think this strange. He liked the Rouell drinks himself. After the end of World War III, alcoholic drinks had become practically nonexistent. Grain shortages all over the world were the cause of that.

Providentially (or perhaps not so providentially, depending on the point of view), some obscure chemist had discovered a drug which, in very minute quantities, had all the effects of alcohol. Carbonated water, artificial flavorings, and less than a pinch of this drug produced a beer indistinguishable from the finest of natural brews.

This drug had a name that only a trained chemist could pronounce in full. In some way the name, “Rouell” had been tagged to it and stuck in the public mind. The ersatz beer made a fortune overnight for the chemist. Within a year, he had concocted other drinks with a Rouell base instead of an alcoholic base. They sold for prices comparing with those of the alcohol drinks, and with alcohol unobtainable, had no competition.

It wasn’t until the harvest of 1976 which passed all records, and grains were again available for producing alcoholic beverages, that it was discovered that a person who had been drinking Rouell for several months developed an intolerance for alcohol, so that even one glass of beer with alcohol in it made such a person violently ill.

There was a mild flurry of excitement and worry over this. A move was even under way to prohibit the sale of Rouell when tests proved that this intolerance for alcohol of the Rouell addict wore off completely if both alcohol and Rouell were left strictly alone for six weeks. It had already been proven that Rouell had no harmful effect on the body. Scientific assurance, that anyone who had the will power to leave drinking alone for six weeks could switch back to alcohol, pulled the fangs on the anti-Rouell movement.

It also took the profit out of the alcoholic beverage industry. Rouell champagne, superior to the real thing, could be turned out at the rate of thousands of gallons a day for a few cents a gallon. Ersatz whiskeys, identical in every way with the real stuff except in specific gravity, could actually be sold for twenty-five cents a fifth in a price war.

The distillers, not suspecting the allergy to alcohol built up by Rouell, had not prepared for competition by forcing through special taxes such as those that had existed once on imitation butters. The government, not dreaming that the grain shortage would last so long, had neglected to put any tax on the Rouell products.

And who wanted to lay off liquor for six weeks anyway? Rouell stayed and elaborate distilleries went bankrupt.

Charlie Sloan entered the Club Rouell casually and went up to the bar. The place was dimly lit.

He ordered a beer from the bartender and took his time surveying the place while he drank it. A piano player was lazily making some cultured noise. Charlie listened and couldn’t detect an identifiable tune to the music.

Mildly intoxicated people danced on the small square reserved for that. Others sat sophisticatedly and watched the television screen which at the moment was showing a newsreel in Technicolor.

Dark curtains hung over a wide entryway in the rear. Over this space a sign on the wall announced rest rooms. Charlie finished his beer and moved toward the curtains. Other people were doing the same. Still others were parting the curtains and coming out.

On the other side of the curtains was a wide hall. At the end of this hall, double doors were just closing. Charlie pushed one of them open and walked through. He was in a large room with dice tables and card tables occupying most of the floor space.

He ignored these and continued walking until he came to a door that had “office” painted in gold letters on it. He rapped politely on the door and waited.

A man Charlie had seen fighting in the ring a few years before tapped him lightly on the shoulder and told him if he had any complaints to tell him about it.

“No complaints,” Charlie smiled. “I want to see Phil Massey. Blacky Arbuster told me to see him.”

“Blacky?” the bouncer said with respect. “You a friend of his? It’s O.K. then.” He gave two short raps, waited, then rapped once more. A loud click sounded. The door opened.

Phil Massey was a man who had risen to power in Chicago almost overnight, ten years before. He was short, five feet six and three-quarters inches. His shoulders were broad and powerful. His once jet-black hair was streaked with gray. His face, aside from a trace of age under the eyes, was youthful appearing and strong.

He was encased in a citadel of rumor built up by word of mouth and by repeated newspaper crusades against him. He held the Rouell industry in Chicago in his clenched fist. Those who tried to muscle in either dropped out of sight or settled down to become owners of clubs or bars or lounges with Mr. Massey getting most of the profits.

The newspapers claimed that no one committed a crime within a hundred-mile radius of Chicago without first receiving permission from Phil Massey. They also claimed that the police couldn’t make an arrest without an O.K. from Phil Massey.

The Club Rouell was his headquarters. His office was the most unpretentious one that Charlie Sloan had ever seen. In contrast to the luxury of the gambling room, and the air of richness of the dance floor and barroom, there was a bare wooden floor, a cheap desk, several wooden chairs, and five phones.

The phones were silent when Charlie entered. They were no different than other phones except that each had a different number, and each number was unlisted.

Phil himself sat at his desk, his hand still curved over the edge where the push button that opened the door was located.

“This guy says that Blacky Arbuster sent him to see you, Mr. Massey,” the bouncer said respectfully.

Phil Massey glanced swiftly over Charlie Sloan’s features, nodded imperceptibly, and sat back in his chair.

Charlie showed his badge and credentials. Phil Massey took them and examined them with seeming carefulness.

“Seem all right,” he finally said. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m on a job,” Charlie explained. He shrugged his shoulders and added, “Nothing much. Just to follow a woman and a man and try to get evidence against them for a divorce. I need a couple of good boys to spell me off on it—the kind that do what they’re told and don’t get too nosey.”

“What’s the names of this man and woman?”

“I suppose you’d find out anyway from your boys, so there’s no harm in telling you,” Charlie said. “The woman is going by the name of Helen Hanover. The man she’s running around with is named Eric Trent.”

“Tell me more,” Phil said.

“Hanover is a fake name. I can’t tell you her real name. Lives in Dubuque. Caught the train this noon. Picked up with this guy Trent or he was on the train by prearrangement, I don’t know which. They went to the Palmer House where she registered. After that, they went to a nightspot. I figured they wouldn’t do much this evening, and decided to get a couple of boys to help me on this.”

“I guess I can help you out,” Phil Massey said carefully. “What’s your address here in town? I’ll have the boys over there in a couple of hours.”

“Fine!” Charlie said, relieved. “I’m at the Palmer House, too. Don’t remember the room number. Just had time to register before I had to follow them to the night spot.”

“In case they aren’t satisfactory, or you want more help,” Massey said, rising, “call BEN 5550 and registers it on the recording. I’ll get it. Want to do a little gambling while you’re here?”

“Not tonight, Phil,” Charlie said expansively. “Mr. Massey,” Phil Massey said frigidly. “And don’t ever forget it.” His eyes were ice as they lashed at Charlie.

“Sure, Mr. Massey,” he stammered. “Sure. Sorry I forgot my place.”

“O.K.,” Massey said, shutting off the ice and smiling warmly.

Charlie left his office feeling that he had been far from being in command of the situation.

 

As the door closed on Charlie Sloan, Phil Massey walked across the room and bent over, holding a signet ring on his finger an eighth of an inch from a small dirt spot on the wall close to the base board. Behind him a section of the floor started to rise. Rising with it was a compact group of filing cabinets and card indices.

Quickly he took out a file card and wrote the name, Helen Hanover, on it. After that he placed it in its alphabetical place in one of the card files.

Next he took a letter folio and typed her name on the filing tab. This he placed with others in a filing cabinet drawer. His fingers paused over the name Eric Trent in the file, lifting out the folio. From it he extracted a picture of Eric and inspected it briefly.

“So you’ve found another recruit, Mr. Trent,” he said softly. Replacing the picture he closed the drawer and pressed a button. The entire section dropped back into the floor, leaving no sign of its existence.

Back at his desk he lifted one of the phones and spoke briefly. A few moments later he pressed the button that unlocked the door and two young men walked in.

In looks and dress these two young men seemed to belong on some college campus. The habitual innocent cheerfulness of their features was never ruffled by circumstances. A few months previous, a high government man had felt hot lead pouring into his body while he watched those unchanging, innocent faces above the spitting guns. He had died convinced that his eyes deceived him.

“I have a little job for you boys,” Phil Massey said. “A Dubuque detective, friend of Blacky Arbuster, is in Chicago on a divorce case. He needs a little assistance so he can knock off and sleep and play once in awhile. You’ll find him at the Palmer House. His name’s Charlie Sloan. Ask for him at the desk. And whatever he pays you is O.K., get it?”

The two young men looked at each other in amazement.

“I don’t get it, Moe,” one of them said. “Do you?”

“I don’t get it either, Schmoe,” Moe answered. “Do you suppose we’ll have to sweep out after the customers leave pretty soon?”

“We don’t get it, Mr. Massey,” Moe pleaded, an anxious look on his face.

“It’s just what I said,” Massey smiled, enjoying their puzzlement. “Your job is to do what this Charlie tells you to, and incidentally report everything to me every day.”

“I think I’m beginning to get something, Schmoe,” Moe said.

“Me too, Moe,” Schmoe agreed. “When do we start, Mr. Massey?”

“An hour or two from now will do,” Massey said. “Be careful.”

“I see a little more, Moe,” Schmoe said with a worried frown. “When Mr. Massey says that to us it means he’s afraid he might have to find two more boys to take our place in the near future.”

“We’ll be careful, Mr. Massey.” Moe smiled. “We know things wouldn’t be the same for you without us around.”

 






[bookmark: chapter_7]CHAPTER VI

«
^
»

Helen Hanover drove her yellow coupe onto the receiving platform of the automat garage. As she stepped out a sign lit up, saying, “Be sure to get your parking ticket. Pay 50 cents.”

She had the half-dollar ready. When it dropped in the coin slot under the lighted sign, a card dropped out.

The coin also started the parking mechanism to functioning. The coupe moved slowly into the garage, where automatic machinery would carry it to the spot denoted by the number on the card. Later, when she returned, she would have to place the card under an electric eye which would read it and then bring the automobile back out again.

If she had cared to, she could have placed half a dollar in the service slot and had her car washed on the way to its cubicle. Two more half-dollars would have also given it a gloss coat after the wash.

It had been two months since she first met Eric Trent on the train. Those two months had been full of experiences and revelations that were rapidly changing her whole outlook on life and her place in existence.

Eric had had to leave on another of his continual trips. George Granville had been the genial host, guide, and understanding companion during the first week.

After seeing Eric off at the depot, she had been rushed through offices, laboratories, libraries, studios, and even machine shops, being introduced to dozens of people who were as old as she, or older, and who all looked no older than she did. The appearance of the women was that of twenty years of age, and that of the men was twenty-five.

She had remarked about this difference in the appearance of the men and the women. George had explained that IF, the immortality factor, seemed to arrest development at the same stage in both men and women, that a woman of twenty was at maximum development, while it took twenty-five years for a man to arrive at the same degree of physical maturity.

“IF was never a bigger word to anyone than it is to us,” he had remarked smilingly. “Someday we may be able to put an equality sign after it and write a series of chemical symbols and numbers.”

Helen found after the first few days that she was gaining a comprehensive picture of the group and its activities and purposes. The search for IF was divided into two distinct approaches. In the first, everyone spent occasional moments or hours on their memory books in which they jotted down whatever rose from the depths of their memories of the incidents of their lives during the years from 1845 to 1850.

She read several of these. Reading them, she began to recall her own life during those years, and to realize what a difficult task it would be to recall every uninteresting incident.

“In all probability,” George had remarked gravely, “the incident that set up IF was something so insignificant that no one will recall it at all. It may have taken only a second or two. It may have been something of which no one was consciously aware, such as a strange virus from outer space which settled into our atmosphere and found foothold in a few hundred people before being killed by an unfavorable environment. If that’s so, then there will be no chance of solving IF in this way. Still, since we don’t know, it is our best bet.”

The second approach to the answer to IF would, as George put it, “Ensure success eventually, even if it took a thousand years.”

She visited huge laboratories where men studied individual cells isolated from the human organism and living in nutrient fluids that were carefully controlled.

These laboratories occupied the top ten floors of a fifty-story, block square building a short distance from the lake in the heart of Chicago.

When they first went there, George introduced her to a short man, broad-shouldered, with the blackest hair she had ever seen. His name was Alex Potocki.

“We’re all old enough so that we don’t need a boss over us,” George had said jokingly. “Alex is the nearest thing to a boss we have. He’s the chief coordinator of research. In these ten, block square floors of laboratories are three hundred of us engaged on research that grows increasingly complex. All this research is devoted to one thing, the human body as a cell complex. The data must be continually coordinated. One man must hold this coordinated pattern in his mind, not because he is smarter than the others, but because that’s the only way it can be done intelligently.”

“Do you think you’d like to go into this work?” Alex Potocki had asked her.

“I don’t know,” she had replied. “You see, I’ve never been anything but a housewife. I don’t know the first thing about science.”

“I see you aren’t quite used to your immortality yet,” Alex laughed. “With all the future ahead of you, it is a mere trifle to spend twenty or thirty years thoroughly mastering some complex subject. The normal human barely has time to do that before he is too old to make any real use of his learning. He rushes through college, getting a doctor’s degree in six years. After that he spends thirty or forty years teaching or working for some company for a living, devoting his spare time to research. We, here, consider this merely a temporary task to be done and put behind us, not a life’s work to engross us for all the future centuries.”

“Would you like to spend a few weeks going over this?” George had asked eagerly. “After all, you will never be a housewife again, even if you marry. You must go into intellectual pursuits or become bored with life. Maybe this is it for the time being.”

Helen had thought it would be interesting to really study something so vast as this research. She had agreed.

After George left, Alex took her to what he called the Induction Office. There he had taken her picture and fingerprints for the files. She was assigned an office next to his where she could retire whenever she chose. There was a small bedroom and private bath connected with her office; but she had remained on at the Palmer House, waiting until she “found herself” before making permanent plans on where to live.

During the two months since that day, she had learned much. She was beginning to get an understanding of the work. Typed reports and explanations had helped. Alex’s continual answering of her questions had helped fill in the picture.

She knew now that the human body was a complex mass of cells that had developed from one single cell. Through the successive divisions of the parent cell all the various types found in the adult body were produced.

The various types of cells fell into two distinct types. The first was the true types. These, by analogy, were as different as a horse and a fish. Of common parentage they might be, but they were totally dissimilar.

The second classification took in the cells which were different only as an electrician and a pianist might be different. In the body they might look entirely different, and have different functions; but isolated and placed in controlled baths, they became identical. Their differences in the body arose entirely from their specialized environments. Their differences in function arose from the differences in food intake from their surrounding medium.

This type of cell was found in a geranium stalk, for a well-known example. A cell that ordinarily developed into a leaf would instead develop into a root if immersed in wet sand.

Cell genealogy was an intermixture of the effects of environment and of a fixed pattern. A V-type cell (one whose appearance and function changed for different environments) might produce one T-type (true type) in one environment on division, and a distinctly different T-type in another. Or it might produce the same T-type regardless of environment. So cell genealogy was a very complex thing. Most of the research work at present was on cell genealogy, inextricably linked with the study of the effects of specialized environments, artificially created in the thousands of small tanks that filled the laboratory shelves everywhere.

These specialized environments not only duplicated those found in the body, but also took in chemicals and fluids never found normally in the human body.

A work arising from this first phase was that of reciprocal environments. Any cell in any environment took certain things from that environment and replaced them with other things. The things it took were its food; the things it put back were its waste products. Part of the food of one cell might be waste products of some other cell, and part of its waste products might in turn become the food of still another cell.

Each cell, due to inherent properties, selected only the food it liked from any environment, leaving the rest of the environment intact, except for throwing out its waste products. This interchanging of the role of food and waste in any aggregate of cells was extremely complex.

Every phase of this complexity was being patiently isolated and studied in the thousands of experiments going on all the time by the scientists. The results were sent to the coordinating department.

This whole work, cell genealogy and environment analysis, was lumped under the heading of middle stage research, or body chemistry. There were, in addition, two other stages of research: nuclear research, which probed into the physical and chemical structure of the cell itself, and organ research, which used the techniques of middle stage research on body organs intact.

The organ research labs contained tanks with hearts, glands, stomachs, and every other type of organ, living in controlled environments, with their waste products subject to continued analysis. The various organs of the living body were not only subjected to environments normally found in the body itself, but also to environments never found in the living body.

Thousands of various chemicals were introduced into the environment of every isolated organ, one at a time, and their effects on that organ studied.

“Any one of these chemicals might be the IF factor,” Alex had explained. “We have the research as a whole far enough along now so that, say, on Monday we can start research on some particular chemical compound, and by the following Monday have its detailed effects on every organ and cell in the body tabulated. We can know, for example, that the chemical retards production of some hormone produced by some gland by a certain amount, the effects of this retardation on the body as a whole, and what becomes of the chemical during this action. We can know that it changes the cell genealogy in certain respects, and know those changes in detail. We have, for example, seventy-eight different chemicals that we call M substances. We call them that because they produce cell types not ordinarily developed in the body. These new cell types are nearly all of the type known as cancer. That is, they develop by rapid division into cancerous tissue. With all of them, once the M substance had produced them, they become a true mutation and develop in the normal body environment into malignant tissue without needing any more of the M substance to help them along.”

Now, after two months, Helen was beginning to see how this stupendous research project might eventually find the IF factor. By systematically introducing every known substance into the research and tabulating its effects, eventually the substance that was the IF factor would be used. The study of its function in the body would reveal it for what it really was.

She had gotten acquainted with different workers and listened to them talk about their work. Each one practically lived and breathed his own isolated part. One, for example, studied only type E-40 cells. For ten years he had spent eight hours a day on the one type of cell. He had developed an intuitive attunement with that type, so that he could sense its reactions to new substances, feel it withdraw in fear, or advance hungrily, or squat indifferently as the strange, ionic fields of an intruder touched its sensitive skin. To him it was not a cell but a living thing complete in itself, just as surely as the tiger in the jungle or the trout in the swift mountain stream. In its function and structure it was beautiful beyond the beauty of a painted scene or the strains from an orchestra or the rhythm of a dancer.

And now, though her understanding could comprehend all this and stand breathless before its magnitude, there had grown within her a realization that it was not for her. It was not that it was too complex, and too full of microscopic details for her to find a place in it. She knew that in ten years she could become one of these scientists. It was no feeling of incapability in her that had brought her to the decision to turn away from this. It was something different, a feeling that such a life was inadequate for her.

The study of this research project had opened her eyes at last to the true magnitude of the meaning of being immortal: with endless years ahead to grow mentally, with all the inexhaustible possibilities open to mankind through teamwork over the ages, with the unlimited possibilities for perfection and attainment that were denied those who withered and died at the moment of their greatest promise.

With her eyes opened, Helen remembered her years of blindness and groping in the darkness of mortal surroundings. She felt again the heartaches, the despair, the hopeless quest. If it were not for the chance meeting with Eric she would be once again embarking on a course that would lead to a lonely turning away from a fresh grave that all too soon had claimed the aged corpse of one who in his prime had held her in his arms and stood with her at the altar, and whispered, “Until death do us part.”

She remembered, and wondered how many others there were that were doomed to continue on the path she had escaped by chance. If she could find even one of these, she would feel better. She owed a debt to some one of these unfortunates. Until he or she had been found and lifted up into this little world of immortality within the world of mortality as she had been, Helen couldn’t feel free to enjoy it herself.

Part of that feeling, she knew, was due to her love for Eric, and her womanlike feeling that the work of the man she loved was better than other vocations. Yet she also knew that it lay deeper than that. Perhaps someplace there was someone who, like her, had stood beside the grave of a loved one and looked into a hopelessly repetitive future, and was about to cut off that future with deliberate intent, not knowing what promise and what potentialities for fulfillment of life existed here.

If she entered the work of the research project, that unknown person might do that which could never be undone. True, if Helen entered the project it might be she who would accomplish the last crucial bit of work that would open up the promise of immortality to all mankind. That was a remote possibility compared to the more easily understood one of finding one of the lost immortals, and bringing one more into the fold.

So she had made up her mind, and now she was going to break the news to Alex Potocki. After that, she would go back to George Granville and ask for a roving commission like Eric’s.

Engrossed in these thoughts, she did not look up when someone blocked her way into the building. She stepped to one side in an attempt to pass. The vague figure in front of her moved with her. Annoyed, she glanced up. Cold shock struck her with an almost physical violence.

Agnes stood there, blocking her way into the building; and on her aging face was a smile of malicious triumph.

Numbly Helen looked at her daughter. It had been only a few months, but it seemed like something in the long forgotten past. She stepped back. Alarm, revulsion and fear of the flame of hatred in Agnes’ eyes, sent icy fingers into her mind.

“Hello, Agnes,” she said, feeling her heart pounding painfully against her ribs.

“Hello, mother,” Agnes gritted. “I thought it was about time you and I had a little talk. Do you mind?”

“Why, no,” Helen replied, her frantic thoughts searching for some way to escape. “There’s a restaurant on the tenth floor of this building. Should we talk there over a cup of coffee?”

“If you think you can drink it,” Agnes mocked politely. The flame in her eyes veiled. “After you, mother dear,” she said.

Feeling the dreams and hopes, she had found so recently, tumbling into depths of oblivion and despair, Helen pushed through the swinging doors into the building.

“Please, Agnes,” she said, turning around and putting a pleading hand on her daughter’s arm. “Can’t we just drop all this? Surely there can be nothing you want of me. Carl left you over a million dollars. I’ve been through so much with you, and to no avail. I can’t take any more.”

The sneering, taunting, mocking smile of hate remained unmoved. Agnes shook her head slowly.

“But what good can it do?” Helen asked. “What do you want of me?” She looked into her daughter’s eyes and shuddered at what she saw there. Turning away, she went toward the elevators.
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The tenth floor restaurant of the Science Building was a thing of strange beauty. Occupying the full square block of floor space, it was a garden of flowers, lawns, shrubs, and dwarf trees.

The waiter led Helen and Agnes to a small table next to a dwarf fruit tree. Apples and pears glistened in ripe invitation from its low branches. A bright yellow canary perched saucily on a weak branch, singing as if it thought it could drown out all other sounds.

The smell of freshly mown grass mingled with the scent of a thousand flowers. Almost circling their table was a winding brook, its rocky bed stirring the crystal clear, swiftly moving stream into tortuous swirlings. A large trout flirted its tail playfully on the surface as they sat down.

From a distance came the sound of an organ playing. The ceiling, though only ten feet overhead, was so skillfully constructed of translucent plastic of sky blue that it seemed almost to be a summer sky far above.

No other table was visible. When the waiter took their order and departed, they seemed alone in a fairyland far from the heart of the largest city in the world.

Neither Helen nor Agnes seemed to be aware of all this. The canary, frightened by the tense atmosphere that clothed these two visitors, took wing with a flash of gold. The trout disappeared underneath the grassy overhang of the brook. And the two were alone.

“Are you surprised that I knew where to find you?” Agnes asked derisively.

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Helen answered in surprise. “I assumed it was a chance meeting. Wasn’t it?”

“No,” Agnes gloated. “I know all about you. I’m going to continue knowing all about you. Wherever you go, whatever you do, you’re going to find me just around the corner waiting for you.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asked, her heart filled with a nameless dread.

“Here’s what I mean,” Agnes said. “Right now your new boy friend is getting a letter from me telling him how old you are, and warning him that you will steal his youth as you did father’s and mine.”

“Yes?” Helen said, amused.

“I don’t think he will call me mad,” Agnes said confidently. “I enclosed a society clipping from a 1935 newspaper that showed you and father. That will prove it to him.”

“Perhaps it would interest you to learn that he knows how old I am,” Helen said.

“I don’t believe that,” Agnes retorted.

“It’s the truth,” Helen murmured. “Look here, Agnes. If you’ll listen to me I want to tell you a few things I didn’t know when I left Dubuque. Will you listen?”

There was no reply, so Helen went on.

“You think my seemingly eternal youth is due to some vampirish principle I use,” she said. “Since I didn’t know why I never grow old, I couldn’t deny it. But I’ve learned that there are others like me. My boyfriend, as you call him, is the same as I. There are hundreds of others. And our youth is due to something we haven’t learned the secret of yet, but are going to learn before long. When that secret is found you’ll be able to use it and so will everyone else in the world. Believe me, if I knew how, I would give you the same eternal life I have.”

“I don’t believe it,” Agnes reiterated.

“You must believe it,” Helen said. “You’re my daughter. In spite of your hatred of me, your mother, I would give you what I have if it were possible. It’s something perfectly natural. We just don’t know what it is yet.”

“Words!” Agnes exclaimed. “Do you expect me to believe you? If there is such a group you’ve been to them before. You know the secret. You’ll never give it to me.”

Agnes stood up, quivering with rage.

“So Eric Trent is the same as you,” she said. “Well, I swore on father’s deathbed that I would make you pay a hundredfold for all the misery you’ve caused me. And I will. I’ll find other ways to torment you. I’ll follow you wherever you go. I have a million dollars. Yes. I’ll spend every cent of it to make you suffer.”

She turned her back and walked hurriedly along the path until she was out of sight. Helen watched her go without moving. There was a look of intense pity in her eyes.

She must have hired a detective to follow me, she thought. Her decision to turn down research and travel in search of other immortals came back to her. Now there was all the more reason. If she stayed here, Agnes would haunt her. If she traveled, it would be possible to elude the detective and see to it that her daughter didn’t know where to find her.

Suddenly a longing rose up in her to see Eric and talk about it to him. She decided to call George Granville and find out where Eric was now, and join him.

At the elevator bank she hesitated. She should go up and tell Alex Potocki about her decision first.

She let two elevators go while she remained undecided.

“I can call George from upstairs,” she argued. “But also I can call Alex from George’s. I should tell Alex what my decision is before seeing George; but maybe I’d better talk it over with George before definitely telling Alex that I’m not going into research.”

***

In the last analysis it was human values that carried the decision. George Granville, the towering giant with his genial, understanding smile won over Alex Potocki, the short broad-shouldered scientist with his jet black hair and preciseness of action. She took an elevator going down.

She called George from a pay phone on the first floor, telling him she was coming over. On the way to the automat garage, and on the drive to George’s place, she tried to spot whoever might be following her. There seemed to be no one at all. The faces behind her changed continually. The cars in back of her that looked suspicious always turned at the next corner and never came back.

George met her at the door to his flat. He listened while she told him of her meeting with Agnes, of her decision that had already been made to go on the road, and how Agnes’ madness had made that decision all the more imperative.

“Alex will be very disappointed,” George said. “He’s been taking a great personal interest in you. He told me only yesterday that he’s been preparing a special lab room as a surprise for you, to be all yours as soon as you tell him you’re ready to go ahead on research.”

“That’s too bad,” Helen said, an expression of mental pain clouding her face. “I like Alex.”

“But you love Eric,” George said with a smile.

“Yes,” Helen said frankly. “Strange, that after so many lifetimes I can still fall in love. Sometimes I marvel at myself, that I could love Carl so devotedly for forty years, and with his last words of devotion and worship still ringing in my cars I could lay that love aside like a discarded cloak and put on another.”

“There’s nothing so amazing about it,” George said. “It was a completed picture. If it hadn’t been completed, final, you couldn’t have done it. A week before, you wouldn’t have looked twice at Eric. You wouldn’t have noticed his lapel emblem. You would have passed him by without seeing him.”

“Where is Eric?”

“On his way here,” George said. “He’s bringing a new recruit.”

“He’ll be here? Today?” Helen asked, a glad note in her voice.

George nodded. “Should be here any minute,” he said, glancing at the clock. “Your daughter, Agnes, seems a trifle unbalanced on your eternal youth, doesn’t she?”

“It seems so,” Helen replied. “It worries me, her making a solemn oath on Carl’s deathbed to see that I suffer.”

“That’s why I’m wondering,” George said slowly. “It’s possible, now that she knows there are several of us, that she might make trouble for us.”

“But how can she?” Helen exclaimed in surprise.

“Did it ever occur to you,” George asked quietly, why we don’t simply come out and announce our existence and ask all immortals to come forward?”

Helen caught her breath sharply. That question had been in her subconscious without ever rising to the surface.

“There are many reasons why we don’t,” George went on. “For one, the whole economy of the nation is based on the assumption that everyone dies. The only exception to that is the corporation, which theoretically can live forever. The corporation, however, is not an individual and cannot think. What do you think would happen if the information got out that there were over seven hundred people in Chicago, and spread over the country, who were each a century and a half old and from all signs would live forever? First of all there would be an investigation which would disclose that we have accumulated assets of over four hundred million dollars, and that we own the patents to a great many of the key inventions of our modern industry. It would be found out that we have an area of ten square city blocks of research laboratories devoted exclusively to the study of the human body.

“About that time Congress would get high-handed and seize our research records. Then there would be a big blowup. It would be discovered that we had the cure for cancer and that we hadn’t seen fit to give it to the world yet, so that the millions of dollars spent on cancer research each year could be spent buying Rouell drinks instead of going into research. This, and many other important things we have discovered but have not made available to the public, would lead Congress and the American people to conclude that we were hoarding our discoveries and planning to take over the United States and perhaps the world with them.”

George stood up and went over to the bar to pour a drink.

“The resentment your daughter has against you is just one example of the universal resentment that would grow against us. We would be forced to disband and spread and lose our unity and our potentiality for eventual good. No doubt many of us would be killed by mob violence. Stories would grow. I rather imagine that the research ‘machine’ would become in the public eye a huge, horrible monster where we dissect living humans and prey on the innocent public to preserve our immortality. The thousands of people that disappear every year would automatically be pictured as winding up in our ghoulish laboratories, brought in through secret underground entrances to be tortured and cut up. The living hearts pumping away in glass tanks for all to see, the lungs in their tanks, breathing in monstrous isolation, all would add to the fuel.

“That’s why we have been so secretive. I more or less assumed you would know all that without being told; that’s why I didn’t swear you to secrecy. After all, you kept your own secret all these years!”

“I’m sorry. Terribly sorry,” Helen said. “I didn’t think. I thought I saw a way to give Agnes hope, and perhaps help her. She is my daughter.”

“Well, don’t let it bother you,” George said, handing her a glass of wine. “I doubt if any of those things will happen. I think we’d better see what can be done about your daughter before she has a chance to carry on her mad schemes.”

The door chimes interrupted them.

“That must be Eric!” Helen exclaimed.
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George pressed the button that unlocked the downstairs entrance and then opened the front door. He and Helen stood there waiting for Eric. The sound of footsteps came up from below, growing louder with each turn in the winding stairs. A young lady came into sight first, followed by the familiar face of Eric. An arrow of jealousy shot into Helen’s heart. The new recruit was a woman.

The next hour saw a repetition of her own first visit to this place. The new recruit was named Alice Breen. She seemed to radiate health and beauty to Helen’s jealous eyes.

When Alice turned to Eric, she had a habit of laying her hand on his arm possessively. Her life, it developed, had not been the prosaic one of a housewife who had just buried her husband. It had been the more glamorous one of travel over the world, careers, and adventure.

Eric’s eyes as they occasionally looked at Helen were warm with unspoken feeling, yet Helen seemed to see the same warmth as he looked at Alice.

“May I go in the other room and lay down for awhile?” she finally asked George. She felt she had to be alone or give way to open despair.

“Why yes!” George said, giving her a worried look.

Helen excused herself and went into another room. When she tried to close the door behind her, Eric was there. He closed the door and stood with his back to it, looking at her.

“Aren’t you going to welcome me?” he asked softly.

“That woman?” Helen asked helplessly.

“Is just another recruit,” Eric laughed. “I believe you’re jealous!”

“Not jealous,” Helen said, tears that she had held back now forcing their way out. “It’s just that everything seemed the same as it was when I first came here. I-I’ve—Agnes met me today and told me she had sworn to follow me and torment me for the rest of her life. I told her about the immortals because I thought it might give her hope. Now I find that I’ve endangered the whole group. I-I feel pretty low, I guess.”

“Forget it,” Eric said, putting his arms around her and lifting her face so that he could look in her eyes. “For your information I’ve told Alice Breen all about us.”

“You have?” Helen asked weakly. Eric kissed her on the lips.

“Now come back in the other room and be the hostess,” he said softly.

George was explaining to Alice about the attempts to find the immortality factor by cross checking memory.

“First,” he was saying, “you must try to recall the exact dates of your various movements. That gives you a sort of skeleton outline of your life during the period that it happened. For example, you moved into a certain house on a certain date. You moved away on another date. That’s the skeleton. We cross-check it with the others. After you get that outline more or less accurate and complete you have to start filling it in. You try to remember incidents—every little incident of the first day when you moved there. One by one the little things you’ve completely forgotten will come back. You write them down. Fill in what you recall later. And all the time we keep comparing with other records.

“Also, you will get a chance to read some of these other postmortem diaries. Reading them will help you recall other things you’d forgotten. Someday we’ll uncover the one thing we all did without exception. That thing will contain the answer to it.”

“Tell us about yourself,” Helen interrupted. “It was only a short time ago that I was here for the first time.”

“Then you can understand what a relief it is to be able to speak freely,” Alice Breen said with an understanding glance from Helen to Eric. “I know about you already, Helen. That’s about all Eric would talk about. I met him on a street corner in New York, day before yesterday. Noticed his lapel emblem and put two and two together. Quite a pleasant shock!

“I was born in Boston in 1827, married when I was eighteen, and later moved to Philadelphia. Born and raised a Roman Catholic, I never married again after my husband died. Instead I turned to the stage and carved out quite a career for myself during the fifteen years I followed that.

“All the time I was studying, trying to find out if anything was actually known about people who were immortal. All I could get out of the Church was an occasional pokerfaced admission that it was known there were others like me.”

“You mean the Catholic Church knows you were born in 1827?” George asked.

“That’s right,” Alice replied, smiling. “Not only do they know, but every priest in the country knows me by sight. I know that because I have gone to strange towns and to priests I’ve never seen before, and they greet me by name and seem to know my entire history.”

“Well I’ll be darned!” George exclaimed.

“About the turn of the century,” Alice went on. “I wrote for eight or ten years. Even now, I occasionally write a book under some pen name or other. It gives me a steady income. Since the war, I’ve been living in New York. I enjoy living. Got used to always staying twenty long ago. The only thing I hate is having to pull up stakes and move when my friends start to get old. If I didn’t, they’d begin to wonder. It hasn’t been so bad, though; since the thirties, beauty parlors have been given the credit for my eternally youthful appearance. The alibi of a good beautician has made it possible for me to stay in one place twenty years at a stretch.”

She turned impulsively to George.

“What about you, George?” she asked. “I’ve heard Helen’s and Eric’s stories already. What’s yours?”

“Mine is a sad tale,” George said with a shy smile. “Eric and Helen saw their loved ones die time after time. You moved about and managed to enjoy your own life without any entanglements after one experience with loved ones. I don’t know where I was born or how old I am.”

“You what?” Helen and Alice exclaimed in unison.

“The earliest I can remember,” George said quietly, “I was something of an enigma to those around me. A sort of a village idiot in a small town in New Hampshire. I can still recall my earliest memory. I was standing in front of the local store. Some small boys were running down the street as if the devil was after them. There was a dull throb on the side of my head. I was looking at things with absolutely no memory at all. I learned by patient inquiry that I was the village idiot, harmless, and fed whenever I asked for food, by whatever housewife I asked. There seemed to be a village superstition that anyone who refused to feed me when I was hungry would meet with calamity, and those who fed me would have good luck.”

He paused for a moment. The room was without sound.

“That was in 1919,” he went on. “I had wandered into the village one day in 1881, according to the local barber, when I asked him. No one knew where I had come from. With my questioning, the people began to realize that I had ‘good sense’ again. They were so happy about it that they chipped in and bought me some clothes and gave me a bath and bought me a railroad ticket out of town. I never went back.”

There was a wistful note to his voice.

“Then what happened?” Alice asked breathlessly.

“Nothing much,” George said. “I seemed to have left town with the name ‘George Granville’ tagged to me; I’ve kept it through force of habit. My mind cleared rapidly, but I could never recall my life as the village idiot, nor anything before that. My ticket took me to a town where there was a smelter. I started working in the smelter, learned to read in the evenings from my landlady—an elderly woman who liked to mother me. She gave me a liking for good books and philosophy.

“After ten years of that, my landlady died. Rather than find another one, I bought another railroad ticket and moved on. In 1920 I decided to go to college. After graduating from college, I went into business. I opened a wholesale hardware supply and built it up to a large concern. In 1935 I discovered that one of my employees was using dyes to make himself look middle-aged. We made our mutual confession and got to thinking maybe there were others in the world that were deathless. I had the happy thought of combining the Maple leaf with the infinity sign. From 1935 to 1941 we uncovered fifty-two others. They were all men. When the second World War broke out we went into the army. Twenty of us lived through it.

“We pooled our resources and bought a site not far from Chicago to use as our headquarters. That was when we found Eric. A little later, we found Alex Potocki who was a born organizer. It was Alex who built up the research machine after we built the Science Building when a large Loop building was condemned and ordered torn down.”

“So you are the founder of the Society of Immortals!” Alice breathed.

“Yes,” George smiled. “From village idiot to riches; a success story.”

“It must have been that those kids hit you on the head with a rock or something,” Alice said, her face full of sympathy.

“That’s right,” George agreed. “The luckiest thing that ever happened to me, no doubt. If I hadn’t had that blow on the head, I might still be a village idiot—or more likely, they would have burned me at the stake someday for not growing old.”

Eric looked slyly at Helen and winked knowingly. It was obvious that Alice had at last fallen. She was examining George’s head as if it had just been hurt. And George seemed to be enjoying it!
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Helen stood alone on the floor of the lab, endless rows of tanks stretching away into the distance. She recognized it as organ research. Several eyes watched her from a nearby tank—unblinking, egg-like orbs that seemed to see and to be aware.

She was dreaming. She wanted to awaken. Yet she clung to the dream with horrible fascination.

Somewhere, Agnes was looking for her. Agnes was in the lab looking for her. She had a branding iron that she planned on using. She was going to press it against Helen’s forehead and brand her with the symbol of eternal life.

There was a sound of stealthy footsteps. Helen ran in panic, ran between rows of tanks with staring eyes. The footsteps were gaining on her. She turned to look and it was two young men with innocent grins on their faces. She sighed with relief and stopped running. They ran past her without seeming to know she was there.

They were in a dark sedan. It turned and disappeared between two rows of tanks.

Alice Breen was in a tank, swimming underwater and looking out at Helen. She wondered why Alice didn’t get out of the tank, and then saw that Alice’s heart was fastened in the tank. George, in the white of the lab technician, was connecting tubes to it through the glass. There was blood on his head. He had been hurt.

Alex appeared suddenly in front of her and asked her what she was doing.

“I’m not going into research,” she said firmly.

“Come with me,” Alex said. He took her hand and led her into another room. “This is to be your own private research lab,” he explained.

“But I’m not going into research” she objected.

Alex turned to look at her, and it was Agnes, firmly gripping her hand. She pulled back. Agnes dragged her into the room; she had a branding iron in her other hand and was trying to swing it around so she could brand Helen on the forehead.

Helen broke away and ran. She tried to remember which aisle to run down to reach George. She had to reach him and find out where Eric was.

Agnes was right behind her. She could feel the heat of the glowing branding iron at her back. Just ahead was a dwarf fruit tree with apples and pears on it. She reached it and stopped.

Agnes sneered at her, and turned and went away.

A sedan appeared and drove by slowly. The two young men were in it. They didn’t look at her. Alex was riding in the back seat of the sedan. He looked right at her and didn’t seem to know her.

There was a brook running at her feet. She looked into it and saw hearts beating slowly, with tubes running from them and going out of sight under the grassy bank of the stream.

She had to do something. She couldn’t remember what it was she had to do. Suddenly she remembered. She had told Agnes about the lab; she had to find Alex and warn him.

She was on the elevator, but it was going down and she wanted to go up. Alex was up! The crowd pushed her out of the elevator. She tried to get back in but the crowd kept pushing her out.

Suddenly she was in the research labs again. She passed George and Alice. She noticed that George had Alice’s heart in another tank now. He had her stomach out and was trying to cut it loose.

Alice saw her and waved cheerily. She waved back and kept moving between the rows of tanks.

The sedan appeared ahead and drove toward her. When it passed she saw the two young men in it. One of them was chewing gum. They didn’t look at her.

She looked after the car wondering why Alex wasn’t in it.

Eric appeared up ahead. He saw her and waved for her to hurry. She ran toward him, panic nipping at her heels. Each tank she passed there was a young man standing in the shadows, chewing gum and not looking at her.

Alex appeared suddenly between her and Eric. He held his arms as if to stop her. His face was filled with rage; his eyes were deep black pits of anger. She heard a crash of glass breaking. A policeman had an ax and was breaking a tank.

Water was running through jagged holes in the tank. Hearts were flopping around on the bottom like fish.

The place was full of policemen, all with axes.

“You’re responsible for this,” Alex shouted.

Agnes appeared, a look of triumph on her face. People were coming in and looking at the floundering hearts in the empty tanks. Agnes was laughing insanely, her eyes wild.

The people were pointing at her. Some of them started after her.

“No!” Helen said, holding her hand up as if to stop them. “No! You don’t know what you’re doing! ”

“Hurry!” It was Eric’s voice. She turned. He was still there, closer now. George and Alice were with him.

She broke into a run. The police and the people were swarming in front of her, blocking off her escape. Agnes’ face appeared in front of her, screaming at her.

For a moment she couldn’t see Eric; then she saw him and he was farther away than ever. She called to him, her voice nothing more than a sob of despair.

Everything around her was falling and crumbling. She knew that Agnes had managed to undermine the Science Building in some way.

Alice was standing beside a piano, singing. George was sitting at the piano, playing the accompaniment.

Both of them and the piano were sliding rapidly down the steeply slanting lab floor, unaware that the building was falling.

Eric was putting on his topcoat.

“Run!” she shouted hoarsely. He looked up at her and smiled, then went on putting on his coat. With a horrible grinding roar, everything fell on her.

***

She opened her eyes. Alice was standing over her, pinning her to the bed. There was a worried look on her face. Her silky white nightgown revealed her firm, lovely body. A flash of lightning lit up the hotel room briefly. A crash of thunder followed the flash a second after.

“For gosh sakes,” Alice said. “Do you always have nightmares when there’s a storm?”

Recollection flooded Helen’s mind, but with it came no relief.

“Let’s go, Alice,” she commanded. “I’ve got to use the phone.”

Alice stepped back. Helen sat up and placed her feet over the edge of the bed, trying to find her slippers. She gave up and crossed the room barefooted to the desk phone.

Alice followed her anxiously and turned on the light for her so she could see to dial.

“What’s the matter?” Alice demanded.

Helen dialed George’s number with shaking fingers without answering Alice’s question. The phone at the other end began ringing. No one answered.

Alice repeated her question.

“That nightmare made me remember something,” Helen said, gnawing her fine nails nervously.

She tried Eric’s number. The phone rang without an answer.

“Get dressed, Alice,” she ordered. “We’ve got to get out of here before it’s too late!”

“But where’ll we go in a storm like this?” Alice objected.

Helen dropped the receiver on its cradle and started to dress. Alice followed her example, obviously not liking it.

The two girls hid their uncombed hair under their hats on the way down the hall to the elevator.

“We’re going to George’s,” Helen volunteered suddenly.

“Well,” Alice said, relieved. “At least I got one sensible statement out of you.” She squeezed Helen’s arm reassuringly.

In the hotel garage, Helen asked the night attendant if there were some other car she could take than her own. She gave her name. The attendant brought out a sleek sedan of 1968 vintage.

“Runs all right, anyway,” he apologized.

Helen got behind the wheel and Alice climbed in on the other side. The attendant closed the switch that opened the outer doors.

The rain pelted in, the wind hurling it across the dry concrete floor.

As the attendant waved violently for Helen to hurry out she pressed down on the gas. The car moved out into the storm, the windshield swipes automatically starting with the first sign of moisture.

The headlights had also gone on automatically as the darkness affected the selenium control. They sent twin shafts of brightness into the falling torrents as Helen turned the car into the lane that led up to the street.

Water formed pools and rushing streams in the street. The black sky was shattered continually by jagged cracks of incandescence. The wild roar of thunder cowed the very Earth.

Helen hunched over the wheel, her face pale and drawn. Alice watched her silently, resigned to waiting for events to explain this mad ride.

The streets were deserted. Far ahead, the dim lights of an oncoming car turned off to the left. Wind dashed sheets of rain against the overworked swipes, distorting the view dangerously.

Once the car skidded sickeningly for a moment before the wheels gripped the road again. To the north and west fire sirens sounded faintly through the din of thunder.

Alice’s eyes lighted up with interest as she recognized landmarks that told they were only a block or two away from George’s apartment. Ahead, there seemed to be cars blocking the street. Large red spotlights peered at them drunkenly. Dark shadows moved in the street.

Helen slowed the car to a crawl. Her eyes were almost against the windshield as she peered ahead. Without warning, the whole sky exploded into a sheet of electric fire that lit up the surroundings with the brightness of day. Revealed were fire trucks and men in glistening raincoats. Some of these men were dragging hoses. Others were carrying stretchers to waiting ambulances.

This whole activity was centered on a mass of wrecked and grotesquely piled masonry from which hungry flames darted, to be driven back by the driving rain.

This was all that was left of the brownstone mansion whose top floor had been George’s home.

Helen found herself repeating, “I was right. I was right. I could have saved him if I’d remembered. It’s my fault.”

“If you’d remembered what?” Alice said, shaking her.

“Alex Potocki in the back seat,” Helen said listlessly.
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The rain beat against the car with an unsteady roaring undertone, while the continual shattering roll of thunder formed the main theme of the bacchanal orchestration. The play was a horror picture, a unique version of the old movie, with the scenes going on continually but lit up in flickering sequence by the continual jagged flashes of lightning in the sullen sky.

The spectators were two. They sat frozen to their seats, watching through the rain-swept windshield of the car as the swipes futilely cleared away the rain.

Their eyes followed each tarpaulin-covered stretcher, trying by sheer force of will to see underneath the drab cover and discover if this one or that carried George Granville.

The large red warning lights of the fire trucks and ambulances waved back and forth drunkenly like the batons of hellish directors who were themselves invisible.

Holding the center of the stage was the shapeless pile of stone and splintered wood that had been the three-story brownstone flat. Red tongues of fire licked out here and there like festering wounds. Dark figures moved here and there, pulling aside debris in search of more bodies.

“It must have been Q.P.,” Alice said breathlessly. “You know, that explosive they used in World War III that explodes inwardly instead of outwardly, so that it doesn’t throw things all over.”

The full realization of what must have happened penetrated her bewildered senses. She began to weep.

“Don’t cry, Alice,” Helen said. “If you have any faith in destiny, you know that neither George nor Eric could have been killed.”

Her eyes were caught by a moving figure that stumbled away to the side, coming toward the car. Her hand clutched Alice’s arm. Alice looked up and followed her gaze. A lightning flash lit up the man briefly.

“George!” the two girls exclaimed in unison.

They were out of the car into the rain. Unmindful of it, they stumbled through puddles to the staggering figure and held it up between them. Alice was crying and laughing at the same time.

“Was Eric in there?” Helen asked.

George seemed to shake his tousled blond head in the negative. Alice opened the rear door of the sedan and climbed in, pulling on George while Helen pushed.

Other figures were coming toward the car, glistening, raincoat clad figures. Helen slammed the rear door and climbed behind the wheel. The motor was still running.

Slipping the car into reverse, she backed with roaring motor until a side street appeared. The men outside were running after the car now.

With a clash of gears Helen slipped into low and twisted the wheel, heading the car down the side Street. A disjointed report from the back seat, consisting of words from Alice and groans and mutterings from George, told that he would live. No bones were broken.

On hearing that, Helen slowed the car to a crawl. She had to wait until George told her where Eric was. Eric didn’t have a place of his own in Chicago. When he brought in a recruit, he either stayed at a hotel or at George’s.

The wailing of sirens came from all directions now. To the north the sky was red from a fire someplace. Just ahead a lonely red light indicated an arterial stop. Some of the sirens suddenly became louder. Fire trucks and ambulances shot past the intersection headed toward the Chicago loop, their motors roaring.

It was as insane as had been her nightmare, Helen thought. And it seemed too much like a nightmare to be real. It was real, though. No thunder could be so nerve shattering in a dream. No lightning could be so bright.

Other fire trucks hurried by as she reached the corner and stopped. She sat there, waiting and watching. In the rear view mirror she could see Alice holding a scarf out the window to get it wet, and wiping away blood to see the extent of damage to George. His head had been a bloody mess.

She brushed away the sickening thought that he might have received another blow on the head that would leave him the village idiot again. She brushed the thought away, and it returned with reinforcements. Why didn’t George speak up and tell her where to find Eric? Why didn’t he say something intelligible? Why didn’t he say even one word?

The only words were those of Alice. Soft mothering words of tenderness and love.

And outside, the whole world was mad, caught in a battle of raw elements, the Universe destroyed except for this one small island of insane forces about her.

As if to accentuate the madness of what was left, she turned her head in time to see a car dart in from a side street a block away and pause in front of an oncoming fire truck that picked it up and tossed it neatly over on its back.

Flames leaped out of the back of the overturned passenger car. Two ambulances stopped. Other ambulances and other fire trucks circled the smashup with barely a pause and continued on toward the loop.

She pulled her eyes away from the strangely unreal scene a block away. She had to know now. With slow deliberation she turned around and faced the back of the car.

“George,” she said loudly above the noises of the storm. “George. Where’s Eric?”

As she looked she saw what she had known all along she would see. George’s eyes carried no light of calm intelligence such as they always had before. They were dull and stupid and uncomprehending, the bewildered eyes of an idiot who finds himself transported from a village scene in 1905 to the interior of a sedan, decades later.

Alice took George’s unresisting head in her arms and rocked back and forth, moaning softly. And still the mad sky flashed, and thunder roared with brittle sound, and rain came down to swell the torrents in the street.

“There’s only one thing to do,” Helen said suddenly in a voice that sounded shrill and strange to her. When she said it, everything seemed to fall into place. It was the only answer.

It meant not looking for Eric. It meant not going back to the hotel. But first … She fumbled through her purse. There was nearly five hundred dollars and her gas credit card. She kissed the credit card before slipping it back in her purse.

Then she turned into the arterial and headed north. In Evanston she turned west. The blackness of night was being replaced by a sickly gray as the sun tried to get through. As she left Evanston and entered the farm area, she could see the clouds turning white on the horizon.

The downpour slacked off until it was a summer freshet, a sprinkle, and finally ceased altogether. In the fields there were still rushing streams that tore jagged rips in the fertile land and undermined stalks of green corn.

***

At Elgin she stopped at a service station and slipped her credit card under the electric eye, filling her tank with gas. When the bell rang, indicating the tank was full, she hung the hose back where it belonged. The eye released her credit card. She was thankful that there were no humans around to see her and remember her later. She had enough gas in the tank to take them out of Illinois. That was all that mattered.

There was a lump in her throat as she climbed back behind the wheel. Alice was trying to explain to George what had happened. She was trying so hard to keep smiling, as if there were nothing wrong.

Helen quickly turned her face away. Alice had been a skilled actress. She could smile and coax and act as if things were all right; but Helen couldn’t.

She shut her ears to the horrible sound of childlike, uncomprehending questions George asked. She shut her mind to the future. She held her eyes on the road and thought only of getting out of Illinois.

In the rear view mirror she caught a puzzled glance from Alice occasionally. She knew that Alice wanted to know more of where they were going. Helen didn’t know herself.

All Helen knew was that in a nightmare she had seen Alex in the back of a car with two young men in the front seat, and that Alex should not have been there. What that meant, whether it had any meaning or not, she didn’t know. Yet, because of it she had rushed madly to George’s place only to find it in ruins and George badly hurt, his mind switched back to the forgotten past. From a scientific standpoint, that lent probability to her unformulated feeling being grounded in facts. She had gone strictly on feeling.

Now, as she drove, she tried to place it on a more rational basis.

“The whole nightmare,” she said to herself, “was created out of a combination of things already in my mind. It was probably an end product of several problems. The problems were, first, who has Agnes had following me and spying on me? The two young men who were always there but never obvious. I noticed them subconsciously but not consciously, so they appeared in my dream.

“George pointed out to me the danger of letting Agnes know about the immortals. My mind dramatized this into a thriller raid on Research. Perhaps the storm was the cause of this aspect of the dream.

“George’s working on Alice’s heart was obviously a distorted picturization of the fact that he had won her heart that afternoon. Their being at the piano together while it slid into space across the tilted floor of the lab was a picturization of the fact that they were oblivious to the danger, whatever it was.

“But Alex had changed into Agnes! And Alex had sat in the back seat of the car the two young men had been in! This associated Alex with the danger, made him a source of danger equal to that of Agnes. His changing into Agnes was symbolic; but was it symbolism or actual memory that pictured him riding in that car?”

Helen had no way of knowing. Something was there, in her subconscious, that was causing her to flee rather than go to any of the immortals for help. She was running away. She felt that every minute she stayed in Illinois increased the danger, and she didn’t have the slightest idea what the danger was!

“Could it be some danger from Alex Potocki? That was utterly absurd! Alex was an immortal. Not only that, he was the founder and prime mover of Research.”

Helen scowled in concentration. She hadn’t exactly liked Alex. She certainly hadn’t disliked him, but there was a wide gap between like and dislike. She had respected him, and perhaps held him in awe; he was more of the type conventionality would picture an immortal to be—a scientist in charge of Research, directing the detailed study of something terrifically complex.

Perhaps underneath there had been something approaching dislike or, more accurately, fear and awe. It might be that this had entered the dream a little mixed up and caused an association of Agnes—whom she feared and dreaded, with Alex—whom she feared and respected.

This conclusion didn’t satisfy though. It didn’t have the right mental flavor.

Of only one thing was she sure. She would be as wary as a wild animal and trust no one but Eric. So the immediate problem was to find someplace where she and Alice and George would be safe, yet where Eric could find them.

As if in answer to her posing of the problem a road sign approached. It said, “Dubuque—43 miles.”

Agnes would never think of Dubuque; it was out of the state of Illinois. Eric would come to Dubuque to begin his search, once he was sure that Helen was missing and not dead. It all added up. She even knew where they would stay; a second story flat in an apartment house she owned in her own name. If she remembered correctly, that flat was vacant!

She glanced in the rear view mirror. Alice and the idiot—George had become friends. George was grinning happily. He had found someone who really seemed to like him.

Helen blinked back a tear and sniffed loudly as she slowed down for the bridge across the river to Dubuque.

 






[bookmark: chapter_12]CHAPTER XI

«
^
»

It happened so quickly. Helen had stopped the car as the traffic light turned red. It had just changed back to green and she was pressing her foot on the gas when there was a blur of motion. The right hand door opened, there was a movement of someone sliding into the seat beside her, and there was Eric! She was stunned. She had reconciled herself to settling down to a long, almost hopeless wait, cooped up in a room where she would have to keep watch on the street in the hopes that he might eventually appear on the sidewalk below where she could see him and run down and get him.

She wanted to laugh and cry and hug him. His nervous smile and quiet order to get going sobered her. Cars in back started to honk for her to move as she pressed down on the foot throttle and got the car in motion.

“Turn right at the next corner,” Eric said. “This car is too hot to go far in. There’s a ten-state alarm out for it.”

As soon as he was sure she understood what he had said he turned around and looked in the back seat. Out of the corner of her eye, Helen could see the color of his face change from a ruddy tan to a lead gray as he realized what had happened to George.

He turned back. Helen reached over with one hand and found his. They drove that way, with him directing her where to go. They were in the used car district after a while. Eric had her slow down while he looked over the cars in the lots.

Finally he had her draw up to the curb. Half an hour later he came back in a 1970 Rummery transcon sedan.

George laughed delightedly as he found the Earth apparently so unstable under his feet after the long drive. He seemed to have adopted the attitude that anything was perfectly all right so long as his new friend Alice was leading him by the hand.

Alice laughed with him, and Helen could detect no sign of the heartbreak underneath. She waited until Alice Breen had led George into the back seat of the Rummery, then slipped into the front seat beside Eric. She could relax now. Eric was there.

She laid her head back and closed her eyes. Soon she knew by the sound of the tires that the heavy, noiseless car was in the country and speeding along the highway at a rate she had never had the courage to attain.

Just as she was going to sleep, it occurred to her that perhaps she should be suspicious of Eric, too. Her last thought before sleep overcame her was that if Eric were not to be trusted, it would be better if she were dead.

She awoke when the car lurched off the highway into the gravel parking strip in front of a highway café. George’s petulant voice was saying he was hungry. Alice was assuring him that this was a place where they would give them food.

Eric’s face was an expressionless mask which put on a tight smile when he saw that she was awake.

“Sleep well?” he asked, his voice subdued. She nodded her head emphatically and gave him an encouraging smile.

Sometime later they were back on the highway again.

“Where are we going?” Helen asked.

“A place on the shore of the Pacific,” Eric said without turning. “It’s one of the secret places we’ve saved up for a rainy day.”

“A rainy day?” Helen echoed.

“There’s a lot you haven’t had time to learn yet about our organization,” Eric explained. “One is about our emergency setups. You see, in time you learn to think of every possibility. We more or less collected in the Chicago area. We took cognition of the possibility, not only of discovery and an attempt by the government or some other group to wipe us out, but also of treachery in our own group. We formed subgroups, each of which had a secret place it could escape to, where none of those outside that little group could find them.

“This place is the one I bought. Only twenty of us know where it is.”

“Does…” Helen hesitated. “Does Alex know where it is?”

“No,” Eric replied. “You sound as if you suspect him of what happened last night.”

Helen told him of her nightmare, and how they had found George. Eric listened without interrupting. After she finished he explained.

“George and I had been out driving,” he said. “When the storm came up, we were just coming back into Chicago. I dropped George at his place and then took the car to the garage two blocks away. I just came out of the garage when I heard the explosion. I ran up the street to where I could see what had happened. Convinced that George couldn’t possibly be alive after that I didn’t go any further. I knew it had been a deliberately planned job. The type of explosion was unmistakable. I went back and got my car. At the Palmer House I found you and Alice were gone. The hotel garage told me you two had borrowed an old Cadillac and gone out into the rain. I also found that the police were looking for you.

“I rushed back to the scene of the explosion and told a fireman I was a reporter. He gave me the story of the mysterious Cadillac that had picked up one of the victims of the explosion and escaped under fire. I knew then that you two had rescued George.” Eric’s face cramped with pain as mention of George made him remember what had happened.

“I sensed by then that you must have known something was going on. Why else would you ask to borrow a car when your own was in the hotel garage? Why would you go out into the storm? Why else, when you found George, would you escape rather than assuming the police would help you?

“There was no way of knowing where you would go. I had to make snap decisions. The only other place I knew of that was connected with you was Dubuque. I drove there as fast as I could.”

“I drove north to Evanston and then to Elgin,” Helen explained.

“That’s why I didn’t see you on the road,” Eric said. “I went straight west from Chicago. It was shorter.”

The highway unfolded with smooth swiftness in front of them. The fluid drive turbine did its work with noiseless perfection.

“What really happened?” Helen asked finally. “Was my dream right? Is Alex Potocki really a traitor?”

“I don’t know,” Eric said slowly. “Personally, I don’t take too much stock in dream interpretation. It doesn’t take into account the purely imaginative factors of a dream. It assumes that every incident of a dream is the result of unimaginatively put together elements. I would say that perhaps you didn’t like Alex very much, and as a sort of revenge on him for your not liking him, you placed him in the role of some sort of villain in the dream. I’m not discounting the possibility though. If he shows up I’ll be more suspicious of him than of anyone else until I’m sure of him.”

Alice Breen had been listening to them. She asked a question now. “Why would any immortal do something like that? From what you’ve been saying, there must have been a deliberate attempt to kill some, if not all, of the immortals.”

“All,” Eric said, his lips a grim line. “You evidently didn’t have your radio on. A terrific explosion destroyed the upper part of the Science Building at four-thirty this morning. According to an elevator boy, all the workers had been called down for special duty during the storm. The latest reports before I found you were that everyone in the upper half of the building was killed.

“There were over a dozen explosions in various parts of the city. The addresses given were those where immortals lived. It looks as if a deliberate attempt was made to wipe us all out.”

“But the police that were looking for us?” Helen asked, horrified.

“Probably had orders to kill you once they got you away from the hotel.”

“But then…” Helen hesitated.

“Alex is either dead with the rest, or the attempt to kill us all was his idea.”

“But why?” Alice pleaded.

“Yes! Why?” Helen echoed. “I wish I knew the answer,” Eric said. “It would seem insane for him to destroy Research. He’s the one that created it and nursed it into its full development.”

He drove in silence, the miles slipping by rapidly on the broad transcontinental highway. City after city appeared in the distance and crept forward. At the outskirts, the outer lanes continued straight while the center lanes dropped down to become an underground channel through the city. Above, the outer lanes came together to become a city street. On the other side of the city the outer lanes separated again while the center lanes came up between them.

“We’ll get there sometime tonight,” Eric said.

George had gone to sleep, his damaged mind hidden behind his broad flawless brow, his tousled blond hair soft and fresh from the gentle administrations of Alice’s loving hands as she dipped her scarf in the rain the night before and patiently wiped away the blood.

Finally she slept too, her head resting against his huge shoulder, pathetic and small.

“When we get to the coast,” Eric said softly, “we’ll call in a brain specialist and see what can be done about him. I think there’s been enough cases like him so that they will know just what to do.”

“I hope so,” Helen prayed. “Oh, God, I hope so.”
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The sun outdistanced them in the race toward the ever-retreating western horizon. George and Alice awoke while the car was crossing the Rockies. George was hungry and fretful so they stopped again to eat.

Helen dozed fitfully after that. Eric had swallowed a Benzedrine tablet before leaving the café. He would be able to drive the rest of the way all right.

When she awoke, Eric was shaking her shoulder gently. The car stopped. The headlights disclosed a house.

“We’re here, Helen,” Eric said.

Alice and George were already climbing out from in back. Helen joined them.

She saw a sight she would never forget. The house at her back was on what seemed a high table land. Fifty feet in front of her the land ended abruptly. Stretching from there to the far horizon was the ocean. A giant moon poised just above the incredibly distant horizon, forming a carpet of gold across that great expanse right up to the place where the land dropped off.

A mile or two out, a toy-sized freighter moved with slow dignity across the carpet of light. Millions of bright clean stars dotted the cloudless sky.

And from some invisible place down lower came the restful booming of salt waves dashing against a rocky abutment.

Helen turned to Eric, who had come up beside her. “I think I could stay here forever.”

“I doubt it,” Eric said. “The tide’s in right now, and the weather’s perfect. But who knows? Lots of people are born inland and live most of their life there, only to discover that they were born in the wrong place and are really shore dwellers by nature.”

He slipped his arm around her waist. She laid her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes, letting her nostrils sense the salt air, her ears reach for the distant sounds of sleepy shore birds, and for the silence which has a different quality on the edge of the vast Pacific than any other place in the world.

“Twenty-four hours ago I was waking up from a horrible dream!” Helen said suddenly.

“Let’s get some sleep,” Eric said, kissing her. Helen nodded contritely. “You must be dead on your feet. Over two thousand miles of driving—”“I am pretty tired,” he admitted.

They turned and went into the house. As Eric unlocked the front door lights went on in the back.

“Jerome must have seen us drive in,” Eric said. “He’s the caretaker. Jerome Dolpin. I got acquainted with him and his wife Martha several years ago. Martha was sick. I helped them out and sent them out here to take care of the place.”

Jerome came in from the kitchen as they entered the house. He had an automatic in his hand which he lowered when he recognized Eric Trent.

***

Three weeks passed slowly. They were heavenly weeks to Helen in many ways. She had a chance to be with Eric continually and learn more about him.

The house turned out the next morning to be a long rambling lodge that had been built by a too-ambitious yachting club. Concrete steps led down from it to the beach, where a well-built dock jutted out two hundred feet. There was a beach to the north of the dock. To the south there was a beach only at low tide, the water coming into the twenty-foot embankment on which the clubhouse was built.

At the end of the dock was a boathouse. It contained two boats: a seventy-foot ocean-going speed cruiser, and a twenty-foot injector-jet racing boat.

Eric took her out in the racing boat the first afternoon. After that they went nearly every day.

On the second day, they saw the wreck of the Science Building in the local television news broadcast while Eric recorded it on the television recorder for future playback.

The news commentator reported that it was believed to have been wrecked by an explosion of stores of chemicals being used in experiments, the explosion being set off in some unknown way by the unprecedented storm that had been raging at the time.

The list of dead had been appalling. Alex Potocki’s name was among the missing.

There had been seventeen other explosions in Chicago that night. These had all, the news commentator blithely stated, been caused by lightning igniting escaping gas from leaky mains.

Aside from George Granville being listed as missing, there was no mention of the four of them.

The morning of the third day there, Eric had driven from the coast to Olympia, and up to Seattle to find a brain specialist.

Three days later a truck had brought a portable X-ray, operating room equipment, and men to change a room over into a small hospital.

The four of them inspected it; three with hope in their eyes, and one with dull incomprehension.

After the workmen went away there was nothing to do but wait for the specialist to come.

They were days of heartache for Alice. George, the village idiot, was very likable in his way. He didn’t understand what had happened to him, he didn’t try to understand. He liked Alice and enjoyed her constant mothering attention.

Helen and Eric sat on the rambling front porch of the lodge while Alice would take George by the hand and go on long trips up the beach, teaching him how to dig for clams and teaching him over again when he forgot.

Whenever Helen tried to discuss the problems facing them in the near future, Eric avoided the subject.

“You must learn to think like an immortal,” he chided her impatience. “You lived among mortals too long. You must learn that there are times when it’s better to sit back and wait for days and days. In the coming centuries we will all, no doubt, reach the state of mind where we are content to come to a place like this and just relax and play for anywhere from ten years to a century, and just call it a vacation.”

With a woman’s intuition she guessed that Eric was not as idle as he tried to appear. His only trip away from the lodge had been to see about medical attention for George. There were hours when he stayed in his room—and there was a phone in his room. There were times when he locked himself in a small brick building near the lodge that had an antenna tower above it.

When he appeared after one of these absences, he was always calm and unconcerned, dismissing what he had been doing with a shrug and a casual remark.

So the three weeks passed. Three uneventful weeks during which Helen, in spite of herself, absorbed some of the philosophy of patience that was so dominant a part of Eric’s nature.

Then one morning she awakened to the sound of cars outside her window. Eric’s voice came reassuringly.

“Hello doctor,” he said. “I see you’re prepared for anything. An ambulance, assistants, nurses.”

“That’s right,” a strange voice answered. “I don’t want to make this trip again. I’m going to do it right the first time.”

“Good,” Eric said. “Come in.”

This was to be the day! The specialist was here to examine George, and operate if there was any hope of success. Helen’s fingers shook as she dressed hurriedly. The clock on her dresser gave the time as five-thirty.

“What will George think of it all?” Helen wondered. “Will he be afraid?”

She paused for a brief, hopeless look at her mussed hair in the mirror and then let it go and hurried downstairs.

There was a tense half-hour of being introduced to the doctor and his assistants, and of having breakfast with them. Alice, Helen could see, was even more tense than she.

When George appeared in the doorway of the breakfast room, there was a split second of deep silence. George looked fearfully around, not sure whether to come in or turn and run. His eyes fell on Alice. He sidled over to her, his eyes warily on the newcomers.

Jerome brought in a plate of eggs and potatoes for George. He started eating. Helen could tell from the way Eric and the doctor watched him eat that there was some drug in the food.

Her guess was right. A stretcher was brought in. The two interns expertly rolled George’s inert body onto it and carried it out.

The doctor gave an audible sigh. “Big lad,” he said. “I’d hate to have had to give him a shot in the arm against his wishes.”

The doctor then explained in a calm voice how it was necessary to inject an inert substance into the blood stream that would block the X-rays, so that the structure of the brain itself would show up in the pictures.

It was calm and cold like the advance descriptions of Research had been. Alice was crying.

One of the interns appeared in the doorway and nodded his head. The doctor stood up and went out.

As if he was going out to take his turn at playing golf, Helen’s thoughts whispered to her.

The nurses had disappeared without her seeing them go. There were only she and Alice and Eric in the room. Eric was smoking a cigarette. She had never seen him smoke before.

She had her arms around Alice. It was comforting to have something human to cling to for support. Alice had stopped crying. Eric ground out the cigarette on a saucer and stood up. He looked at her briefly and turned away toward a window.

They waited. They had been waiting for three weeks. Helen realized that now. Nothing else had mattered, really; only that the doctor would come and take X-rays and decide whether he could operate or not, and whether it would do any good to operate.

Eric, though she loved him, was not a mastermind. His century and a half and more of life had brought him experience and good judgment, not genius. She herself felt no wiser or stronger or more experienced than when she had really been twenty. She had a wealth of memories—nothing more.

The Society of Immortals belonged to George Granville. It was his, regardless of anything else it was his. In every part of it, it had been first a dream that existed in his own mind, a dream that he had brought into reality.

If he died now, or didn’t recover his old self, and remained the village idiot…

Helen felt cold. She wanted to go over to Eric now and look into his calm eyes and tell him she finally understood. She didn’t; she didn’t dare move. All she could do—all any of them could do, was wait.

The doctor appeared in the doorway with two dripping X-ray prints in his fingers. He went over to Eric and held them up against the light.

Helen could see the dark spot from where she was sitting. The doctor’s words meant little to her except that they were going to operate at once.

“His head is being shaved. We can start operating in twenty minutes.”

Helen saw Eric nod and turn back to the window. The doctor dropped his hand on Eric’s shoulder briefly, then left the room.

She wanted to scream “No! He might die!” But it would be better for Alice if he were dead, if living meant an eternity of being an uncomprehending, good-natured human pet, no better than a dog that wags its tail and does simple tricks.
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Welcome into our circle. I hope you plan on being with us a long time.” George was standing once more in the doorway to his flat, a twinkle in his eye.

“So you’re one of the so-called immortals. I must say you carry your age very well—about a hundred and forty-one?”

“Three.” Helen’s lips formed the word soundlessly and smiled.

“You don’t look it.” George stepped back into the room…

“But you love Eric.” George’s kind, understanding smile formed the words…

“I never went back.” His smile was wistful. A pang of regret came.

Maybe we should have taken him to visit his old hometown before the operation, Helen thought. She could see him, patiently docile, at the stoop of a back door in a small town, gratefully accepting a plate of food from some housewife. She could see him plodding down a small main street, little boys running after him and tormenting him.

“I learned to read and write from my landlady. She gave me a liking for good books and philosophy. She died, and rather than find another landlady I bought a railroad ticket and moved on.”

A twisted smile on his kind, gentle face. “From village idiot to riches—a success story.”

Helen felt a soft hand on her shoulder. She looked up, startled out of memories. It was Jerome, holding a cup of steaming coffee. She started to shake her head and changed her mind.

Eric was drinking a cup. Helen looked across the room and smiled tremulously.

The coffee was strong and bitter. It was real. It brought her mind back to reality. Alice was drinking some, too. Helen looked at her watch. Four hours had passed already!

Almost immediately, the doctor came in. Jerome poured him a cup of the coffee. He gulped it down noisily and sighed loudly with satisfaction.

His eyes caught on the three tense faces turned on him. “Relax,” he said good-naturedly. “The worst is over.”

“Will he be O.K.?” Eric asked.

“Don’t know yet,” the doctor replied. “Can’t tell until he regains consciousness.”

“How soon can we see him?” Alice asked. Her voice was shrill.

“Well,” the doctor looked at his watch. “He should be coming out of it in…”

Helen found herself holding her breath while she waited for him to say…

“About twenty minutes or so,” the doctor added. “But you can only see him for a minute. Don’t hope for too much, and don’t be alarmed if there doesn’t seem to be any change. I removed the pressure spot, but I can’t do more than that. Nature will decide the rest.”

Eric was beside her now. His arm circled her shoulder. His other arm was around Alice’s waist. He led them out of the breakfast room, across the expanse of the huge living room, and into the hospital room.

George’s face looked pale and bloated. His head was encased in a turban of surgical gauze. A black thing was protruding from his mouth.

A nurse was standing over him, the two interns standing nearby. The other nurses were sterilizing strange, inhuman instruments and packing them into black cases.

The three moved softly across the room until they were a few feet from the hospital cot. Alice moaned in sympathy as the nurse took the black thing and twisted firmly, pulling it out of George’s mouth.

“He’ll be waking up in a minute or two,” the doctor said just behind them.

Helen found herself holding her breath again. She let it out slowly. Her eyes looked up at Eric. He was looking at George, expressionlessly. Suddenly his nostrils flared. Helen jerked her eyes back to the bed.

George’s eyes were open. She felt them pause on her and move on to Eric. She saw them move on to Alice. Then they looked up at the ceiling. Nothing about him moved except his eyes.

They came back and settled on Eric. They stayed there while an arm moved across the white cover and crept up to explore the bandaged head.

Everyone in the room was watching, waiting.

George suddenly seemed to become aware of the atmosphere of tenseness. His lips cracked into a weak smile.

Alice broke away from Eric and dropped beside the bed, her body shaking with sobs as she buried her face in her arms.

“I must have been hurt pretty badly,” George said. “You all act as if I didn’t have a chance until now.”

Helen found her head against Eric’s chest, tears of happiness flooding her eyes. George had spoken in his old, humorous tone. The idiot was gone. The poor, poor idiot. The lovable village idiot.

Helen took a grip on her emotions and turned to look at George again. His huge hand was stroking Alice’s hair, his fingers idly tangling it and mussing it.

The doctor came to life and told them they would have to get out. They could come back tomorrow. He pushed them gently until he had them at the door. Then he went over and took Alice’s shoulders and gently lifted her to her feet.

Her hand went out. George took it and let it slip through his fingers. Helen put her arm around Alice and led her from the room.

 

There followed days and weeks of slow recuperation. The doctor, despite his first determination not to come down again unless George had a setback, paid frequent visits. The trim nurses stayed on, working three eight-hour shifts. One of them was always near, her practiced eye watching for signs of fatigue or mental strain.

Alice was again taking George for walks on the beach while Helen and Eric sat on the porch and watched them; but now it was George who did the leading, and George who taught Alice the finer points of digging for clams.

Now and then Helen caught Eric’s eyes on the nurses, restless. She sensed that he was impatiently waiting until the day they pronounced George completely on the road to recovery, and left.

That day eventually came. The four of them, Helen, Alice, Eric, and George, stood side by side and waved a last farewell to the doctor and the nurses as their car moved down the driveway and into the country road.

It was George who turned and said, “And now, Eric, out with it. Where are we? What’s happened?”

Briefly, Eric explained all that had happened. He gave a bare outline first. The explosion, the trip to the Coast, the weeks of waiting for the doctor to come. He told of the destruction of Research and the killing of most of the immortals.

George listened. There was a light in his eyes that Helen hadn’t seen there before. He was no longer the indolent, joking host at the third floor flat in the brownstone house. His questions were to the point. His mind was alert and quick to seize on a point.

He had Helen repeat her nightmare several times and patiently questioned her on parts of it, trying to help her remember unimportant things she might have forgotten. He questioned Alice on when she had first noticed Helen’s disturbed sleep, when the storm had started, and how Helen behaved after she awakened.

It had been nearly noon when he began his questioning. The sun had set when he finally relaxed and became silent. He sat on one of the stone steps of the lodge, his eyes looking to the west across the flat expanse of the ocean.

“So,” he said softly. “So.”

“What do you mean, ‘so’?” Eric asked with a short laugh.

“I mean simply this,” George said in a flat voice. “All that I’ve learned adds up to only one thing. Alex Potocki finally found the thing that causes immortality.”

“But that’s absurd!” Helen found herself saying.

“No,” George said firmly. “It has to be it. Otherwise the destruction of Research and all its scientists is an insane act—no matter who did it.”

“But was it Alex?” Helen asked weakly.

“I don’t think so,” George said.

“What!” It was Eric’s turn to be surprised. “But it has to be Alex! If it wasn’t—if he was not planning to get rid of us all and be the only immortal on Earth, he would have come rushing to you the minute he was sure he had found it and told you!”

George shook his head. “You forget all the times it seemed he had the right answer.”

“That’s right,” Eric said. “The first time was five years ago when he thought that anti-EC10 factor was it. It might have been, too, except that it set up a manic imbalance in the endocrines. I see what you mean. Alex would probably have waited to make sure before jumping to conclusions again. But how do you know he didn’t make sure? The right substance might have been found months ago, and he might have just made certain of it before the ‘accident.’ ”

“The reason I don’t think it was Alex is contained in Helen’s nightmare,” George answered. “One thing both of you missed in that nightmare is the role the emotions play in such a dream. In a woman especially, the emotions play a more important part than logic. A picture painted by the subconscious of a woman is still painted to her satisfaction. It may be a nightmare, but her protective instinct is working in it.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asked. She felt her body unaccountably trembling.

“Well,” George said. “Take the role Agnes played, for example. She had a branding iron. She was trying to brand you, but never succeeded. Why the branding iron? Why not a dagger or a gun?”

“I-I don’t know why,” Helen said quietly.

“I think I know why,” George said. “But let’s skip that for the moment. Why did Alex, who was supposedly trying to help you, change into Agnes with the branding iron?”

“Because her mind was trying to tell her Alex was a threat equal to that from Agnes,” Eric spoke up.

“Not necessarily,” George said. “Remember, Agnes was her daughter.”

“You mean that Alex was my son?” Helen said incredulously. “That’s absurd! I had a son by my second marriage. That’s true. But he didn’t look anything like Alex!”

“Tell us about him,” George said quietly.

Helen was silent for a while. Her eyes took on a faraway look. She began talking so softly it was difficult to hear her.

“I met Arthur McCalmont in Spokane, Washington in 1914. He was a mining engineer. He didn’t want to marry me because he was so much ‘older’ than I was. He was forty-five, and I had told him I was twenty-three. It took a year for him to make up his mind. In 1915 we were married. We had a daughter in 1916. Then when we went into the war against Germany he joined the army. He left before our son was born.

“Tom McCalmont, our son, was born in March, 1918. Two weeks after his birth the War Department informed me that Arthur had been killed. Our daughter died during the flu epidemic after the war. I raised Tom alone. When he reached the age of fifteen I sent him to a private school, gave him my home in Spokane, and came east, settling in Dubuque, where I met Carl. That was in 1934. After that I went west every year for a short visit with Tom until he finished school. The last two years before he graduated I began to notice that peculiar, analytical gaze that I learned to recognize meant that my children were wondering why I didn’t grow old.

“After he graduated, he dropped out of sight. Although I tried to find him, he left no forwarding address at the school.”

“What was Tom like?” George said. “Tall? Dark? Smart?”

“He was short,” Helen said. “About five feet six inches. His hair was jet black. Although his grades in school were only average, he had the most inflexible will I’ve ever known. I never knew him to give up on anything. When he was about seven years old, there was another boy in the neighborhood that licked him in a fight. He came home with a bruise on his face and a bloody nose. About once a week after that for several months he came home beaten up. He picked the fights himself. Then one day he came home even more bruised than any time before, but that time he wasn’t crying. He had licked the other boy.”

“I see,” George said. “And you say he simply dropped out of sight?”

“Yes,” Helen said. “I had maintained a mailing address in Chicago where he wrote me. I never told him I had married again. There was no way he could have found me, and when I couldn’t find him I still kept that mailing address in case he ever decided to write. I still have it.”

“Let’s see,” Eric said. “He would be fifty-six now, wouldn’t he?”

“Yes,” Helen answered.

“Five foot six,” George mused. “Jet black hair that would be turning gray now. Bulldog character—except that he wondered what made his mother stay young and apparently didn’t follow up.”

“He could have changed his name,” Alice suggested.

“Yes,” George said. “And come to Chicago and discovered that the address where he wrote to his mother was just a mailing address. He could even have found out where she lived and gone to Dubuque and discovered she had married again. He could have looked up the marriage records and found she gave her age as twenty. He could have kept track of her all the time, and when Helen came into our society he could have been hiring detectives to follow her and found out about us.”

“And since she associated him with Alex Potocki as a self-deception in her dream in one instance, she could have in the other,” Eric said.

“Yes,” George took up the line of speculation. “She undoubtedly noticed the two young men of the dream following her quite often, without consciously being aware of it—or maybe they were just symbolism. At any rate, the Alex Potocki in the back seat of the car now reduces to her son, Tom McCalmont, being the man behind the two young men.

“Probably her son’s disappearance bothered her,” Alice spoke up. “It went into her subconscious as a problem to be solved. Her subconscious took all the factors of his character and worked out a solution something like the one we are getting now. Since her conscious mind refused to listen, it came out in the nightmare.”

“It’s beginning to look as if all your troubles began the day you found me,” Helen said, crestfallen. “My children seem to be at the root of everything.”

“That’s something we can’t be sure of,” George said. “Even if it’s true, it isn’t your fault; and anyway the damage is already done. What we’ve got to do now is locate Tom and go on from there.”

“Do you have a picture of Tom?” Eric asked.

“Yes. In a trunk I have in storage in Dubuque.”

“I don’t think we’ll need it,” George said. “Tomorrow morning, Eric can run over to Olympia with me and we’ll pick up a picture. Unless I’m very much mistaken it will be a picture of your son Tom.”

“Then he’s in Olympia?” Helen asked.

“No,” George replied. “I’ll get it in the newspaper office. I won’t tell you any more about it now. It’ll be a picture of him the way he looks now; but if he’s your son you’ll be able to recognize him at once.”

George took Alice’s hand and stood up. Soon they were walking down the beach.

“I can’t get over it,” Helen said after a long silence. “George looks at something we’ve all been looking at without getting anywhere, and somehow it all seems clear to him. I can see where he is right about the dream. Tom had little resemblance to Alex. No one would ever connect them in any way. Yet I can see why my mind used Alex as a disguise for Tom. They are both short. They both have black hair. But, more important, they both have the same driving force that won’t back down. Alex built up Research. Tom would never admit defeat at anything he set his mind to.”
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Eric parked the car as close to the newspaper office as he could. They had a half block walk.

“Who’re we going to look for?” he asked as they walked toward the newspaper office.

“We want to get a picture of Massey, the gang boss of Chicago,” George said, lighting the pipe he had bought on their way into town.

“Phil Massey?” Eric exclaimed. “I never thought of him.”

“I did,” George said. “His name popped into my mind from the start, when I came back to life and found out all that had happened. Wait a minute. Here’s a newsboy. Maybe his picture is in today’s paper. You never know.”

He fished a quarter out of his pocket and exchanged it for the paper. He and Eric kept walking while he opened the front page up so they could look at it.

They stopped dead in their tracks. Staring at them from the center of the front page were two large faces. They were George Granville and Helen Hanover!

The account underneath the pictures stated that they were identified at the scene of the explosion of the three-story brownstone, and that new evidence linked them with other explosions and with an international spy ring. There was ten thousand dollars reward for information leading to their capture.

“You’d better get back in the car,” Eric said. “I’ll get the picture of Massey as quick as I can.”

“Right,” George said. He held the paper up to partly conceal his features and yet appear to be just reading it, and went back to the car. Twenty minutes later, Eric rejoined him.

They drove in silence back to the lodge house. When they arrived the girls ran out to meet them. George thrust the picture of Massey in front of Helen.

“Is that your son?” he asked tensely.

“He’s Phil Massey, the big boss in Illinois,” George said bluntly. “Now look at this.” He handed her the newspaper.

She read it with Alice looking over her shoulder. The two men stood silently until the girls had finished reading.

“Now we know what we’re up against,” George said bitterly. “Massey is known to have the whole state of Illinois sewed up tight. A politician can’t run for office without an O.K. from him. A pickpocket can’t even steal a wallet without getting an O.K. from Phil Massey. If we’re found we’ll be taken back to Illinois, and we wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“But we won’t be found here, George,” Alice said.

“Oh, no?” George gritted. “The doctor and nurses that were here are probably looking at those pictures right now and thinking of that reward. They know we’re here.” “You mean we have to leave?” Alice asked plaintively.

“I don’t know,” George said. “We don’t dare do much traveling. We’d be picked up in a hurry that way. We’ve got to plan carefully.”

“Jerome and his wife are safe,” Eric said. “The reward wouldn’t tempt them. In fact, there’s always a lot more than ten thousand in cash here they could help themselves to if they wanted it. I built up a reserve fund just in case of trouble.”

“Maybe we could figure out some sort of hiding place in case the police show up,” George said thoughtfully. “Helen and I could hide then, and YOU could say we had gone on someplace.”

“As far as that goes,” Alice said. “We could all take a long trip in the big boat and Jerome could say we saw the newspapers and left.”

George shook his head. “Somehow I don’t think any of those things would work. If the doctor notifies Illinois where we are, and it’s really Massey behind it, he’ll send some very smart boys out here and see through all those things. If we hid, probably the first thing he would do is look up the ownership of this house and have his men camp here indefinitely. Sooner or later, that would smoke us out of hiding. If we took the boat we’d be in the same fix. It can’t carry enough fuel to go to Mexico or South America.”

The four had drifted over to the front steps of the lodge while they were talking. George sat down on the lowest step.

“Anyway,” he continued, “all those schemes can do if they succeed is just keep us from being caught and probably killed as soon as we’re back in Illinois, where Massey can do as he pleases. We’ve got to do more than that or we’ll have to keep hiding forever, which is an impossibility if he really wants us out of the way badly enough.

“What we have to do,” he said slowly, “is go after him. Massey has the secret of immortality and intends to keep it secret, or he wouldn’t be going to so much trouble to kill all the immortals. We have to get him and get that secret out of him.”

“That means going back to Chicago,” Eric said.

“Or laying a trap for him here,” Alice added.

“I think you have something, Alice,” George said. “If we could catch him here we would stand more of a chance.”

“I want to ask something,” Helen said. “Why, if you plan on giving the secret to all mankind, do you still insist on secrecy?”

“Huh?” George exclaimed in surprise.

“Why do you still insist on secrecy?” Helen demanded. “There was a good reason when Research was still going. Now that we are the only four immortals left, so far as we know, why can’t we let the world know all about it?”

George stared at her, a peculiar expression on his face. Eric was doing the same. Then they looked at each other and grinned sheepishly.

“Looks as if we’ve been shown up,” George said.

“You mean I’ve done it?” Helen exclaimed. “Glory be.”

“First we have to get a controlling interest in some large newspaper,” Eric said after the laughing quieted down.

“First we have to make sure we don’t get caught,” George countered. “We’ve got to do that now. If the doctor notifies the Seattle police, they’ll wire Chicago right away. Before the day’s over the place might be swarming with police or Chicago gangsters.”

“We’re right back where we started then,” Alice said.

“Not quite,” George said confidently. “The Quinalt Reservation is only twenty miles north of here. Eric can go to Seattle or Portland and see about buying a newspaper. We three can take the car and drive up there for a vacation. We can take enough food along and while you two squaws keep camp I can write up the whole story and hit the world right between the eyes with it. Publicity will be the only thing to fight Massey with!”

“Alice can drive down to Moclips once a week,” Eric added. “As soon as I get a newspaper lined up I’ll let you know by writing her there, general delivery.”

“Good,” George said. “Now let’s get busy. We’d better take the car you bought in Dubuque so it isn’t around. You can have Jerome drive you to Olympia and catch a train, and buy a car later.”

“One more thing,” Eric said. “I believe in playing every angle. You may have to get out of the reservation. Besides writing a letter, I’ll put an ad in the papers. Let’s see. I’ll make it read like this: ‘Joe, come home. All is forgiven!’ Then I’ll give the address with the street number as initials, implying a name. For example, 1342 would be M.D.B., I think. What’ll I do about the name of the street though?”

“Just sign it M.D.B.,” George suggested. “Put another ad in the same paper offering a saxophone for sale for six hundred dollars or some other outlandish figure so no one will want to buy it, and give your right address there. That way, when we see the other ad we can look the address up in musical instruments for sale.”

“Good idea,” Eric said. “Let’s call Jerome and let him in on it.” He turned and ran up the steps.

***

Two hours later, the long sleek Rummery sedan was ready. Helen’s lips trembled as she kissed Eric good-bye. He stood in the driveway waving at them until they were out of sight. Not until then did he turn back into the house.

“I’ve never told you, Jerome,” he said. “This house is in your name. I want you to go to the bank in Olympia and borrow all you can get on it. I’ll take all the cash we have here except five thousand. That will be enough to make sure you have everything you need for the next year.”

“Yes, sir,” Jerome said. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

“I’ll be all right,” Eric said, laying a hand affectionately on Jerome’s shoulder. “I only hope you will be. You might be having some trouble before the day’s over. But get this straight. If anyone comes, tell them you own the place. That’s true, legally. They will check on it. Tell them we were just paying guests with plenty of money. You don’t know who we are. We left in a hurry and didn’t say where we were going.”

“Where will I send the money I borrow?” Jerome asked.

“Have a cashier’s check made out to Harvey Spelger and send it to general delivery in Portland,” Eric replied. “And get it as soon as possible. We’re going to have to work fast.”

Less than an hour later, Jerome and Eric followed the path the Rummery had taken across the scab rock meadowland to the county road. They turned east toward Olympia.

They didn’t see the sleek jet two-seater that dropped down from the stratosphere over the lodge and followed their dust trail until the pilot could make out their license number. It turned up into a vertical climb and in five seconds was out of sight.
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Well, my boy,” the majestic-appearing old editor said condescendingly. “I admire your ambition to own a newspaper. But unfortunately the controlling stock in this one is owned by the Syndicate.”

“But on your masthead it says this is the only locally owned newspaper in Portland!” Eric objected.

“I know, I know,” the editor said, waving his cigar expansively. “The truth of the matter is that I do own some stock in it—or I wouldn’t be the editor. But I venture to say there isn’t a privately owned paper in the United States or Canada. It isn’t on the books, mind you, and if you repeat what I’m telling you I’ll have to call you a downright liar. You can’t buy a single share in this newspaper without the O.K. of the controlling interests. If I wanted to sell you my shares, for example, which I don’t, I would have to write in and get permission, and more than likely they would snap them up and not let them go to a stranger.”

“Where could I contact the ones that have to O.K. it?” Eric asked.

“You might try—no. You’d just get the run-around,” the editor said. “I’ll tell you what. I like you. You’re a rich young man looking for some place to put his money to work. Try Phil Massey in Chicago. I think he’s president of the Syndicate that owns this paper. If he isn’t, he might as well be. If he likes you, you’re in. Whether you have enough money or not he’ll get you your paper and give you a chance to be an editor.”

Eric left the newspaper building feeling very dejected. In only three days, he had learned that the press was not for sale at any price anywhere. He could probably buy a small town weekly, but what good would that do?

He dropped into a café and bought lunch and mulled over the angles to a small-town weekly. The more he thought about it, the more possible it seemed. He could print several million copies and mail them all over the country. In that way, the public would learn of the immortals and of the hold Phil Massey had gained on the press.

He left his lunch unfinished and went out to his car. An hour and a half later he drew up in front of the Kelso Sentinel in Kelso, Washington.

“Why yes,” the stooped, bald-headed owner said delightedly. “I’d be glad to sell out. We can go across the street to the bank and I’ll sign the deed and turn the mortgage over to you right now.”

“How much paper do you have on hand?” Eric asked, casting a proprietary eye over the flatbed presses.

“Enough for the next two weeks’ issue,” the old man said. “You don’t need to worry about paper though. You see, the newsprint syndicate issues us our paper on a prorated basis so that we get enough to print ten percent over our current subscription figure. It comes up once a month from Portland. The next shipment will be here next week sometime.”

“But suppose you want to expand and print a few thousand extra copies?” Eric asked with a sinking feeling.

“Can’t get paper for that,” the old man said positively. “I tried it five years ago. Had a little ambition then and wanted to take in surrounding towns. The Syndicate turned me down flat. Yes, sir!”

“What’s your production now?” Eric clutched at a last straw.

“Four hundred and thirty-three,” was the reply.

Eric turned away and went out the door to his car. He had to admit defeat. The only other thing, radio, was out too. He hadn’t tried that for the simple reason that he had known all about it ahead of time from a big fuss about it in the press a few years before.

He started to get in his car, then realized he hadn’t finished his lunch. There was a small lunchroom across the street. As he looked he noticed a face staring out at him. When it saw him looking it turned away hastily. There were two men sitting together.

Was he being followed? The face had been completely unfamiliar, yet he knew that in a good job of following a person the faces changed often, to be replaced by others.

There was only one way to find out. He dropped behind the wheel and started the motor. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the two men in the lunchroom get up and walk casually to the door.

Eric released the hand brake and stepped on the gas. In the rear view mirror he saw the two men run to a car and start after him.

He slowed down, ready to speed up if they seemed intent on catching him. Their car showed no indication of closing the gap. It was apparent that they had orders only to follow him, not capture him.

That could mean only one thing. They hoped that eventually he would lead them to George and Helen. Evidently they didn’t know yet where the others were.

The highway had several turns ahead. He knew that from his trip down on the bus. Should he try taking a side road?

He lowered the door window and looked up. A small plane was cruising overhead. He pulled his head back in and looked in the rear view mirror. The other car was half a mile back.

The first bend in the road approached. He rounded it and, on the spur of the moment, pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. He waited five minutes; the other car didn’t come.

That settled it. The plane and the car were both following him. The plane had signaled that he had stopped. Undoubtedly the other car had stopped also.

If he took a side road, the plane could follow him and signal the car where to go. He started up again. So far he had done nothing that would positively indicate he knew he was being followed. It would be better that way.

As his car ate up mile after mile he pondered the problem. He couldn’t go back to the lodge or, least of all, go to the Indian Reservation and find George and the girls. That was what they were holding back for. If they thought he wouldn’t lead them to the others they would probably kill him instead of wasting so much energy following him.

And yet, he had to get to the others. Probably there was a systematic hunt going on. They probably wouldn’t know about Alice. She had just arrived in Chicago the day of the flight. She would be safe enough going to the post office at Moclips.

He reached Olympia without coming to any decision. He passed the intersection with the coast road and kept on through the city toward Tacoma. At Tacoma he decided there was nothing to be done except drive on to Seattle.

The other car was no longer behind him. The plane that had followed him from Kelso was gone, and there were now three other small ones cruising aimlessly overhead, any one of which, or all, might be following him.

There might even be some sort of invisible mark on his car so they could follow it unerringly through traffic. It was hopeless.

They probably knew the purpose of his trip to Portland by now. They had probably reported back to Massey and he knew they were planning on publicity to fight him. He would most certainly plug any holes left in that sector.

Publicity was already an impossibility. There would have to be some other way. There was no other way. Phil Massey held all the cards. The Press, the Radio, law enforcement agencies—all were under his thumb. It would be impossible to even get to him and kill him.

Massey had gained all this power in one short lifetime. Immortal, he would eventually rule the world. Against him stood only four people, immortal, but only so long as they managed to evade the highly perfected police system that had been designed to track down more experienced prey than they.

Eric slowed down as his car met the street traffic of Seattle. Around him people walked and rode, free to do as they chose—so long as they weren’t a threat to Phil Massey. They would think Eric Trent insane if he stopped his car and started to tell them the truth. They would laugh at him if he told them he had been born a century and a half ago.

And still no plan had come to him. Around him, unseen, were new faces watching him. It would be no use to single them out; they would be replaced before he could be sure. If he did anything it would have to be by some system of dead reckoning to eliminate all pursuit, regardless of what it might be. When he made his move, it would have to succeed the first time. Once they found out he was aware of being followed they would take him.

First, he decided, he would check in at a hotel. He turned up to Fourth Avenue to the New Seattle Hotel. He turned his car into the street level elevator and stepped out. The doorman recognized him.

“Hello, Mr. Trent,” he said warmly. Eric gave him a smile and walked through the door into the lobby. At the desk, he signed his name to the card the clerk laid in front of him and followed the bellhop to the elevator. His eyes took in the three men who entered the lobby. When the elevator doors closed one of them was crossing toward the room clerk’s desk. He had never seen any of them before.

His room overlooked the Sound. It was a nice one with a modern television-radio-phonograph and expensive furniture. He took off his coat and shirt and took his electric razor out of his bag.

There was a knock on the door.

He stopped the razor and looked at the door, and licked his dry lips. It was beginning to get him.

The knock was repeated. He went over and opened the door. A bellhop, a different one than had brought his bags, asked him if there was anything he wanted.

“No, I guess not,” Eric replied. He fished out a dime and gave it to the boy with a wry smile. “That’s all the change I have on me.”

He closed the door and started to shave again, knowing that the boy was probably telling some man what he had seen.

The phone rang. It was the desk clerk. “Is everything satisfactory, Mr. Trent?”

“Quite all right, thank you,” Eric replied.

“Is there anything we can do for you?” the room clerk persisted. “Are you expecting any guests? Is anyone waiting for you perhaps? That we can page?”

“No. No one,” Eric said. “I’ll tell you what, though.” He had been about to hang up when a thought struck him. He debated hastily.

“Yes?” the clerk’s voice came politely.

Eric knew there was probably someone standing beside the clerk listening over another phone.

“What time is it now?” he stalled.

“It’s four-twenty-three,” the clerk said precisely.

“Good,” Eric said. “What time is dinner served in the dining room?”

“At five-thirty, Mr. Trent,” came the respectful answer.

Eric grinned to himself. “Good,” he repeated. “I’ll just have time. Have my car brought back up at once. I’ll just have time to run an errand before dinner.” He dropped the phone back on its hook.

There was an expression of elation on his face now. An afterthought made him turn back to the phone.

“Give me the flower shop,” he said to the switchboard operator. He ordered a dozen roses placed in his car.

“That should do it,” he muttered as he hung up. “It was so obvious, so simple, that I never thought of it.”

Ten minutes later with a clean shirt on after his shave he stepped out of the elevator and crossed the lobby to the car exit. His car was waiting and the box of roses was on the seat.
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Eric Trent glanced at the girl at the reception desk and a look of disappointment appeared on his face. She glanced up and then looked back at the book she was reading when she saw him continue on toward the elevator.

“Third floor,” he said to the seventeen-year-old boy running the elevator. He turned and looked back toward the entrance in time to see a man coming through.

When the doors opened on the third floor he stepped into the hall. His eyes lit up with satisfaction. The nurse was just what he wanted. She wore a white sister’s uniform. He smiled at her.

“Visiting hours are over until this evening,” the sister said, returning his smile.

Eric ignored this. He laid his box of roses on the desk so that they were in front of the nurse. She looked down. Her eyes fixed on some writing on the box. The writing was on a slip of paper held in place under the wrapping string.

“Do you,” the paper read, “know of, or have you ever heard of Alice Breen?”

Out of the corner of his eye Eric saw the door to the stairway open slightly. If the sister said the wrong thing now it would be the end.

“I hope you can make an exception to the rule this time,” Eric said hastily. “I may not have a chance to visit her again. I’m leaving town tonight.”

The sister frowned over this apparently inconsistent behavior. Then she smiled.

“I think we can,” she said. “But you can only stay a few minutes.”

As she stood up, she looked at the lapel emblem on Eric’s coat. When she started down the corridor ahead of him her elbow moved in a way that told Eric that she was crossing herself.

“She’s heard of Alice Breen,” he said triumphantly to himself.

In the hotel room he had suddenly recalled what Alice had said about being a Roman Catholic. “Wherever I go,” she had said, “they know of me.”

The sister paused at a door. “You wait here,” she said clearly. “I’ll see if she’s awake.”

She opened the door and went in, closing it behind her. Eric waited outside. He heard the soft murmur of voices in the room.

The door opened and the sister came out.

“All right, you may go in now,” she said. “Don’t stay more than ten minutes though, and if you want me I’ll be at my desk.”

Eric stepped through the door, not knowing what to expect. The sister closed it firmly from the other side.

Another sister stood beside a hospital cot. On the cot was an incredibly wrinkled face, the eyes closed.

“I’m Sister Lenora,” the nurse said. “Sister Amelia said something about an emergency, and for me to listen to what you say very carefully. She said to tell you she will keep whoever is on the stairs from coming down the hall.”

“Perfect,” Eric murmured. “I’d never hoped for such understanding cooperation. You’ve heard of Alice Breen?”

Sister Lenora nodded without speaking.

Eric lifted his hand to his lapel and fingered his emblem.

“I’ve heard of that also,” she smiled.

“Do you think it’s good?” Eric asked.

“Alice Breen is good,” Sister Lenora replied enigmatically. She took the box of roses from Eric and laid them on a table, taking the slip of paper and hiding it in her robe.

“Mrs. O’Hara,” she nodded toward the old woman on the cot, “is under an opiate.”

“I have to trust you completely,” Eric said. “I haven’t time to do anything else.”

Quickly he told her of the men following him and of Alice, George, and Helen, hiding in the Indian Reservation. He outlined quickly the extent of organization controlled by Phil Massey.

When he finished Sister Lenora remained silent for a minute.

“Where are you staying?” she asked suddenly. Eric told her.

“You may go back to your hotel now,” she said. “And I’d suggest that tomorrow you try to buy a newspaper here in Seattle.”

“But, but…” Eric sputtered.

“Don’t forget,” Sister Lenora said with a humorous twinkle in her eyes. “You just visited Mrs. O’Hara, the widow of George O’Hara, who has no close relatives and is an old friend of yours. Mrs. O’Hara,” she glanced pityingly at the aged form on the bed, “she will probably not last out the night.”

She led Eric to the door and opened it for him.

“Thank you for being so thoughtful as to bring her the flowers,” she said wistfully. “God bless you, Mr. Trent.”

Eric drove back to the hotel feeling a little bewildered. The two sisters had acted with keen and swift understanding of the situation thrust in their faces without advance notice. Sister Amelia had noticed the eavesdropper at the stair door without giving any visible indication.

Sister Lenora had grasped the situation he had sketched so briefly and decided in her own mind on a course of action. She had told him nothing, except to make sure he knew whom he had been calling on, and to advise him to carry on his futile attempt to buy a newspaper. That, obviously, was to give the enemy the idea he hadn’t given up yet. A good idea. They would be content to leave him alone for another day or two. In that time maybe these new allies could cook up something.

When he stepped out of his car at the hotel he looked at his watch. It was five-thirty on the dot. In the lobby he caught the room clerk’s eye, glanced up at the clock and back to the clerk, nodded and smiled, and went into the dining room.

He was on his dessert when he heard himself being paged. The boy saw his signal and came over to tell him he was wanted on the phone. He rose and followed the boy to a bank of phone booths in the lobby.

“This is Sister Anna,” the voice at the other end announced. “Sister Lenora has told me that Mrs. O’Hara is not expected to live, and that you are the only friend she has in the world. I must ask you to forgive me for calling at this hour, but the sister also informed me you were planning on leaving the city immediately.”

“Well, I was,” Eric said. “But I’ve changed my mind. I’ll be here another two days, anyway.”

“Fine,” Sister Anna’s voice came. “The reason I called is that Mrs. O’Hara is a charity case. If you would be interested in seeing her funeral arrangements taken care of, I’m sure her prayers would be with you. Would you care to do that?”

“Why yes,” Eric said. “I guess so. Why, of course! I’d be glad to.”

“Perhaps you could drop into the hospital tomorrow morning,” the sister suggested. “We can make all arrangements for the burial then. Would that be suitable?”

“Yes,” Eric said. “Tomorrow morning.”

He heard a click at the other end. He smiled to himself and added for the benefit of whoever was listening in, “Money grabbers.” Then he went back to his table and ordered fresh coffee.

***

“Sister Anna?” Eric asked the girl at the reception desk. The ancient wall clock behind her said five after nine.

“Straight down the hall, third door on the right,” she said.

Eric followed her directions, knocking softly at the door. It was opened by a sister wearing a black robe. Inside were Sisters Lenora and Amelia, an older sister who was obviously, by the process of elimination, Sister Anna, and three priests. They introduced themselves gravely. The three priests were Fathers Kendall, Lewis, and Reed.

“It will probably surprise you,” Father Kendall said. “But by now your friends are on their way to a place of refuge. We’ve been working all night. But we’re stumped when we try to think what to do with you.

“That’s stumped me too,” Eric said wryly. “It’s impossible to shake free of those men who follow me all over, and I can’t even know who they are. They change so often.”

“Every minute endangers your life,” Father Kendall said. “If you go back to your car now it might be that they would get orders to kill you before you reached the hotel. Therefore there is no course for us but to spirit you off now, and hope that Mr. Massey won’t attack us.”

“He wouldn’t dare,” Eric said. “After all, there’s public opinion.”

“Not for the last ten years,” Father Kendall said. “This entire hospital could be blown out of existence and it wouldn’t get in the local papers unless Mr. Massey’s organization permitted it. So we’re running considerable risk in helping you.”

“I see,” Eric said slowly. “In that case, forget about me. If George and the two girls are safe… I’ve lived long enough anyway—and thanks.”

He turned to go.

“Just a minute,” Sister Lenora spoke up. “You don’t understand. We can’t let you go to your death.”

Eric turned back.

“If there were only some way you could vanish without them connecting it with us!” Sister Lenora continued.

“Every step I take is watched,” Eric said. “And I’m afraid to look in the trunk compartment of my car.”

“Could you hire a taxi and slip out in the thick of traffic?” Father Kendall asked. “Or would the taxi driver be one of them?”

“He’d probably be one of them,” Eric said. “But even if he weren’t, before I’d go a block they would discover I wasn’t in the cab. The police radio would broadcast an alarm. Every police call box would start ringing. I don’t stand a chance.”

“Maybe we could follow and pick you up,” Father Kendall suggested.

“If I got away I might just as well have stayed here,” Eric replied. “The minute they’re sure I’m definitely gone they’ll backtrack to this place and it’ll amount to the same thing as if I’d stayed.”

“I was afraid it would add up that way,” Sister Anna sighed. “Well, let’s go ahead with our original plan then. It may mean trouble, but we’ll have to face it.”

The sisters turned their backs. The priest who had been introduced as Father Reed started to take off his habit.

“You’re to change clothes with Father Reed,” Father Kendall said.

With a glance at the backs of the nuns Eric took off his suit, shirt, and tie. He slipped into the priest’s clothes. Father Reed looked surprisingly like him when he had finished.

“Now what?” Eric asked.

“Come here,” Sister Anna ordered. She pointed to a chair. Eric sat down obediently. Thin aluminum forms were slipped into his nostrils. Hands rubbed a white cream over his face and hands.

At the same time Father Reed, in his clothes, was rubbing a dark face powder over the exposed parts of his skin.

“Now for an ugly wart,” Sister Anna said with a satisfied grunt. “There’s nothing like an ugly wart to hide a person’s face.”

She stepped back to inspect her handiwork.

Sister Lenora handed him a small mirror. He looked in it and whistled. He could see not the slightest resemblance to his own features in the mirror.

“You know what to do?” Sister Anna said to Father Reed.

“Yes,” he replied. “There’s a man waiting just outside the front door where he can look down the hall. I’m to step out as if I were planning on leaving. Then I’m to look alarmed and turn in the other direction. I run down the back stairs to the furnace room, taking off these clothes as quickly as possible. In the furnace room is another uniform I’m to put on. The powder washes off easily. If the reactions of the pursuers are right, I should meet them on my way up the stairs again. I’m to say that I saw a man slip out the powerhouse door.”

“Only if the engineer informs you no one is spying on the back door,” Sister Anna said reprovingly. “If someone is, then you have seen nobody.”

“What am I to do?” Eric asked.

“You just stay here,” Sister Anna said. “And keep quiet.” A nervous smile flashed momentarily on her plain but character molded face. “Be careful, Father Reed,” she said softly to that man as he paused at the door and took a last look at those in the room.

He nodded briefly and opened the door. His eyes took in the man at the head of the hall in swift analysis, then turned in apparent hesitation. He had his act well in mind. Two slow, hesitating steps forward, then the swift glance at the man again, followed by a look of alarm, a swift turn, and a dash toward the rear of the building. He would have a hundred-foot start on the waiting man.

With a silent prayer he went through his act. As he turned and started walking swiftly he heard a shout behind him. He burst into a run as he heard the sounds of pounding heels behind him. He reached the door to the basement.

Something hot touched his shoulder blade. A sharp bark hit his eardrums immediately after. The door was open now. He plunged through onto the stairs. His feet should have taken the steps with ease. It felt strange to give the mental orders and feel that they went through, and then have his legs disobey him.

He saw the steps rushing toward his face and put up his hands to protect it. As he hit, he was conscious of the numb feeling from his chest down. It was as if his whole body had suddenly gone to sleep.

From some impersonal, logical well of the subconscious the knowledge emerged that a bullet had broken his spine and crushed all the nerves that controlled his body from the heart down.

Some will other than his own seemed to take control of his arms and force them to drag his body down the steps into the basement.

He heard a muffled roar and a whine of a bullet smashing the lock on the basement door. Footsteps sounded behind him, coming down the stairs toward him. He kept his face down, trying to hide his identity as long as possible. His arms kept reaching forward and grasping the edge of the next step and pulling his dead body downward.

The steps behind him stopped. The silence was ominous. He never heard the shot that entered the back of his neck and tore out a large part of his face.
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Now don’t be alarmed, lady,” the man said to Sister Anna, closing the basement door and standing with his back to it to prevent her from going past him. “He was a very dangerous criminal we were after. I recognized him as he came in the hospital and waited for him. He tried to escape and I shot him in the line of duty.”

He pulled out a billfold and showed her police credentials. Sister Anna looked at them numbly, nodding her head.

“That’s better,” he said sympathetically. “Now just go back in your office with me while I phone. OK?”

Sister Anna turned obediently and walked back to her office with bowed head. The officer followed her through the door.

“Well! Quite a gathering!” he exclaimed as he saw the others. His eyes rested briefly on each face. Eric held his breath as they touched on him, and expelled it slowly as they passed on.

“One of you better go stand guard over the body of the man on the basement stairs while I phone,” he said curtly. “The rest of you better stay here.”

Eric looked at the grief-stricken faces around him and muttered, “I’ll go.” He left the room before anyone could object.

On the basement stairs he stopped beside the still form that wore his suit. A dark stain had spread over the back of the coat. There was a dark hole at the base of the skull.

He took the head carefully by the hair and lifted it until he could see the face. A high powered dumdum must have been used. When Eric saw what it had done, bitterness chilled him. He was safe now, but at a terrible price. The police would never be able to find out they had shot the wrong man.

Fifteen minutes later the body was lifted into a basket and carried out of the hospital to a waiting police ambulance to be hauled to the morgue. The look in the eyes of the priests and nuns tore at Eric’s heart.

Sister Anna, her eyes dull and lifeless, answered the officer’s questions, answered his remarks, and served as spokesman for the rest of them.

When the police left she turned to Eric.

“You had better go now,” she said. “There’s a car and driver waiting for you in the hospital garage that will take you to your friends.”

The lids dropped to hide the grief in her eyes. She turned her back to him.

Sister Lenora looked at him pleadingly with bright eyes, brimming with tears.

“Good-bye.” She formed the word soundlessly with her lips, her face a pale mask.

There was nothing he could say. Eric turned and left.

***

“Might as well relax, Father,” the chauffeur said as the car crossed the floating bridge to Mercer Island. “It will take a good three hours to cover the four hundred and fifty miles to that spot where you’re going.”

Eric closed his eyes. The sight of the face of the dead priest on the stairway rose before him. He opened his eyes quickly. He kept them open for the whole trip.

The car kept to the transcontinental highway through the states of Washington and Idaho. In Montana it turned off onto a state highway, and finally onto a dirt road. The dirt road passed through a small town after a few miles. There was only a store or two and a few houses, all badly in need of a visit from a paint salesman.

It passed through the town and wound in and out through densely wooded, rolling country. There were bad places in the road where spring rains had washed it away and summer winds had tried to fill it again.

“About all this place is good for is a summer retreat of you fathers who need a vacation,” the chauffeur spoke up politely. “Good fishing in the stream, they tell me. Too bad I have to get back to Seattle today. Wouldn’t mind staying here a few days myself.”

The car turned off the dirt road into a better-preserved pair of worn ruts in the woods. This went back for half a mile and opened abruptly into a clearing.

A large log lodge nestled cozily in the trees. Smoke rose in lazy spirals from a cobblestone chimney that spread out flat against the end of the lodge to form the back of what must be a fireplace inside.

The front door opened and George, Alice, and Helen came out on the porch.

Eric opened the car door and climbed out hurriedly, rushing toward the trio. They stared at him politely as he took the steps two at a time.

The reason for this suddenly dawned on Eric. He pulled the wart loose and threw it away. Their eyes widened in surprised recognition.

“Eric!” Helen cried. She was in his arms in one swift movement. He was rustling her hair and grinning at George over her shoulder. Then he pulled her head away from him and held it between his hands as he feasted his eyes on every detail of her lovely face.

He suddenly remembered the chauffeur and turned to see what he was doing. The car had turned around and was going back the way it had come.

Alice and Helen began interrupting each other to tell him how much they had been worried about him, and how two priests had found them and brought them to this place.

Eric told them haltingly what had happened.

Afterwards, the spell was broken by a large-hipped, florid-faced woman who radiated good-natured countriness as she opened the front door of the lodge and announced that dinner was ready.

Eric realized suddenly that he was quite hungry. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was two o’clock, and he hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

The massive construction of the log lodge house was restful. A faint murmur of cascading water filtered through the pine trees outside, and now and then the wind rustled the trees with a soughing, restful music.

Helen watched his features, strained and tense with what he had gone through, slowly relax into smooth lines. She saw his eyes become youthful again as the memory of the dead Father Reed retreated from consciousness under the soothing spell of her presence.

All too swiftly the shadows of dusk lengthened into the all pervading darkness of night and the housekeeper waddled down from upstairs to order them all to bed.

As she climbed into her bed, Helen wondered why it was that in the country the beds seemed so much larger than in the city, and so much more comfortable. The window in her room rattled noisily with the wind, and the soughing of the trees had taken on a new, whining tone.

She reached over her head and turned out the bed lamp, and lay with her eyes wide open in the dark.

Mysterious creakings came to her ears from other parts of the lodge. The rattling of the window became angry and scolding. The trees were alternately moaning and screaming as the wind gained in force…

***

The screen door slammed with a report like that of a gun. She suddenly became aware that she was bending over a pan of hot biscuits, sticking a straw from the broom in them to see if they were done. She straightened up and turned to see who had come in. It was Tom, her son. He was twelve years old. His black hair was tousled, one pant leg hanging down, the other neatly tucked up. There was a hole in the knee of one black stocking.

“He’s skinned his knee again,” she thought. She looked down at her own front and was surprised to see that she was wearing a skirt that went all the way to the floor.

Something strange about Tom made her look at him sharply. His face was unusually pale.

“Come here, darling,” she ordered him.

He backed away from her defensively. She reached out a quick hand and seized his shirtsleeve.

“You can’t get away from me that easy, youngster,” she chided.

She felt of his forehead. It was hot and feverish.

“Ah ha!” she snorted. “Don’t you know it’s very foolish to try to hide it when you’re ill? It’s bed for you and some nice medicine.”

“Ah,” Tom wailed. “I’m not sick. I don’t want to go to bed. I don’t need any medicine.”

“Now this won’t be bad at all,” she coaxed. Tom pulled the covers over his face. She pulled them back down.

“You take some,” Tom suggested cunningly.

“All right,” Helen said. “I will.”

The fluid in the bottle was a thick brownish syrup. The label covered one whole side of the flat bottle. Helen poured some of the fluid into a tablespoon very carefully so as not to spill it.

She put the spoon to her lips. The medicine tasted bitter, but the sugar in it gave it a rather pleasant taste, she thought.

“You may rest assured, madame,” a smooth voice was saying, “that this medicine will do all I claim for it.”

The word, madame, thrilled her. The peddler was so distinguished-looking in his checkered suit, and she was only seventeen. She giggled nervously under the frankly admiring look in his eyes.

“I think I’ll buy it,” she said, trying to sound very mature. “How much is it, Mr. …”

How did she know his name? Why, of course! It was on the bottle…

The face was only inches from her eyes. She tried to focus it, but it remained blurred. A dull ache throbbed in her head. She knew she was going to die.

The face came into focus for a brief instant. It was the doctor. Why was the doctor there? Was she sick? She must be, she thought.

“What’s this?” she heard the doctor’s voice speak sharply. “Huh! That patent medicine again. Darn funny. Henrietta had some of the same stuff on her stand. Just came from there. Same symptoms. I’d say they were both poisoned by this stuff. Throw it away. She’ll be all right by morning. Somebody ought to catch up with that fellow and tar and feather him for selling poison like this.”

“No! Please!” She sat up in bed, the movement sending waves of torture through her skull. “Don’t throw it away,” she added weakly. “I won’t take any more of it. I promise.”

“Then why in tarnation do you want to keep it?” the doctor asked, exasperated.

The vision of the handsome stranger calling her madame … How could she tell the doctor that she wanted to keep it as a reminder of the first man who had looked at her as a woman?

She hesitated. “I want to keep the bottle.”

“Well, that’s different,” the doctor said. “But pour that stuff out. It’s Poison.”

Poison…

It gurgled as it gulped out of the bottle and stained the dirt. A few drops splashed on her skirt. She giggled guiltily.

“I’d better wash the bottle out before I put it in my chest,” she thought. Lifting her skirt with one hand so that it just cleared the weeds and grass along the path to the creek she hop-skipped happily.

The cool, swift water of the creek tugged at the bottle with kittenish playfulness. The surface eddies around her wrist distorted the label on the bottle so that it was difficult to make out the name on it.

She squinted her eyes, trying to puzzle it out. And there was a face looking out of the water at her. It was a reflection. A man was standing behind her, looking down at her!

She half turned and looked up without rising. She could feel her heart pounding painfully against her ribs. She knew it was the peddler, come back.

But when her eyes looked up, it wasn’t the peddler. It was George Granville. It was the idiot-George, and there was an ugly wound on the side of his head.

A single stream of blood dropped down to disappear under the collar of his shirt. His eyes had the soft surface look of something that had died. They looked at her without seeming to actually see her.

She rose slowly to a standing position. The bottle was still in her hand. The bottle was very important. She felt that strongly.

The idiot-George held out his hand. He wanted it. He didn’t say so, but she knew he wanted it.

She held it behind her and backed away from him. She felt her shoes fill with water. The swift current of the stream was pulling at her skirt. It was raining, and idiot-George was bending toward her, blood all over his head.

It made her feel strange—as though she had been through it before in exactly the same way! But she had!

***

Her eyes opened. Helen was lying in bed. The screaming of the wind was trying to rise above the pounding of the rain on the roof. Memory came back in a flood.

She got out of bed and closed the window. Then she turned on the bed lamp. The rain had come in and formed a wet spot that went halfway across the room.

There was no thunder and lightning. She was thankful for that, at least. An ironic smile twisted her lips. It seemed that every time there was a storm she had a dream.

“And what a dream!” she muttered aloud.

There was an electric clock on a small table on the other side of the room from the bed. Its hands pointed to ten after three. A worried frown appeared on her face. She glanced at the bed doubtfully.

The worried frown was replaced by a stubborn determination. She crossed the room and opened the door to the hall. The door to George’s room was just across from hers. She knocked determinedly on it.

It seemed to her that everyone must have been wide-awake. Not only did George come to the door, but Alice appeared in her doorway, and a moment later Eric stuck his head out of his, too.

She looked at them in triumphant silence while they stared at her sleepily. Then she made her announcement with the air of dropping a bombshell.

“I’ve had another dream,” she said firmly.

There was a full minute of dead silence. It was broken by Alice who began to laugh.

“What are you laughing at?” Helen asked, a trifle angry.

“You!” Alice said between laughs. “At this time of the night we are awakened. You stand in the hall in your nightgown and solemnly announce that you’ve had another dream. I can’t help it, Helen. Please don’t be angry.” She went off into another wave of laughter.

George and Eric had been looking at her keenly.

“Let’s go down to the kitchen and fix some coffee,” George said seriously. “This I want to hear.”

Alice stopped laughing abruptly. “What is it, Helen?” she asked with quiet seriousness. “Are we in danger?”

“No,” Helen answered. “Did it ever occur to any of you that whoever made the stuff we all took way back in 1848 must have taken it too? That he is also an immortal?”
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Helen felt strangely aloof from herself as she walked down the rough board stairs to the rambling front room of the lodge, and across its bearskin rugs and its oval shaped braid rugs to the swinging door that led to the kitchen.

She felt disembodied, as though she were a spirit keeping pace with her body, but apart from it. George led the way, his broad back bobbing in a way that advertised the tremendous strength of his shoulders. Alice and Eric flanked her, each with a hand tucked protectively under one of her elbows.

Her dominant emotion was one of fatalism. At that moment her face would not have betrayed any other emotion if the whole world had suddenly gone mad.

In the kitchen she sat down woodenly and watched George make a pot of coffee. She concentrated every iota of her attention on his movements, forcing her thoughts to concern themselves with nothing else. She worried over the amount of coffee he put in, tried to estimate whether there was enough water for the amount of coffee, tried to estimate whether the coffee was drip, regular, or what.

She sniffed delicately, trying to catch the aroma, and decided the coffee was stale. She speculated on whether the water was soft or hard and decided it must be hard water in this part of Montana.

She watched the water as it began to have heat swirls in it. She watched it begin to shoot on its circuit in the coffee maker, watched the transparent water take on an uneven brown stain that quickly became a darker, more even color. She watched the slow pulsing of the ground glass heart valves of the coffee maker.

She watched the color of the water become the same shade as that of the glass where it indicated it was time to shut off the heat. Her eyes watched George’s large hands, so strong and steady, reach lazily to shut off the butane flame.

She watched the coffee grow a deeper color than the shutoff color and approach the proper strength. She watched the heart valves slow their palpitation and finally lie still, while the coffee drained into the bottom, leaving the grounds wet and dripping.

She watched George pick up the coffee maker and tip it to fill the cups that Alice had set on the table from their place in a wall cupboard.

In her heart she felt that after this night the world would go on as it always had, ignorant of the gift of immortality that had almost been showered on its peoples.

She had always pitied Agnes, who grew old and hated her for remaining ever young. She had ached for the power to give Carl the gift of immortality so that he could always be with her. But now she envied them. She envied Agnes her aging; she envied Carl his well-spent life and his passing when his allotted span was done. She envied his peaceful sleep that would never be interrupted by dreams bred of storms.

Then she felt their eyes on her as they waited for her to begin talking. She looked at George with his large, homely, kind face. She looked at Alice with her smooth beauty and spiritual eyes that were so expressive. She looked last at Eric with his kind, sympathetic devotion.

A pain stabbed at her heart. She reached a hand out impulsively to Eric and was grateful when he took it and squeezed it reassuringly.

After that she lifted her coffee cup, sipped the hot liquid, and told of her dream. Her voice was a clear emotionless tool as she listened to it recreate the dream in every vivid detail.

She fastened her eyes on a knot in the wooden surface of the table and kept them there. She did not lift them until she had reached the point where she awakened from her dream.

She didn’t lift them then for awhile. She waited. The numb feeling had lifted while she was talking. She felt very much in her body now and a part of it. She could feel the tingle of her leg where it had gone to sleep. She could feel the hotness of the coffee in her throat when she swallowed it.

And she was aware once more of the sounds of wind and rain and the creakings of the building. She knew she was waiting for death to strike and she wanted it to strike swiftly—oh so swiftly. But she didn’t want to see it come.

“You have a very remarkable mind.” That was George’s voice, subdued. “It seems to have a problem-solving subconscious that hangs on with bulldog tenacity that never lets go, collecting all the elements of a problem and sorting them and resorting them until it finds an answer. When it does the answer seems to come out in a dream. Maybe it doesn’t always come out that way; but when the answer contains something that you don’t like, I think you must tell your subconscious to shut up. If it feels that it must talk it takes the Freudian way, a dream in symbolism that you can accept consciously because you don’t understand it.”

His strong hand came into the range of her eyes as he poured more coffee in her cup. She looked up at him and smiled timidly. There was a bleak, almost hawkish look in his eyes. His lips smiled back at her slightly. She looked down at the table again.

“As in your other dream,” he went on, “where you refused to identify things, your mind had to use subterfuge. The only truly logical interpretation of your dream is that I, who can’t remember my life at the time we all took something that made us immortal, am the one who concocted it and sold it to the rest of us, and that if I could recall that first period of my life before I became a halfwit, I could remember the formula and consequently be able to make the stuff again.”

“That’s it!” Eric exclaimed.

“Yes,” George said calmly. “It’s obvious that the one who made the stuff would remember most of the people he sold it to and put two and two together, if he weren’t suffering from loss of memory. That is the only logical explanation. But there is one thing wrong with it.”

“What’s that?” Alice asked breathlessly.

“If that were the case,” George went on, “Helen’s subconscious mind would have no reason to resort to tricks to get the knowledge to her conscious mind. It would have come out as a simple thought and she would have told us at once.”

“I don’t get it,” Eric said.

Helen could feel her body trembling. She put the cup to her lips and let coffee seep slowly into her mouth. The bitter flavor helped her.

“Well look,” George explained. “What is there in the dream? There’s nothing to indicate that whoever sold Helen that bottle of medicine is now one of the immortals, if we assume that the peddler and myself were not one and the same person. Yet Helen’s first remark to us after she said she had had another dream was that the person who sold all of us the bottle of medicine that made us immortal was also one of the immortals. I think I’m safe in saying that she got that idea from the dream. Is that right, Helen?”

“That’s right,” Helen replied with a quick smile, dropping her eyes again. Her fingers toyed with the handle of the cup as it rested on the table in front of her.

“So it couldn’t have been me, when I lived in the days that are a blank in my mind,” George said. “That leaves only one alternative. That alternative is that the peddler came among us recognizing each of us as a customer back in 1848 when he was selling a patent medicine, and put two and two together, deducing that that medicine contained whatever it is that made us all immortals.”

Alice gave a whistle of surprise.

“But that would mean…” Eric exclaimed.

“Exactly,” George finished. “It would mean that since the former peddler didn’t come right out and tell about it, it was he who planned how to kill off the rest of us immortals so that he alone would be left.”

“But, then—who?” Eric demanded.

“You,” George said.

His eyes took on a cold, wary gleam as he said this.

He still stood as he had before, with one foot on a chair and an elbow resting on the knee, but his casualness had disappeared.

“Me?” Eric echoed. “Don’t be silly.”

“Look at Helen and try to deny it,” George said curtly.

Eric’s eyes swung to Helen. So did those of Alice and George. For sixty torturing seconds Helen remained with her eyes fixed on the table. Then they lifted slowly, looking into Eric’s mute and full of a dying, gentle spirit.

“But it isn’t true!” Eric’s voice was a hoarse, unbelieving whisper.

“You drove me back to my flat and then took the car to the garage,” George said.

“Yes, I did,” Eric said. “But how was I to know that there was a bomb planted?”

“The residences of all the immortals in Chicago were bombed, but no attempt was made to kill Helen,” George continued, his voice dull.

“You said the police were watching my room at the hotel,” Helen spoke up for the first time. “Why didn’t they stop you when you showed up?”

“Why—why, I don’t know. They just didn’t.”

“Where did the papers get the pictures of me and Helen?” George asked. “And why didn’t they print yours too?”

“Wait a minute,” Eric said. “Helen. Who did the peddler in the dream look like?”

“You.” Her lips formed the word, but no sound came out.

“And do you actually remember me as that peddler in real life?” Eric demanded tensely.

Helen looked puzzled.

“That isn’t important,” George insisted. “How could she remember after over a century a face she saw for only a few minutes?”

“No, I can,” she had to admit.

“It is important,” Eric said. “Can you remember the bottle, Helen? Did you put it away in your chest?”

“I can’t remember the bottle either,” Helen confessed, her look of bewilderment increasing.

“What was it you said about dreams, George?” Eric asked, a desperate grin on his face. “Wasn’t it that a dream brings out in acceptable symbols that which the conscious mind would reject otherwise?”

George nodded grimly.

“Then we can say that the bottle is a symbol,” Eric said vehemently. “And I in the role of the peddler am a symbol too!”

“That sounds logical to me,” Alice spoke up.

“Not to me,” George said quietly. “It stands to reason that whatever we all took must have come in a bottle.”

“Maybe it did,” Eric said coolly. “But there’s one thing we’ve all taken for granted, which may not be so at all. We’ve taken it for granted that Helen’s subconscious mind has actually solved the mystery of the substance we all took. Her subconscious may be mistaken. In that case her dream doesn’t amount to anything.”

“Maybe you’re right,” George said.

“No,” Helen said firmly, her lip trembling slightly as her eyes looked at each of them. “The dream came from memories as well as subconscious logical processes. I feel sure of that.”

“Well, anyway,” Alice said, yawning. “It’s four o’clock in the morning, and we’re all running around in circles without getting anywhere. Suppose we go back to bed and sleep on it. Then we can study the problem with fresh minds in the morning.”

“I think the original idea is the truth,” Eric said positively. “I think you were the one that started the whole thing, George, and if you could only remember the past it would all come out.”

“We can go into that too in the morning,” Alice said cheerfully. “Come on. Let’s go to bed. Helen, you come in and sleep with me. The storm’s still going strong and I want to be on hand if you have any more nightmares.”

She put her arm around Helen’s waist as Helen stood up, and the two women went ahead up the stairs with George and Eric following.

The girls paused at the door to Alice’s room. Eric passed them and stopped at his door. George turned out the lights and came up last, pausing at his door. There was a feeble night light in the hall ceiling that cast enough light for them all to see.

“George,” Eric said. The way he said it caused the girls to turn and look at him queerly.

“Yes, Eric,” George answered wearily.

“Are you sure you can’t remember anything of your life before those kids hit you on the head in that village? There is a possibility, you know, that you can, and have kept it secret. Then the murder of the immortals could be laid at your door, in the same way you tried to lay it at mine.” Eric opened his door. He smiled bleakly at Helen.

“I’d suggest,” he said coldly, “that you barricade your door. It seems that one of us two is in all probability the most cold-blooded murderer in all history. And I would like to point out that if it were I, I certainly wouldn’t have taken such trouble to have George’s memory restored by an operation.”

He watched the effect of his words for a silent moment.

“I might add,” he went on quietly, “that it was the only case of double amnesia the doctor had ever heard of, and there was nothing in medical history to account for it.”

With that he stepped into his room. The click of the door latch, and the noise of the bolt sliding into place as he locked the door seemed unusually loud in the pregnant silence of the hall.

Helen and Alice looked at George with a light of dawning, horrible doubt. They backed into their room. George watched them without any change of expression. He watched the door after it closed. He heard the lock turn. He saw the knob wiggle and tilt slightly as a chair was wedged under it inside.

He stood there even then, shaking his head in a bewildered manner. Finally he took one step toward the girls’ room, hesitated, and, seeming to make up his mind, went back downstairs.

Ten minutes later he came back up. Under his arm was an automatic rifle that had been stored away in a closet. In his hand was a box of shells.

He looked speculatively at Eric’s door, then entered his own room. He left his door slightly ajar.

The small light in the ceiling cast its feeble rays in the vacant hall. From the girls’ room came the faint murmur of voices. A two-inch ribbon of black at George’s door revealed nothing of what might be just inside. If George were waiting there, rifle ready, he could command the full length of the hall.

The sound of the wind outside had died down to an occasional whisper. The rain had stopped. The window at the far end of the hall was beginning to turn transparent with the first light of early dawn.

From a great distance came the crowing of a rooster, the sound seeming unusually sharp and clear in the washed atmosphere.
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Well,” Alice said cheerily, “no doubt we’ve all thought of nothing but Helen’s dream and what it might mean. Now suppose we relax and discuss it without any more accusations, and try to determine what it really means.”

The sun was directly overhead. The four were standing on the bank of the swift mountain stream that passed near the lodge. They had by common consent refrained from bringing up the subject of the dream during breakfast, while the cook was within earshot.

After breakfast Alice, who seemed to have taken the lead in things, suggested they all walk down to the stream where they could be alone.

The ground was wet from the rain of the night. The needle leaves of the pines and firs were glistening fresh. Large wood ferns shed drops of moisture, and here and there was a spot of blue, yellow, or indigo that came from the bloom of some wild flower.

“There are a few questions I’d like to ask you about your dream, Helen,” George said. “The way I appeared to you when you turned around at the bank of that stream—was I dressed as I was when you and Alice found me after the apartment house blew up?”

“No,” Helen answered slowly. “You were dressed the way people used to dress back in the eighteen-fifties.”

“Was I dressed like the peddler?” George persisted.

“I couldn’t say as to that,” Helen replied. “You were dressed much the same. I can’t say what the differences were. For one thing, the peddler’s clothes were very neat while yours were torn and mussed.”

“Yet there was something about that particular part of the dream that made you wake up,” George said.

“Yes,” Helen agreed positively. “I’ve been trying to pin that down. It may be that it was so similar to when we rescued you in the storm that the resemblance is what made it seem familiar.”

“There’s another possibility,” George said quietly. “It’s possible that you met me or saw me during that period of my life that’s blank.”

“I thought of that, too,” Helen said. “I’ve tried to recall. But I can’t even vaguely remember seeing you before I met you in Chicago.”

“Can you remember the peddler?” Eric spoke up.

“I’ve tried all night to remember him,” Helen said. “I can’t. All I can remember of his face from the dream is impressions. When I don’t try, I’m sure I could see his face just as clearly as in real life; but when I try, the features fade and I can’t pin them down. A hat and a collar have a lot to do with a face. I feel sure the peddler wore a flat straw hat and a starched wing collar. Either of you two would look different with those on than you do without them. And even the haircuts in those days were different.”

“That’s true,” Eric said. “Maybe we could scrape up a straw hat and a starched wing collar someplace later on.”

“There’s one thing that strikes me,” George said. “The doctor said that somebody ought to catch the peddler and tar and feather him. When I appear in the dream I have fresh blood on my head, trickling down under my collar. Before Helen turned to see me, she thought I might be the peddler; but when she looked at me she felt sure I wasn’t. She’s known me as two people which are me, George, and the idiot-George. I was obviously the idiot-George in the dream, so it’s possible that the dream in that respect is true memory. I might have been the peddler. I might have been caught up with and attacked. That might be what caused my first case of amnesia. Her distinct impression of my not being the peddler might simply indicate that she recognized I was changed, rather than that I was a distinctly different individual.”

“Can you remember the shape of the bottle or anything else about it?” Eric asked. “That could be very significant. Bottles in those days were much different than the mass production bottles of the twentieth century.”

“I can remember that the label on the bottle was pasted on a flat, sunken area,” Helen said. “It had a lot of engraving on it, fine, curved lines like a bank note. At the top was a name in large black letters. The first part of the name was definitely a G, an R, an A, and an N. I’m quite sure there wasn’t enough space left to spell out Granville, though.”

“How sure are you that the first letter wasn’t a T?” George asked quickly. “In those days a capital was very ornate, with long heavy droopings from the cross bar.”

“Yes,” Eric cut in. “And if the r, a, and n were not capitals the small a and the e in those days were easily confused. The name, Trent, could have fitted into a small space.”

“Take it easy, Eric,” George said mildly. “We’re just trying to consider every possibility and eliminate a few as we go along.”

A startled look had come into Helen’s eyes.

“Shut up you two,” Alice said, holding up a hand for silence.

“I remember now,” Helen said in an awed tone. “The name was all in capitals, and it was Grant! GRANT’S HOME REMEDY!”

A wistful smile flashed briefly on her tense face.

“Guaranteed to cure colds, coughs, rheumatism, and all kinds of fevers, besides drying up boils and carbuncles and softening up corns. When mixed with mustard it makes an excellent poultice. Spread on heavy paper it makes excellent flypaper after being allowed an hour to partially dry. I-I still have the bottle, too. It’s in one of my trunks in storage in Dubuque.”

“What?” Eric said. “Then the bottle is real?” Helen nodded.

“I can remember that stuff,” Alice said. “It made me sick when I took some too.” She frowned. “Unfortunately, my mother is the one who bought it, so I never saw the peddler.”

“Grant!” George whispered.

“Very much like Trent,” Eric said bitterly. “Why don’t you ask me the obvious question, George?”

“It’s also very much like Granville,” George said, ignoring Eric’s remark. “You know, it’s possible I got the name of the town and my name a little confused after I recovered my memory. It’s all very vague now. I’d have to look at a map to even recall the name of the town where I was village idiot so long ago!”

“Well, let’s do that right now,” Alice said excitedly. “We seem to be on the track of something definite.”

Ten minutes later they were studying a map of New Hampshire in a much worn Atlas. In less than a minute Alice’s finger pounced on the map. The point of her fingernail touched at the lettering, Danville.

“That’s the name of the town, all right,” George said in amazement. “Grant, and Danville; no wonder I got them confused and thought my name was Granville. They gave me a railroad ticket to Manchester and I never went back.”

“I lived in Andover, Massachusetts, in 1848,” Helen said, tense and excited. “The railroad—this red line on the map shows the railroad. Let’s see. Number 20. Up here in the corner it gives the list of railroads. Number twenty’s the Boston and Maine! You could have gone on it up to Newton junction and been kicked off, and then wandered around, winding up in Danville or South Danville where you stayed. Or you could have simply tramped over the country and wound up there.”

“It all adds up,” George said with finality. “I was the peddler. The stuff that made us immortal was Grant’s Home Remedy.”

“Good for making homemade flypaper,” Alice said softly.

“Can you remember anything about it now?” Eric asked.

George shook his head in the negative. “If we could go back there and I could see Danville I could at least refresh my memory on that,” he said. “Maybe, with my name, we could look up records. There might even be a patent giving the formula for the patent medicine, though it isn’t likely.”

“More than likely,” Eric said, smiling, “you just threw a few things into some sugar syrup and had some fancy labels printed, and hoped the stuff wasn’t harmful.”

“I might not remember what I put in it even if I could remember doing it,” George answered Eric’s smile with one of his own. “At any rate, the four of us alone have reached the end of research project one…”

He looked thoughtfully at Helen.

“I wish I had a mind that worked like yours,” he added. “If I had, my subconscious would be starting to work with the clues we’ve unearthed, and would bridge the connection with the past so that I could at least find out something about it in a dream.”

“Perhaps it can, George,” Helen said confidently. “The doctor removed that piece of bone that was pressing on your brain. There should be nothing there to stop the bridging of the gap with the past unless the brain tissue itself were damaged permanently.”

“It’s our only hope,” Alice said pleadingly. “We can’t travel to New Hampshire; we’d be caught. If we could find out right here what the substance was that gave us immortality, we wouldn’t need to run any risks. We could hide away someplace and make that substance and give it to thousands of people in candy bars or something else. In a few years the search for us would drop completely. We could publish the formula and give it to the world. Then nothing could stop us.”

“Grant.” Eric said. “George Grant! Can’t that strike even a sensation of familiarity in you, George?”

“Grant’s Home Remedy!” Helen said anxiously. “Think about it. Try to grab onto even the faintest whisper of a thought about it. If you can reach into the past and get even one true memory of it you may be able to use that to break down the barrier and remember everything.”

George shook his head in bewilderment. “I’ll try,” he said.

“It might take weeks,” Helen said confidently. “If you keep brooding on it and thinking about it, it’ll come.”

“There’s a lot of things I don’t understand about this,” George said. “Why, when the operation was performed, did the idiot-George have amnesia? If, as you say, by brooding on this I can find a connecting link with a set of memories that were blocked off by an accident that turned me into an idiot, why can’t I also bridge the gap to idiot-George? And why, Eric, did the doctor say there were no known cases of double amnesia?”

“Yes!” Alice exclaimed, turning to Eric. “What did the doctor say about that? He must have talked to you about that when I wasn’t listening.”

“We talked about that when I was up in Seattle trying to get him to go down and operate,” Eric explained. “What he said, as nearly as I can remember, was that since very little was known about amnesia, and there were so many different causes, probably double amnesia was possible, just as possible as single amnesia. The reason there were no known cases of it was probably because the circumstances in one life leading to amnesia stood about as much chance of being repeated and producing three separate sets of memory as a coin has of standing on edge when thrown into the air and allowed to fall on the floor.”

“Oh,” Alice said.

“The reason I asked,” George said to them slowly, “is because we have assumed that I was a village idiot, and got hit on the head and became sensible and intelligent, and became an idiot again after being hit on the head. I’ve always assumed that myself. Yet if that is the case, then why can’t I remember?”

He closed the Atlas and leaned on the table.

“Let’s assume that I was always an idiot until I got hit on the head in 1905, sixty-nine years ago,” he went on. “What evidence is there to support that? First, we have an expert opinion from a brain surgeon that double amnesia is about as probable as it is for a man to play poker for a lifetime without getting anything except straight flushes. Other evidence occurs to me, now that I’ve thought of that possibility. In cases of amnesia I’ve read about, the victim forgot his identity and the experiences of his past life, but still was able to speak and to use the vocabulary of that past life. Yet I had to learn to read and write. As I recall it now, my vocabulary was very limited. My greatest difficulty was in acquiring a vocabulary which consisted of words a normal person would learn early in life. My landlady used to remark about that.”

He gave a humorous chuckle.

“I can still hear her voice as she would exclaim, ‘My lands alive, George! One would think before you got the knock on your head that made you a village idiot you hadn’t a speck of learning!’ And maybe she was right.”

The others were staring at him, amazed at the startling possibility that seemed more and more probable as they thought it over.

“So you see,” George shrugged his shoulders helplessly, “the assumption that I had an early life before I was an idiot has never been anything more than an assumption with nothing to actually prove or support it. I may have had, of course. But it may have been brief. I may have been injured at birth or during my first two or three years of life, so that when I got that hit on the head in Danville that early injury to the brain was repaired. If that’s so, how could I recall memories now of those years? Can any of you remember after a century and a half what you knew or what you experienced during your first three years of life?”

They shook their heads mutely.

“So,” George sighed. “The question comes up in that case—when and how did I get a dose of Grant’s Home Remedy?”

There was a startled exclamation from Helen. Her eyes were wide and staring as she looked at George.

“I remember now,” she said in a horrified voice. “You took the bottle away from me! You held out your hand and leered at me and mumbled something about giving it to you. I did. It was full of water, but the medicine was thick and a lot of it had stayed in the bottle and you shook up the bottle and drank every bit of it! Then you dropped the bottle and wiped your mouth with your sleeve and went away. I was afraid to move until you were gone. Then I picked up the bottle and ran to the house.”

“And thus”—George shrugged philosophically, “we see the futility of trying to interpret dreams. That part of your dream wasn’t symbolism, based on a memory of me coming from the wreck of my apartment; but a fragment of a true memory, lost in the dim recesses of the storehouse of your mind.”

“Brought into the dream,” Alice put in wonderingly in a hushed voice, “by that simply wonderful subconscious of yours, Helen, that put two and two together and got four.”

“Well,” Eric said bitterly. “There goes our one chance of finding out what went into Grant’s Home Remedy. There still remains the question of how you got the name Grant, George.”

“Funny thing,” George said, a faraway look in his eyes. “I can remember that myself now. You were wearing a white and red checkered dress. A bonnet of the same colors. Your face was awfully white and your eyes were almost perfectly round. The bottle fell on a cluster of buttercups and I felt bad about that. I loved the buttercups.”

His eyes seemed to cloud over. Then they snapped back to the present.

“Yes,” Helen whispered. “Yes, I can remember that too. That was the dress I was wearing. That was the bonnet.”

George was grinning strangely, a wild gleam in his eyes. He gave a short laugh. He repeated it a little louder. It became a frenzied, prolonged laugh that made the chills run. He had both doubled fists resting on the table, his body bent forward, his head bent back. The mad laughter echoed from the walls and rafters of the large room.

The three spectators were as frozen statues, watching.

The mad laughter stopped abruptly. George dropped into the chair just behind him and cupped his head in his arms. His shoulders shook with sobs. He was crying.

Alice came to life. With a look of intense pity she came to him and put her arms on his shaking shoulders and buried her face in the crook of his shoulder and cried with him. Her body seemed frail and small against his huge shoulders.

Helen and Eric remained motionless, stunned.

The emotional storm ended as abruptly as it had begun. George emitted a long sigh and straightened up.

“I’m all right now,” he said wanly. His eyes turned to Alice, a tender look in them. “You loved idiot-George just as much as you do me, didn’t you!”

Alice blushed in confusion.

“I know,” George said quietly. “You see, I remember everything now.”
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He waited until full realization of this sunk in. There are some things too great for the human mind to grasp all at once. This was one of those things. Eric, Helen and Alice had known both Georges well. For them to become one had seemed as impossible as for two different people in different bodies to suddenly become one person, mentally and physically.

It was something too startling to grasp. They knew from experience that a normal person can go into an insane rage, or get drunk, and behave like an utterly different person, though they are still the same person. Abstractly, if they ever thought of it, they must have known that the self of the idiot-George and the mentally alert George were the same, and that the behavior patterns, memories, and reasoning powers of the two were all that distinguished them from each other.

These were no more startlingly different than those of the kind, easy-going gentleman who, under an intense emotional strain, acts in an entirely different behavior pattern. Such a person, remembering his behavior under such circumstances, might claim he wasn’t himself, but he knows that he actually was himself. He might wonder at his behavior when he wasn’t “himself.” His actions as remembered might seem utterly strange and unreal. They are memories of his actions, just the same.

In the same way, the flood of memory of the idiot-George had rushed in to become a part of the mass-memory of George. It was an emotional shock. Yet, after the first terrible moment had passed, it was possible for him to draw on those memories with calmness, and know that they were his memories, just as vividly and factually his as were those of the other part of his life.

The alchemy of their blending was not something that could be completed at the same instant it began. It was more analogous to the meeting of two different individuals who, by long hours and days of continual conversational exchange—with nothing held back and questions instantly answered at the moment of asking—become completely acquainted with each other and in complete sympathy with each other. Placed on a strictly mental level without need of vocal cords and ears for this exchange, it would be more thorough and rapid. That was the only difference in that one respect.

Already, while George waited for the shock of surprise to fade from the faces of his friends, he was appreciating the behavior, point of view, innocent philosophy, and every other flavor of the memories flooding into consciousness. He was quick to comprehend that idiot-George had been quite a psychologist in his own way, and far from an idiot in many respects. This rapid mental panorama caused smiles to flicker on and off on his face so that perhaps he gave the impression of being more the idiot than the man. It was only by great effort that he kept from chuckling in genuine enjoyment and appreciation of the qualities of his “other” self.

George found himself after a time holding Alice’s hand. He found himself talking calmly, too.

Helen and Eric listened to George’s quiet voice. Alice took longer. George had been talking for fully five minutes when she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh, George! I’m sorry. I haven’t heard a word you said.”

She straightened up and smiled, one hand wiping at the tears of joy that dampened her cheeks.

George stopped in the middle of a word. His eyes caressed her tenderly.

“I said,” he smiled, “that I know how to make Grant’s Home Remedy.”

Alice struggled off his lap onto her feet and sat down on a chair weakly. “Go—go on,” she whispered.

“I’ll begin at the beginning again,” George said with an exaggerated sigh of patience.

“All right, George. I’ll pay attention this time,” Alice said meekly.

“I know how to make Grant’s Home Remedy because I used to watch my father make it,” he announced calmly.

“Your father?” Alice gasped.

“Yes,” George answered. “Alex Potocki, my father. Just hang onto your chair, darling. It may come out all mixed up, but I’ll tell you everything. You see, as far back as I can remember I was told I didn’t have good sense.”

His eyes held a faraway, wistful look. “My mother died when I was somewhere around fifteen, I think. My father always blamed her openly and abusively for my condition. His name in those days was Alfred Grant. My mother’s name was Mary.

“As nearly as I can analyze now, my so-called idiocy, or lack of good sense, consisted basically of a slowness of response between mind and body. Words took too long to register on my mind. After they registered my mind seemed to go into a sort of stuttering paralysis in any attempt to talk or act. As far back as I can remember I can hear my father telling me I didn’t have good sense. I came to believe it was true and acted accordingly. Maybe I didn’t have. All I can remember of my mother is her thin pale face and her large, dark, tragic eyes. That was the way she always looked, and that’s the way she died.

“Paw, as I called Alex, was a very cruel man inside; outside, he was smooth and very suave. He was a ladies’ man. He got the idea of selling a patent medicine after my mother died.

“I can remember him bringing home the bottles, it seems now as if there were thousands of them, and maybe there were.”

George chuckled dryly. “He was the only person that could ever make me work. He had me out digging up dandelion roots by the bushel for this home remedy. He said he figured they were a good tonic.

“He had gotten hold of a huge hog kettle to make the stuff. After I cleaned the roots to his satisfaction, he would dump them in and let them boil and boil. I think we spent a whole day on that. He wanted the medicine to taste like medicine and be fairly thick, so people couldn’t say it was nothing but colored water. It took a whole day of boiling to make him realize that it wouldn’t thicken.

“The next morning he made a screen of cheesecloth and strained the hog kettle full of dandelion soup into a couple of wash tubs. That got rid of the roots. Then he dumped the liquid back in the hog kettle and dumped half a sack of sugar in and cooked it some more. It seemed to satisfy him for thickness when it had boiled for a couple of hours. The taste didn’t satisfy him, though.

“ ‘Tastes too good, George, my boy,’ he said in high good humor. ‘That’ll never do in a medicine. Got to have something in it to make it taste bad. But not too bad, though; otherwise the suspicious souls who insist on a taste before buying will turn it down.’ He took a scrap of paper out of his pocket and wrote on it. Then he folded it around a coin and handed it to me.

“ ‘Run down to the store and get this for me, George,’ he ordered sharply. ‘Mind you, if you don’t run coming and going I’ll whip you good with my razor strap! Now get along.’

“He accompanied this with a sharp slap behind that sent me running clumsily. I was back with the sack of white, crystalline lumps, and a feeling of virtue because I had made the trip in the shortest time possible.

“My father took the sack and gave me a couple of sharp looks. I knew he was debating whether he should say I could have made it quicker.

“He reached into the sack and took out one of the lumps. He held it in front of my face.

“ ‘Alum, George,’ he said gloatingly. ‘The stuff that makes your mouth pucker up. But we don’t want to overdo it. Can’t let it get too bad tasting. Got to put in just one lump at a time and see how it goes.’

“He dropped the white lump into the hog kettle with an artistic flourish and watched while it sank. I crept up to watch and was sent back with a slap.

“ ‘I’ll tell you when I want you close.’ he said mildly.

“He stirred the liquid for several minutes, then took some of it in a teaspoon and tasted it, smacking his lips speculatively over it.

“Three more lumps went into the kettle before he decided it was enough.

“ ‘That should do it about right,’ he finally said. ‘But it ought to have something in it to give it some positive effects. Nothing like getting action to convince the people that you have something worth buying again, my boy.’

“I nodded and grinned hopefully. That was one action I could get out quickly enough for it to apply to what had just been said.

“ ‘Salts!’ he exclaimed, holding up his right hand with the index finger extended toward the sky. ‘That’s what’ll give the positive effect the customer wants. Not too much of it or it will give itself away, though.’

“And that’s all that went into the concoction. I ran to the store and brought back the salts. My father measured them out as he dumped them in the liquid. I kept my distance from the hog kettle, mindful of my father’s too ready hand that could reach out on the slightest pretext and give me a painful slap wherever it happened to land.

“He wouldn’t trust me with the job of filling the bottles or pasting on the labels. I tried every way I could to get a taste of what he had made, without success. You see, I didn’t have the slightest conception of what he had made. All I knew was that he had gone to a great deal of trouble making it, and it had a lot of sugar in it.

“He tried to sell it around Boston for awhile without much success.

“ ‘Too much competition, George, my boy,’ was his opinion of Boston. ‘We’ll have to hit the open road and see the world. There’re hundreds of small villages and hamlets where the populace is crying for something that is sweet enough to get down without trouble, and bitter enough to taste like what they think a good medicine should taste like, and with positive enough action to convince them it is doing the work. Think of it, my boy. There are thousands of people dying right this minute who would have lived if they had had something like this to pin their confidence on!’

“That kind of talk, of course, increased my desire to see what it tasted like. I think he wouldn’t let me taste it while he was making it, just because he liked to exert his authority. After it was bottled it was no longer a liquid to him, but bottled dollars, not to be wasted on the likes of me.

“He managed to get a wagon and a horse somehow. Things like that just happened. The outside world behaved that way to me. There was my own world of interests that consisted of flowers and bugs and an occasional friendly dog. There were my own personal devils, the younger boys, who all reacted in the same way. As soon as they discovered they were much smarter than I would ever be, and that I could be counted on to always run rather than defend myself, they would consistently persecute me.

“I think it gave them a sense of gratifying power to have a human being, who was big enough and strong enough to break their backs, whimper like a baby and run from them.

“All that was my personal world. Apart from that was the world of the grownups that I accepted the same way the average person accepts the weather. I couldn’t hope to understand the whys and wherefores of it. If punishment descended on my head I merely learned, or tried to learn how to avoid it. Otherwise I just ignored it.

“The open country was a revelation to me when we started out one day with the wagon loaded with bottles, a heavy canvas thrown over them. All my life I had known nothing except Boston. I’d been afraid to have kids I knew throw rocks at me and taunt me; but now I feared strangers and strange things.

“Regardless of what sort of man my father was, he was a sanctuary, a star about which my life revolved. So long as he was there in the background of things, I found life during that period of wandering a succession of delightful discoveries. I know that, because once when I got lost I degenerated into just a huddling, terrified mass of crying flesh until he found me.

“He became Dr. Grant, the famous Boston physician who had made such a great medicinal discovery that he had given up his very lucrative practice to give it to the world. He passed me off as a ward of his that he had taken under his wing out of the kindness of his heart, and also because he needed a strong back and a weak mind to do the heavy lifting for him.

“I have no idea where we went, or how far we traveled from Boston. After awhile it seemed that we had always been living that way. Memories a couple of months old had a way of seeming unreal to me.

“My only really rational world was that of sight. Colors were intensely vivid. Shapes were a poetry of a sort that only an artist can know fully. Colors and shapes were my life. All the rest—words, sounds, muscular control—were things that were extremely difficult to make behave or to understand. I could never explain any of this to anyone, and I suppose that when I saw something particularly delightful like the magic artistry of nature painting a sunset or the strangely wonderful miracle of a carpet of buttercups, to others I was drooling idiotically when in reality I was exclaiming in delight and wonder.

“During all this time I was never once allowed to get a taste of Grant’s Home Remedy. The desire to taste it remained and became an obsession.

“More than once when my father was selling I would try to get the cork out of a bottle. My fingers weren’t skilled enough to manipulate a corkscrew, and the corks were in too far to get a grip on one and pull it without a corkscrew.

“Once I broke a bottle over a rock when my father was away, in the hopes that I could salvage some of the liquid inside it. That didn’t work. The bottle broke into a dozen pieces and all the contents spilled into the dirt and disappeared before I could get any of it.

“It bothered my conscience so much that I didn’t try it again.

“I had lost hope of ever getting a taste of the stuff when one day I was wandering around while my father was selling. At the edge of town there was a row of houses, and in back of them was the ribbon of dense shrubbery and trees that follow a stream of any size.

“I cut through between two houses and started down a path. That was when I saw Helen. She stood there, bent over, with her back to me. She seemed to sense my presence the moment I saw her.

“Standing up, she turned slowly around. In her hand was the open bottle so familiar to me. I wasn’t aware she was afraid of me. I don’t think it had ever occurred to me that anyone could be afraid of me. I held out my hand pleadingly. I didn’t try to say anything. The excitement of seeing an open bottle of the medicine within my grasp had completely paralyzed my vocal cords.

“She handed me the bottle and I drank every bit of its contents. After that I wandered back into town and found the wagon. An hour or two later my father showed up and we started out for another town.

“That night I got sick for the first time I can ever remember. I was still that way in the morning. Most of the medicine had been sold and there was room enough for me to lay on the wagon bed.

“It took me a week to recover. All that time my father grumbled about having to do all the work of making camp and feeding me. I forgot to say that I had long ago learned that housewives generally took to me. I usually fared better than my father in the way of food, by going to back doors and giving the housewife what I thought was a winning smile and mumbling the one word, ‘food.’

“Toward the end, I had the feeling that my father was behaving differently toward me. He would squat by his campfire and look at me thoughtfully without saying anything. He seemed to have lost interest in his habit of ordering me around and emphasizing his orders with sharp slaps.

“Then one day in a small town I left him in the morning as usual to wander around and see things.

In the late afternoon, when I tried to find the wagon where I had left it in the morning, it was gone.

“That was the last I saw of my father. I think he had made enough money from the sale of the patent medicine to start in some kind of business. Maybe he went back to Boston. If he did, he didn’t have to worry about my ever showing up. I was like a dog or a cat that you take way out in the country and dump. I didn’t know how to find my way home. In fact, I think by that time I had completely forgotten about Boston.

“The disappearance of my father was one of those mysterious doings of the grownup world I made no effort to understand. I had gotten over my fear of new places and was able to keep well fed. In the fall when it would begin to get colder, motherly women would give me warmer clothing. In the spring when it grew too warm for the coats I had worn all winter, I would take them off and lose them.

“Life went on much the same, year after year. When one town got tired of me and stopped feeding me I moved on to another. In Danville they never seemed to tire of me. I lived there so long I couldn’t remember ever having lived any other place.

“The kids and their habit of tormenting me was something I had grown accustomed to. It was like the slappings of my father, just the way a certain section of the rest of humanity acted toward me. I took it stoically, just as I took the food the housewives invariably gave me.

“Then—it happened.”
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George stopped talking. The quietness of his talking seemed to persist in the room after the sound of his voice ceased. It was broken finally by Eric.

“So that’s the way it all came about!” he said. “Just as simple as that! ”

“Undoubtedly Alex never realized that you, George Granville, were his half-witted son,” Helen said thoughtfully.

“Probably not,” George replied. “He never knew that I had taken any of that medicine. When he joined our group, he probably realized at once that it was his medicine that had been the cause of our all becoming immortal. He probably recognized enough of us to make that deduction. But he wasn’t the type to blurt out all he knew. He gave a fictitious name and kept his mouth shut.”

“He had a lot of money when he met up with us,” Eric said. “The research project was his idea. He had something to go on; he knew the ingredients of the original mixture.”

“Now that we know them,” Alice said brightly, “we can start manufacturing it and making people immortal once more.”

“It may not be that simple,” George said, frowning. “Did you ever read the story of Dr. Jekyl and Mr. Hyde? In that story, the stuff that caused the transition was some impurity in the chemicals. It may be that way with this. The illness that resulted when we all took some of the stuff may have nothing to do with producing immortality. And when it comes right down to it, how can we know when we do produce immortality? It won’t come out for several years, and in some cases not for twenty or thirty years. If we make a batch of Grant’s Home Remedy from the formula I remember, we may have nothing at all.”

“That’s why Alex had to have the research project to find out just what the immortality factor was,” Eric said. “What a diabolical mind! He played along with us so we would bring in all the immortals where he could wipe them out, once he had the identity of the immortality factor, and only he would know what it was.”

“But then,” Helen spoke up, “where does my son come in?”

“Tom McCalmont alias Phil Massey?” George said. “I don’t know for sure.”

He frowned thoughtfully at the floor.

“I can’t see Alex and Massey working together in this,” he finally continued. “If Massey weren’t your son, who at least suspected the existence of the immortals, I might believe that he was connected with my father in some way, perhaps as a front while my father was the real mastermind behind his organization. That may even be true. But suppose that Massey, instead of being in cahoots with Potocki, was actually spying on the whole group of immortals. Suppose that Potocki found the immortality factor beyond question and told no one about it. Suppose Potocki then destroyed Research and all the immortals he could, in an all-out surprise move to leave himself in a position to slowly, over the centuries, gain control of the world.

“Massey, not knowing who did that, would have only the evidence provided by the police and the firemen. He would have a file of pictures and names of all the immortals, if he were the least bit thorough. He could show the pictures to witnesses for identification. The firemen or neighbors of mine identified my picture as that of the man who staggered away from the ruins of the apartment house. The hotel people would identify Helen’s picture. There would be no picture of Alice yet. Eric wouldn’t be connected with any of it unless he acted suspiciously at the hotel when he asked about Helen, and since his picture wasn’t on the front page with ours it seems evident that he wasn’t identified then.”

“What about those men who followed me?” Eric asked.

“The minute the doctor who operated on me reported the location of the lodge they probably sent a plane there,” George said. “The plane could have arrived just in time to see your car leave, and get the license number and radio to Olympia to be on the watch for your car. When you reached Olympia they started following you while they waited for instructions. The instructions would be based on the doctor’s assertions that there had been four of us. They may have taken in Jerome Dolpin and his wife Martha, your caretakers at the lodge hideout, and given them the third degree or a lie test to find out a few things.”

“I see what you mean, George,” Eric said gravely. “Massey is the political boss of the State of Illinois. It’s…”

“Suppose Alex wiped out Research by himself,” George took advantage of Eric’s hesitation. “Here’s Massey, who has spent a lot of effort in spying on us and knows a lot about us. Maybe a lot more than we think. He would figure immediately that one of the immortals, or a small group of them, wiped out the others for the same reason we figure ourselves. He might not have any indication as to which ones. All he can do is assume that those who were left alive are the guilty ones. He would have every law agency in the country looking for us.”

“I see that now,” Eric said. “It casts a different light on the whole thing. If we could get to Massey and convince him we’re innocent, we could help him track down Potocki.”

“Don’t kid yourself on that,” George said skeptically. “We can’t assume anything like that, at all. If we did, we would wind up dead. Even if that is the right answer to what is going on, Massey would never believe us. If it isn’t the right answer, then Massey and Potocki are together and we would just be playing into their hands.”

“Why don’t we lie low and work on the medicine formula?” Alice asked. “That’s something definite without any risk. In the long run, we can get the immortality factor. With luck we might have it in every batch of Grant’s Home Remedy we make.”

“It would take another Research to find out,” George said. “I’ll give you a vague idea of the problem the way it stands. First, the stuff was made in a hog kettle, a second-hand one. The water used contained impurities we can’t know about or duplicate. Such impurities would change in the same source of supply from decade to decade. The substances that made up the iron kettle are unknown and depend on the source of the iron, the past history of the kettle, and a lot of other things. It seems as if the sugar, the dandelion roots, the alum, and the salts formed the immortality factor. Alum itself is not a standard chemical, and was less so in 1848. There are alums with no aluminum in them at all. Actually, knowing the formula for the medicine only cuts out a lot of possibilities that would have to be investigated otherwise.

“The immortality factor might not be a chemical with a definite structure. Or if it is, that structure might be so complex we could never analyze the substance. Since it seems obvious Alex found it, we must assume it can be isolated and analyzed. Remember, though: he knew that formula and it took him ten years to isolate the right substance. He had the facilities to eliminate one substance a week, so he must have investigated hundreds.”

“We’ve got to track Alex down and get it from him,” Eric cut in. “There’s no other alternative.”

“And get caught before we go a hundred miles?” Alice exclaimed.

“We’ll have to disguise ourselves carefully,” George said. “The best disguise would be age. If we look sixty no one will think we’re immortals.”

“I think Alice should stay out of this,” Helen said. “If she comes along we’re putting all our eggs in one basket. If she stays behind and we three get the works, she can devote the rest of her life to searching for IF.”

“Nothing doing,” Alice said heatedly. “Where George goes I go.”

“I think all three of you should stay behind and let me go alone,” Eric said. “I’m officially dead now. If I got killed by Potocki or by the law there would still be the three of you to carry things on.”

“We’ll all go together,” George said quietly. “We four have gone through this much together. We might as well go the rest of the way. I’m sure the future would mean little to any of us if the others were gone for good.”

“The four horsemen of the Apocalypse, that’s us,” Alice said solemnly. She held out her hand, palm down.

With a solemn twinkle in his eyes George placed his under hers. Helen and Eric placed theirs on top. With the four-way handclasp, the bargain was sealed.
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Agnes Ranston looked from her cards to the face of the man across the table from her. His hair was snow-white, combed back carefully. His face had the paleness of one accustomed to living indoors. There was an almost unnoticeable wart on his right cheek just under the eye.

He returned her look with a polite smile, then pursed his lips and looked past her absently.

She dropped her eyes to the stack of chips he had pushed gently into the center of the table a few minutes previously, and thought of the many times during the past week he had done the same, and always pulled them back with a stack of her own chips added to them.

Her eyes pulled back to her cards. There were five clubs in her hand. It was draw poker with no limit. She had drawn one card to fill her flush. The man across the table had opened the pot in the first place, and taken three cards on the draw.

She was aware that he must know she had a flush.

She knew enough about poker to know that his eyes had analyzed her every move and facial expression. The eagerness with which she must have looked at the card she drew, and the look of satisfaction at finding a club, was far different from the expression she would have shown if she had drawn to two pairs.

She glanced quickly at him once more. His eyes were politely mocking her. Her fingers shook as she counted out the chips to call his bet. When she had them counted out, she pushed them into the center quickly before she could change her mind, then spread her hand out face up.

“A flush!” she challenged him, nerves on edge.

She gripped the edge of the table while his eyes coolly inspected her cards.

“So it is,” he murmured. “Too bad. I have a full house.” He reached across the table and spread his cards beside hers and lazily raked in the chips.

His long, too-white fingers sorted and stacked them neatly before him. His eyes still mocked her in a veiled way. He looked slightly bored.

Agnes bit her lip to hold back the angry words that threatened to come out. There were only a few white chips left in front of her.

She shoved back her chair. Clutching her purse with both hands she went across the gambling room to the door marked Office. Her knuckles rapped twice sharply, paused then rapped once more.

Behind her, the white-haired gentleman had risen and was also crossing the room. He managed to be in a position where he could see into the office as Agnes opened the door.

He had worked a week for this moment. His calm face showed nothing of the emotions beneath. If he made one single suspicious act that would draw the attention of any of the house employees, he knew he would never be able to leave the place without being questioned.

That questioning would undoubtedly come around to a close examination of his hair, which would disclose the fact that its whiteness was artificial. From there they would go on until they determined who he was.

The man he saw sitting behind the desk in the office during the brief second Agnes had the door open might even be able to recognize him under his disguise.

It was not Phil Massey, however, that Eric had waited a week to see. He had seen him many times during that week. It was the inside of that office that he had waited to see, and he was very disappointed.

He continued on toward the doorway leading to the bar. His going there was very natural. No drinks were served at the table, and there was a steady stream of players going to and from the bar out in front.

He sat down on a stool at a vacant section of the ornate bar. A broad-shouldered young man who seemed too young to belong there took the stool next to him.

“Rouell,” Eric said when the barman looked at him briefly. The young man was looking directly at him in the mirror. Eric pretended not to see this.

“Pretty lucky so far,” the young man remarked. His voice sounded casual and friendly. Eric ignored this for a moment, then did a double take.

“Oh!” he said. “You mean me?”

He returned the young man’s smile and shrugged modestly.

“I work here,” the young man explained apologetically. “So don’t worry about me being another bum who wants to cry on your shoulder.”

The barman set a bottle in front of Eric and the change for his dollar bill.

“Oh?” Eric said. He poured the Rouell beer into the glass, his eyes occupied with the operation.

“Why do you have to pick on Agnes all the time?” the young man said in a mildly complaining tone. “She’s a friend of Mr. Massey’s, and he might not like it.”

Eric’s pent-up nerves relaxed. “Sorry, Mr. …” “Just call me Schmoe,” the young man replied. “Sorry, Schmoe,” Eric grinned. ”I didn’t know that.”

The young man called Schmoe dropped his legs to the floor and stood up. He laid a friendly hand on Eric’s shoulder.

“You know it now, friend,” he said. “By the way, you seemed interested in getting a look at the boss a minute ago. Would you like to meet him?”

Eric looked at the young man’s reflection in the mirror behind the bar without turning. He saw nothing but innocent friendliness in the young man’s face.

“You’re mistaken about the first,” Eric said disarmingly. “As to wanting to meet him…” He grinned knowingly at the reflection. “If my luck turns on me I’ll probably have to do that.”

A fleeting expression of disappointment shadowed the young man’s smooth features. His hand slid lingeringly from Eric’s shoulder.

“In that case,” he said with a casual smile, “let’s hope your credit’s good.” He sounded like a youngster skillfully imitating the mannerisms and talk of an experienced adult.

Eric’s hands felt colder than the glass they were wrapped around. He signaled the barman with his eyes and ordered a cup of black coffee, pushing the Rouell beer away.

While he drank the coffee his eyes studied the barroom and the area next to it where there were tables and a small dance floor, with a television set occupying a strategic position.

Alice sat at one of the tables, only she didn’t look like Alice. Her face was still beautiful; no amount of disguising could erase that. It was now the face of a woman of fifty-five or sixty who had paid a great deal of money in a futile attempt to make it look young.

There could be no better defense for a young lady alone in the Club Rouell. A rather handsome man in his late thirties paused at her table and started to sit down, squinted slightly as his eyes looked closer at Alice’s skin, then continued on to another table.

Eric smiled to him self. Then he forgot about the smile and left it hanging on his lips while his mind froze tensely. A profile was reflected in the mirror. It was that of a man who had just entered the club and was walking toward the back rooms.

The man was Alex Potocki! He was walking with the sureness of stride of one who has walked the same path many times and knows just where he is going.

Was he here to play cards? Or was he coming to see Phil Massey? There was a great deal of difference, and Eric had to find out.

He knew that Alex would recognize him, even through his careful disguise, if he took a good look at him. That risk had to be taken for two reasons. One, it was almost imperative that he find out. The other, there was a stack of chips representing almost fifteen hundred dollars on a table in the gambling room that belonged to him, and if he walked out without cashing them in, Schmoe would be suspicious.

Eric knew just how dangerous it was for him to go back into the card room. One slip and he would be lost.

He would have to tell Alice about Potocki, as she had never seen him and hadn’t recognized him as he walked through. He rose abruptly and walked toward the back rooms. Instead of going into the gambling room, he turned aside and entered the men’s room.

There he wrote a brief note and folded it into a small square. When he left the men’s room, he went back to the bar. Instead of sitting down he paused and let his eyes survey the tables. The small square of folded paper was cupped in his right palm.

His eyes paused on Alice. To all outward appearances he was just another old man looking for a girl. With his left hand he carefully brushed an imaginary speck off the lapel of his coat and sauntered toward the table where Alice sat.

When he paused in front of her she looked up curiously, as at a stranger. He bent toward her with a charming smile on his lips, placing his right hand on the edge of the table so that the note would drop unnoticed by any watching eyes into her lap.

“Beg pardon, miss,” he murmured.

“Sorry, mister,” Alice replied, her voice low, but able to carry to the nearest tables. “You’ve made a mistake. I’m just in here for a few drinks and to watch the show.”

“Please accept my apologies,” Eric said stiffly, his smile vanishing. He straightened up and looked over the room undecidedly, then shrugged his shoulders and returned to the card room. Several pairs of amused eyes followed him until he vanished into the back rooms.

Agnes was back in her seat at the table, he saw. There was another five hundred-dollar stack of chips in front of her. The young man, Schmoe, was slouched against a wall. Alex Potocki was nowhere to be seen. Eric wanted to be sure. He pretended interest in another table where straight stud was being played. It gave him a vantagepoint from which he could survey the large room carefully.

Every nerve in his body tingled with suspense. At any moment Alex might appear and recognize him through his disguise.

Finally he was sure Alex was nowhere in the room. That meant he had gone to the office, and was therefore tied in with Phil Massey.

Eric walked swiftly over to his chair at the draw poker table and picked up his chips.

“Quitting?” Agnes asked.

Eric smiled politely and nodded.

“What’s the matter?” Agnes sneered. “Not sporting enough to give the loser a chance?”

Eric ignored this and continued picking up his chips.

“Just a cheap professional,” Agnes said, raising her voice.

Eric’s eyes darted over toward Schmoe. That young man gave his shoulder a gentle push and straightened up. Eric turned his attention back to Agnes.

“I believe,” he said slowly, “that it’s a universal house rule that a player may quit when he chooses, without recriminations from any other player.”

“There’s also a rule in this house,” Agnes said, her voice even louder than before, “that professionals aren’t allowed to fleece the suckers.”

Schmoe had stopped beside Eric by now.

“What’s the matter, friend?” he asked.

Eric shrugged helplessly and nodded his head toward Agnes. He gave Schmoe a knowing look.

“He took my money and won’t give me a chance to get it back,” Agnes said, still in a loud voice.

“He has a right to quit,” Schmoe said pleadingly. “Get it back from the next customer.”

“Next customer hell,” Agnes shouted angrily. “I’ve lost enough money in this two-bit joint to buy the place. I say I get it back from him.”

“Give her the chance,” Schmoe said to Eric. “It’s all right.”

Eric knew what he meant. If he lost the house would pay him to save a fuss.

“How about a cut for high card?” Eric suggested.

“O.K.,” Agnes said, her anger subsiding, replaced by the fire of gambling fever. “Fifteen hundred dollars.”

“You only have five hundred in front of you,” Eric objected.

“That’s all right,” Schmoe said hastily. “She’s good for it.” She took the card deck and lifted a generous section of it. The card she exposed was a king.

Alarm bells were ringing inside Eric’s skull. His hand trembled slightly in spite of himself as he split the meager remains of the deck and turned it over, exposing a king. He smiled slightly.

“All right,” he said. “You’ve had your chance. Should we quit?”

“Yellow?” Agnes sneered. Eric shrugged resignedly. Schmoe shuffled the cards again.

“You first this time, friend,” he said as he set the deck down.

Eric split a thin half dozen cards off the deck and turned over a three.

Agnes’ grin was foolish as she took half the remainder of the deck and turned it over. Her card was a deuce. Eric took advantage of her stunned condition to turn away from the table and start toward the cashier’s window.

Phil Massey stood in his path. Behind him stood Alex Potocki.

The alarm bells were pounding violently inside Eric Trent’s skull now. But, as in the thick of battle, his nerves were dead. Not by a flicker of an eye did he betray recognition of Alex.

He said nothing, pausing in his stride to wait for Massey to step aside.

Over the shoulders of the two men, Eric could see Alice standing in the doorway looking at him. And suddenly, he could feel the weight of the flat gun cradled against his ribs. He had grown so used to it during the past week that he had almost forgotten it.

Alex Potocki was staring at him. Phil Massey, a cigar in his mouth, was looking at him closely, his face inscrutable.

A strange thought intruded itself into Eric’s mind. How could a man who had killed some seven hundred people in cold blood still look human?

Alice had backed out of sight at the doorway. The alarm bells were subsiding.

“Would you mind stepping into my office?” Phil Massey said past his cigar.

Without answering, Eric looked past him to the office door as though seeing it for the first time. He looked back into Massey’s face and nodded.

Massey and Potocki stepped aside. Eric walked past them to the office door.

He paused while Phil Massey stepped past him and inserted the key and opened the door. He stepped across the room and dropped his handful of chips on the bare desk, his eyes darting around the room as he heard the door close at his back.

The balance hung by such a slender thread now. If both Alex and Massey believed him to be dead, killed in the Seattle hospital while trying to escape, they wouldn’t look at him too closely. Alex wouldn’t bother about the similarity of his voice to someone he believed dead.

They had no reason to believe otherwise than that he was dead.

He turned with naturalness and looked questioningly at Massey.

The gang boss counted the chips on his desk by nudging them with his finger and tipping them over.

“Seventeen hundred dollars in chips and fifteen hundred coming on that cut,” he said admiringly. “Thirty-two hundred and fifty dollars!”

Eric still said nothing. He fixed an expressionless smile on his face.

Phil pulled out a fat billfold and extracted a thick bundle of currency. He counted out six five hundred dollar bills, two hundreds and a fifty.

Eric picked them up and shoved them carelessly in his pocket. He turned toward the door. He could feel his heart pounding violently now. His legs felt like they were wading through thick oil.

The street door seemed hopelessly far away. If he got out of his office he still had to brave the stares of a hundred people. His movements were jerky, mechanical. At least they felt that way. There were needles at the nape of his neck where cold eyes were boring in.

“Well, I might as well be going, Phil. Drop up to my office sometime the next few days. Forty-one-oh-six in the Copper Building.”

“O.K., Alex. I’ll do that.”

Eric’s fingers froze on the doorknob. The first sound of Alex’s voice had stopped his heart for a brief, terrible instant. The meanings of the words, the natural and easy conversational tone—it penetrated slowly to him that he was not under suspicion. To these two men he was no more than a customer of the Club Rouell who had had a lucky night.

The door lock buzzed open. Eric turned the knob and went out. Agnes was sitting in the same seat at the draw table she had had all night. She didn’t look up.

He started toward the exit to the front of the club. The young man, Schmoe, caught his eye and nodded a cheerful though casual congratulations.

Alex Potocki brushed past him just before he reached the doorway to the bar. Less than a minute later, Eric stepped out onto the sidewalk and turned his face into the cool night breeze and took a deep breath of relief.

A taxi pulled up before him. Alice signaled to him from inside. He opened the door and settled back beside her as the cab moved away from the curb.
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Eric Trent and Helen Hanover stepped out of the elevator and turned to the right. They were followed by George Granville and Alice Breen. The four of them appeared to be two old couples in their sixties who carried their age very well.

They paused at a door carrying the legend, “4106, Alex Potocki, Consulting Biochemist.”

Eric opened the door with his left hand. Inside was a reception room with nicely upholstered plastic and chrome furniture. A very attractive young lady sat behind a small desk. She smiled a welcome to the four dignified old people.

Eric advanced to the desk with a disarming smile and laid a card before her. The card said, “Andover Chemical Co.” In the lower left-hand comer in finer print it said,“C. G. Cortry, Pres.”

“Do you have an appointment?” the young lady asked.

“No,” Eric replied. “You see, my regular consulting chemist just died recently, and I’m looking for another. In fact,” he turned and included the other three with a smile. “My partner and I sort of combined pleasure with business on this trip to Chicago. Besides seeing all the sights we are looking for another consulting chemist.”

He took the stance of a self-important businessman. “I rather think Mr. Potocki will see us,” he said pompously.

Helen and Alice had taken seats on opposite sides of the reception room. Each had opened her vanity case and seemed intent on inspecting its contents. George stood casually by the hall door, in such a position that if it opened he would be behind it. He held his right hand in his coat pocket.

The receptionist flicked a toggle switch on the base of her phone and spoke into it.

“There’s a Mr. Cortry to see you, Mr. Potocki,” she said sweetly. “On business.”

She hung up and smiled at Eric politely.

The door to the inner office opened and Alex stepped into view.

Then several things happened. George reached over and turned the bolt that locked the outer door. Helen and Alice each took a small automatic out of their vanity cases and pointed them at the office girl. Eric pulled a larger automatic from his own pocket and pointed it at Alex.

George slowly brought his own gun into sight.

Alex froze for one brief instant and then jumped back into the inner office and tried to close the door. Eric hit it with his shoulder. It flew open to reveal Alex staggering backwards.

He caught himself at the edge of the ornate desk and stared with wide eyes at the advancing figures of Eric and George.

“What is this?” he demanded angrily.

“You still don’t recognize us?” Eric asked, amazed.

Alex licked his lips and looked from Eric to George, dawning recognition and a growing terror on his face.

“Take off your coat and vest,” George said coldly. “And do it slowly, with no sudden moves.”

Alex obeyed.

“Now the shirt,” George commanded. “Then go over and face the wall.”

Eric took a flat case from his breast pocket and opened it on the desk. He fixed a hollow needle onto a glass tube with a plunger inside. Then he shoved the needle through the thin rubber cover of a small bottle and pulled the plunger out slowly, drawing the pale yellow fluid into the glass tube.

Alex had watched this over his shoulder. He was trembling visibly.

“Don’t move,” George warned. “This isn’t going to kill you.”

Eric jabbed the needle into Alex’s left shoulder, being careful to keep out of the line of fire and ready to spring back.

“Careful, Eric,” George said tensely. “Be sure it isn’t in a vein.”

“It isn’t,” Eric said calmly.

He shoved the plunger in slowly. When it had gone as far as it could he jerked the needle free and held his finger over the puncture until he was sure the liquid wouldn’t drain out.

“That’s just to put you to sleep so we can take you out to the car,” he said encouragingly.

“You can turn around now,” George said. “Better go over and sit down on your davenport until it takes effect.”

“If you think you can carry me out of here,” Alex said desperately, “you’re crazy.”

He went over and sat down. He was already beginning to look drowsy. In three minutes he closed his eyes and rested quietly.

Eric straightened him out flat on the davenport.

George went over and closed the door to the reception room and came back. “What is your name?” he asked suddenly.

“Alex Potocki,” came the answer, mouthy and mumbled from the drug.

George frowned. The truth drug was one developed in World War III, and was said to be invariably perfect. It was supposed to be impossible to tell a lie within two minutes after the prescribed injection. Its only drawback was that it also kept the mind from making those slight conjectures that are nearly always necessary in answering any except a very simple question.

He repeated the question and got the same answer.

“Well, Eric,” George said with a shrug. “Either he’s immune to the drug or his real name is Alex Potocki.”

“My real name is Alex Potocki,” came the drugged answer.

“Have you ever used another name?” Eric asked.

“Yes.”

“What name were you using in 1848?” George asked quickly.

“Alfred Grant.”

Eric and George smiled at each other triumphantly. Then they stopped grinning. Each saw in the other’s eyes that the moment had come.

It was George who asked: “What is the equation for the immortality factor?”

The answer came as had the others, slowly and drugged.

“I don’t know.”

They had come all the way for this. They had risked their lives constantly, suffered privations and hardships, gone through the tightest police net in the world, knowing that one slip meant death for them all only to have Alex say he didn’t know the answer.

“He has to know!” Eric said desperately.

“I don’t know,” Alex repeated tonelessly.

“Do you know how to isolate it?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s one of those substances that can’t be analyzed?” George asked.

“Yes.”

Eric went over to a chair and sank into it weakly. He listened while George asked the few remaining questions that confirmed what they had surmised. That Grant’s Home Remedy was the answer.

There were additional questions that brought out the method of extracting the immortality factor from the remedy, its physical appearance, the dosage, and what function it performed in the body.

It seemed that nearly every cycle in the body’s metabolism was a degenerating cycle. The highly complex molecules of immortality factor seemed able to take on a thousand different tasks at will. Not only that, they could never pass from the body with any of the wastes. They entered into every cycle and completed it perfectly.

The reason they could not be analyzed was because they seemed to be a complex of different molecules with shifting molecular patterns. In research, the complex had exhibited almost intelligence, so uncanny was its power to settle into any metabolic cycle and solve its imperfections.

Further questioning brought out the fact that the immortality substance could not be simply produced by making the mixture according to the original formula.

That was the reason Research had taken so many years to isolate it. It had one of the properties of life itself. Some of it had to be already present before any more of it could be produced.

By some freakish cosmic accident, there had been present in the original mixture made in the spring of 1848 a minute quantity of IF. There was none present in the batch Alex made up for Research. At first, he had concluded that IF must be due to some impurity in the original mixture. It had taken a long time for him to get around to re-examining the original mixture, made with a half pint of his own blood added to the dandelion roots in the first brewing.

There was a six-ounce bottle of the pure substance in his desk.

Eric searched Alex’s pockets and found the key to the desk and opened the drawer that contained the bottle. It was not labeled.

He and George looked at the innocent appearing white crystals that filled the bottle with a mixture of feelings. It was enough of IF to make a hundred thousand people live forever. It was the end product of Research. It was—IF!”

“Let’s go, George,” Eric said in a subdued voice.

“What about Alex?” George asked.

“The longer we stay here the greater the chances of our being caught,” Eric said. “We can kill him right now or leave him as he is. He should be killed.”

“I don’t think I could do it,” George said.

“Neither could I,” Eric agreed.

They went into the outer office. It took only a few moments to tie and gag the receptionist.

“Potocki will wake up in a few hours,” Eric reassured the girl.

 

The tires made a humming noise on the metal grid of the bridge. Dubuque was just ahead.

“I still can’t believe it,” Helen exclaimed in semi-hysterical relief. “We got away without any trouble. We’re out of the state. Our worries are over. Every second you were in that inner office with Alex, I expected someone to try to come into the office.”

“We aren’t out of the woods yet,” George laughed. “We’ve a long, hard program ahead. We’re going to have to make tons of this stuff and see that everyone all over the world gets some.”

“I-I still can’t believe it,” Helen said. “It seems as if we’re trying to go against nature in some way, and that some Power will prevent us from doing that. It wasn’t intended for the human race to become immortal.”

“It does seem hard to swallow all at once,” Eric admitted.

“It doesn’t seem right for us to do this,” Helen went on. “What of the population problem? If no one dies except by accident, in a hundred years the world will be too small for the population.”

“There are other worlds,” Alice said. “Man will have to expand now.”

“But how do we know it will all work out?” Helen said. “It’s like a river flowing through a valley. I mean—the human race is like that. To block the gates of death is like damming the river. The waters will back up and fill the valley and flood everything.”

Eric tooled the car smoothly through the traffic of downtown Dubuque.

“Your analogy is very good,” George said after a while. “There’s one thing we must remember through all our doubts. We can’t sit down and solve all the problems that will come up before we do anything.

“Suppose we started out with the idea that we should give IF to only those people who proved worthy of it? Who would they be? The Einsteins and Newtons and the great statesmen? Maybe! Then what of the man who could have become greater than any of those in a hundred years more?”

“Not only that,” Eric said as he speeded the car up again on the open highway west of Dubuque. “I think we’ve ignored the main issue. Old age is a disease. We have the cure. Where would the medical profession have gone if it had decided that, for the good of the race, women who couldn’t have normal births should be forced to die in childbirth? Where would it have wound up if it had decided that, since the tendency to cancer is inheritable, all potentially cancerous people should be sterilized? There are strong arguments in favor of such things. Survival of the fittest keeps the race strong. But a doctor can’t take on himself the problems of race survival. His patient is in need of help he can give. That help might contribute slightly to the decadence of the race in a few thousand years, but the doctor can only think of the immediate welfare of his patient. The overall problem must work itself out, and if in the long run the race dies out entirely due to Preservation of the physically unfit by the medical profession, it is just too bad.

“I think we should look at it the same way. We should give everybody immortality, since we can. The problems that rise up when that is an accomplished fact are for the human race to solve, not us.”

The miles sped by swiftly. Helen thought of the other time they had covered these same miles. George had been the idiot-George. Eric had been at the wheel then, too.

She turned around and looked in back. George was sitting much as he had sat then, with Alice’s head resting against his huge shoulder and seeming so small.

She thought of all that had happened since then and all that was yet to come in the future.

“Problems have a way of working themselves out if you let them,” Eric was saying. “Take Alex, for example. He is a ruthless murderer, and plans on becoming dictator of the world. His plans hinge on everyone else and them out through the gates of death. If those gates are closed, he will never accomplish his aims. If he lives, in a few centuries at the most he will get over that and learn to fit in.

“Take Phil Massey. He’s a master organizer and politician. If his talents were turned into legitimate channels, as they would be eventually, he could become a great force for good.

“All those problems are just too big to bother about. We have a simple job to do. We have to make a few hundred thousand people immortal whether they want to be or not. We have to make sure the whole world knows how to become immortal, so that no legislation can stop it.”

“And then?” Helen asked softly, a wistful look in her eyes.

Eric took his eyes off the road to glance at her briefly.

“And then,” he smiled. “We’ll take a vacation of a couple of centuries in a little cottage on the shore of the Pacific and watch the waves beat against the rocks and wear them away. About once every ten years we’ll turn on a news broadcast and find out what is going on in the world.”

“I know what I would like to do,” Alice spoke up from the back seat. “George and I will have a cabin just around the bend from yours. I’m going to take about a dozen alley cats and the same number of plain old mongrel dogs and give them immortality. I’m going to see how far they can advance in those two centuries.”

“I know what I’m going to do,” George said with a sly grin.

“I’ll bet I won’t like it,” Eric grinned back at him through the rear view mirror.

“I’m going to get a rooster,” George said, “and make him immortal. When he gets to be a hundred, I’m going to invite you and Helen over to a chicken dinner.”

…And that’s just what he did.

 

The End
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