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ONE

He was there when they brought the screaming man in.

At first he could barely hear the man and wondered idly from what part of the hospital the yells were coming. But when the elevator doors opened on his floor, the man's wild cries burst full force into the corridor.

"Don't let them take me back! Don't let them! Please! Please!" It was a voice edged in full-blown terror and Gibson Travis was shocked by its import and by its volume. What possible experience could engender that much fear?

It could be a post-operative, he thought. But doctors certainly wouldn't let him go screaming through the halls to his room; it would be a poor advertisement for surgery and it would lower morale. But if it were an accident case surely a shot of morphine or some other sedative could have calmed him down. If the man were simply off his rocker he shouldn't be here at all. There were other places for people like that.

Travis snubbed out his cigarette in the ash tray next to his bed and walked to the open door of his room and leaned against the jamb.

Half a dozen orderlies had hold of an old man's arms and legs and, the screaming man tossing and heaving on the hospital cart, were moving him now down the hallway. Gibson Travis was so unnerved by the loud shrieks that he did not at first notice the man's skin. But he could not help seeing it when the group went by the door.

The man's flesh was a mottled gray.

Travis went back to his bed and sat down on the edge of it. His hand shook as he lighted another cigarette. In a few minutes the old man's cries stopped and Travis was able to relax again. He wondered how the other patients on the medical floor had taken it. What kind of medicine could they give an old codger like that to clear up that splotchy gray skin? Flesh with irregular areas of reddish-brown color and some blotches of bluish cast. It made his own flesh creep to think of it. Cancer? Psoriasis? Impetigo? If it was cancer the old guy had it all over. Travis had never seen anyone with a cancer and now that he thought of it he marveled at how isolated from public view the cancerous are. As for psoriasis and impetigo, he crossed them off because he had known cases of both.

He was still reviewing his contacts with the diseased during his thirty years of life when Hal Cable came in.

"I suppose I'm risking my life coming here," Hal said as he drew up a chair, puffing from walking up three flights of stairs. "You said you didn't want to see anybody."

"It was the doctor's suggestion," Travis said, smiling. "But after nine days I'm glad somebody was brave enough to come."

"Good," Hal grunted, sinking his 225 pounds in the chair. "How many days do you have left?"

"The doctor says I can leave tomorrow morning." Travis eyed him speculatively. "Did you come up out of friendship alone or do I detect some other reason?"

Instead of answering, Hal brought out a cigar. "O.K. to smoke?" When Travis nodded, he bit the end off the cigar. How's it been?"

"Nothing to it. You know that. Who's taking over for me?"

"Cline chose Gilberts. Good on features and he's got that research angle Cline likes."

"How's the rest of the gang?"

"Fine." Hal looked away, glanced around the room. "Pretty nice layout even for a hospital room. Drapes, shades, bookcases, radio, phone—"

"It's not connected."

"No wonder Cline couldn't get you, then."

"I knew you had something else on your mind. Let's have it."

Hal neatly knocked a small ash off his cigar into the tray, then studied the glowing end.

"Cline wants you back. He didn't like the idea of your going over his head to get your year off."

"So that's it." Travis sank back onto the pillows. "You go back and tell the city editor—"

"I'm not telling him anything," Hal interrupted. "He wants you to come down and see him."

"Look, Hal," Travis said, sitting up again, "there are sabbatical leaves in other professions, I don't see why there shouldn't be any in journalism. I've been on the Star for ten years with only the regular vacation each year. I'm thirty years old now—man! That's time to start trying to figure things out."

"But you're a success, Trav. By-lines every other day, you get hired out as a speaker now and then. And what about that radio program y6u turned down?"

Travis shook his head. "I suppose it sounds funny to you, Hal, but I'm different from you. Sure I love my work. I started as an office boy and I was happy until I started wanting something else. Then I worked hard and became a beat man. Police, then city hall, courthouse. Now I'm strictly features. Each job made me happy, but there was always something else, there was always something egging me on . . ."

"What do you want now?"

"I don't know, Hal. I just don't know. My sinuses have been giving me hell and for a while I thought it was that. But these ten days in the hospital and all that penicillin has knocked that out—maybe for good. No, Hal, there's something else I want and I'm taking a year off to find out' what it is."

"Maybe you want to be city editor?"

Travis laughed. "A quaint thought, Hal, really. Hell, old Cline will be city editor until he dries up and blows away."

"Well, managing editor, then?"

"No." Travis thoughtfully eyed a corner of the room. "I was surprised when I discovered I didn't want to be an editor. I don't know why. I've got to find out what I do want. Otherwise I'm just sort of floating around in space, no destination, no objective."

"Yeah. Yeah. Well, why don't you go down and tell Cline that?"

"Not a chance. Parsons let me go and I'm staying away for that year. You can tell Cline that."

"He won't like it."

"I don't give a damn."

"O.K., O.K." Hal got up, dusted some ashes off his coat. "Got to get back to the darkroom. Some late stuff coming through. The boys dropped me off on a call. I'll catch a taxi back."

Travis moved and put his legs over the bed. "I'll walk with you down the hall." He put on his robe and slippers.

"Funny thing," Hal said as they moved down the corridor.

"What?"

"Oh, your thinking you have troubles. You ought to have worries like mine."

"For example?"

"Teaching kids photography. We got a new crop. I tell you they've been awful."

"I always considered you a patient man, Hal. You getting nerves now?"

"No, I don't think so. It's, just—well, a couple of them have been pulling the slide on an open shutter, for example. Blacken the whole film. Such a basic thing. Just can't pound it into their heads, somehow. They've got us all doing it."

"That is discouraging."

"Worse than that. Well, where are you going on your year? Are you going to keep in touch with the gang?"

"Haven't decided yet. . . . But there is one thing, Hal."

"Yeah?" They stopped near the stairs.

"If I want to see you I'll call you. All right?"

"If that's the way you want it, Trav."

"That's the way I want it. I may want to see you; I may not.

"You're not sore?"

"Of course not, Hal. I'll probably be calling you soon and we'll hang one on."

"It's a date." Hal Cable went down the steps.

On the way back to his room the quiet of the hospital corridor soaked into him. The hallway itself was empty, but down at the end of it a light burned at the nurses' station. There were a few squares of light from some of the doorways on the linoleum block floor, for the lights in the hallway had been dimmed and the night lights in the baseboards had been turned on.

From somewhere there came that smell, a mixture of ether, alcohol and formalin. He had heard people say they didn't like hospitals because of the smell and the fact that it reminded them of days they had spent" there, some of them unpleasant days, probably. But for Gibson Travis the smell was not objectionable. It simply identified Union City Hospital for what it was. He had no recollections of the smell outside of his newspaper experience, for he had never really been ill a day in his life, except now and this wasn't really being ill. He had merely to take it easy while he was punctured with regularity as penicillin was injected. Even that hadn't been unpleasant. The army had rendered him immune to the fear of hypodermic needles.

As he walked he wondered how he would spend his year. It had to be the year in which he was to find himself. The year when he put off procrastination and faced up to reality. The year in which he was to find a purpose and a pattern in his life. Was it a woman he needed? He smiled to himself tolerantly. Women had been no particular problem. Possibly he had loved some of them in a way, but not well enough to have any of them around twenty-four hours a day. On the night side, yes, on the day side, no. Most of them had seemed pretty self-sufficient and he doubted there was a single case where either could have added much to the other. No, it wasn't a woman. A life work? A dedication? That came nearer, somehow.

He had been s6 deep in thought he did not realize he had gone past his doorway until he looked for it. Then, instead of turning back, he continued on down the hall to the nurses' station. Neither Mrs. Nelson, the supervisor, nor Miss Pease, the nurse, was there, so he continued, rounding the corner, looking into rooms as he did so, catching glimpses of people—a man reading, an old woman combing her hair, a young woman asleep.

He stopped when he saw the old man in room 326, the one who had been doing the screaming a half hour before. The old man was breathing hard now, but his eyes were open. There was someone else in the room with him, for he heard the clink of glasses or instruments, but the person was out of Travis's vision.

The old flesh seemed darker than it had been. This made the red splotches appear even brighter. There were now some ugly purple patches, too, most of them on his neck. The old man was about through, Travis thought. He hoped he wasn't in any pain.

Travis continued his walk down the hallway, but had little heart or curiosity for others, for the image of the old man's face kept flashing in his mind. It was a kindly face, a face with a courageous jaw and white hair. As he examined it in retrospect he decided the" man must have been unconscious, for his glassy eyes were just staring at the ceiling and the upper lip had retreated somewhat from over the teeth. Travis now recognized the sound that filtered down the hallway as the rasp of the man's breathing. He turned around and walked a little faster toward his room.

He had come up to the doorway to the old man's room when a redheaded intern he knew as Dr. Collins hurried out and nearly bumped into him.

"Sorry," the intern said. "I didn't see you."

"Quite all right, Doctor," Travis said. They both headed down the hall. "How's the old duck?"

The intern looked at him speculatively.

"Not too good," he said.

"What's his trouble?"

"I don't know."

"Look," Travis said, "I'm just a patient. I go home tomorrow. I probably wouldn't understand if you told me. I just wondered if it's cancer."

"I don't think it is," the intern said. "In fact, nobody seems to know what it is, in case that answers your question."

"Where did you pick him up?"

"I didn't have anything to do with it. They tell me police found him naked on the street." They stopped at the nurses' station and the intern hung up the chart.

"Sounds like a case of insanity to me."

The intern pursed his lips. "He wasn't insane a few minutes ago."

"No?"

"You'll have to excuse me," the intern said. "I have other patients to tend to." He went down the hall.

Travis wandered back to his room, lit a cigarette and walked to the windows. Out in the courtyard below him the last of the visitors were getting into their cars and leaving. For some of them, he thought, it might be the last time, if some friend or relative did not last out the night. Perhaps soon there would be a car out there containing a brother or wife or someone related to the old man who now lay dying in room 326. To them he would be an awful sight to behold. It would be so much more terrible to have known the old man and then to suddenly see him now like this.

While he watched the courtyard he saw a large black car swing into it faster than a car should have. It came to an abrupt stop inches from an iron fence and its lights went off. A moment later a girl got out, opened her handbag under the lone courtyard light, seemed satisfied with what she saw in it, then walked toward the ambulance entrance.

She had gone out of sight beneath him and Travis was still wondering where she was going when he heard a sound that made him turn toward the door. It was someone on the stairs coming up fast. He went to the door, reflecting that he was getting like an old woman lately, always interested in seeing what the neighbors are doing.

He looked out as the last of the stair footsteps sounded and found it was the girl who had just gotten out of the car. She stood at the top of the stairwell looking the other way. He ducked back into his room. Then he heard the hurried click-click of her high-heeled shoes as she went down the hallway away from him and the stairway. He risked another look.

The girl had on a dark blue hat, dark coat—he couldn't tell whether or not it was black. From under her hat and over her collar hung bright blonde hair. He noticed with pleasure the trim waist, the fine legs and the just-right ankles. Now, if she looked as nice the other way . . .

The girl, was reaching the end of the corridor, looking into the rooms as she went. Then she turned and came toward Travis. He whistled inwardly. The front view was as nice as the rear. Her pert hat set off an oval face, a nice chin, white throat, and two of the nicest lips he had ever seen.

He had intended retreating into his room, but his fascination for something not dressed in white stayed with him and she was upon him before he could withdraw gracefully.

She did not see him until the last possible instant, so intent was she on looking into the rooms. When she did look at him he saw her eyes were all business. They were a pretty blue, but not curious or friendly. There was a purpose about them that killed the greeting half-formed in his throat.

"Can I help you?" he found himself saying instead.

Her eyes did not dwell on his more than an instant before they swept by him into his room. Evidently satisfied there was no one else in his room she walked by him without a word, her heels clicking determinedly as she headed down the hall.

He watched her. She did not stop at the nurses' station, though he could see that Mrs. Nelson and Miss Pease stood looking after her. They whispered something to each other. The girl rounded the corner.

His interest piqued, he made his way down the hall, nodded to the nurses as he went around their station.

The girl was not in sight.

Travis hurried down the hall. Although he glanced in each room as he walked, something told him he would find the girl in 326.

He was right.

He walked right in, but the girl did not see him, so intent was she on what she was doing. She had opened her purse and was fumbling around inside it. Then, to his surprise, he saw her draw out a hypodermic syringe and approach the bed.

He was amazed to see the old man turn and look at the girl. Instantly the old man's eyes opened wide and his mouth worked noiselessly. He tried to talk but his only sound was a hoarse, meaningless whisper.

The girl hesitated for a moment. Then her hand went under the old man's arm and she pulled it up for the needle. In that instant Travis was upon her. He hit the hand that held the syringe, but though she was caught off guard she did not let it go. She whirled on him and he saw the utmost loathing for him in her glittering blue eyes. She whipped away from him, then was back at him, using the syringe like a dagger.

He stopped the blow with his forearm, caught her flailing arm with his other hand and let go a moment later when she sank her teeth into his wrist. He got rougher and slapped hard at the arm holding the syringe. The hypodermic sailed through the air in a neat arc and crashed to the floor.

The girl rushed him and the pain where her teeth had entered his arm angered him so that he caught her arm roughly and held her kicking and clawing form, hoping to hold her till she quieted. She was breathing hard now. Suddenly a sharp heel-spiked kick caught his shin and he grunted in pain. The momentary relaxation of his muscles was all she needed. She pushed away and nearly fell to the floor in her rush to leave him and the room.

His shin ached so he could hardly stand on that foot, but he limped fast to the door just as the two nurses ran to the doorway.

"That girl—" he started to say and tried to get past the nurses.

"Mr. Travis!" Miss Pease had her hand on his arm and blocked his way with her body. "You ought to be in your room. Whatever in the world was going on down here?"

"For heaven's sake, let me get that girl!" he cried, tearing away and pushing past her. He went down the hall to the corner, but the girl was out of sight in the other hallway. He quickly limped to the stairwell, but he could hear no one going down. He then hobbled back to his room and saw her through his window as she ran out to her car. He could not hope to catch her now.



TWO

A curious sense of elation started in the pit of his stomach, worked out to his toes, his fingers and his head. It was nothing new to Travis; he had had it off and on ever since he got into the newspaper business. It meant he was on to something he wanted to do, that he wouldn't be satisfied until he had an answer.

He had been very scientific about it before; he had examined this feeling very critically several times. He had traced it as it spread from his stomach, like the warm and relaxing glow whiskey brings. But what organic changes caused it, what glands were pouring juice into the blood stream, what chemical changes were responsible, he never knew. Once he had asked a psychiatrist about it. The psychiatrist had given him a fishy stare. Travis never asked anybody about it again. It remained his own private occupational disease.

But this time he was a little puzzled about it. Ordinarily the feeling was confined to newspaper stories he was doing. For example, there had been the time the whole office was assigned to offer suggestions on just how a series on Dutch McCoy might be done. Dutch was Union City's gambling czar.

The office wanted a volunteer who had an idea. The same feeling of elation had come when Travis felt he had the right idea.

"I'll take that assignment on Dutch," Travis said to Cline.

"You'll take it!" Cline bellowed. "Who the hell says you can have it? You gotta have an idea. I don't want any of my boys knocked off just for a story."

"I think I've got an idea."

"It had better be good," Cline rasped. "What is it?"

"Let Dutch write the story. Let him handle the pictures, too."

Cline's heavy fist smacked down on the universal desk. Nobody paid any attention. There was a worn spot where the fist had hit the desk before.

"Let Dutch write your obituary you mean! Of all the simple, lame-brain—"

"I haven't all day, Cline," Travis said. "I got stories to turn in, remember? I'm not interested in your opinions regarding my wit. All I want to know is when I start and when you want it."

Being on a newspaper for ten years, as long as the city editor himself, gives a man a certain right to use applied psychology—or at least on a man like Cline, who needed to be needled occasionally.

City Editor Cline exhaled loud and long.

"All right," he said. "Write your own ticket and let us know where we can pick up the remains."

That's when the elation struck him full force in the stomach and spread through every inch of his body. He laughed now that he recalled how simple it had been.

"Well, well, if it ain't Phillip Gibbs," Dutch McCoy said. "What's the Nose nosing now? Or doesn't the Nose know? And speaking of noses it looks like you've kept yours pretty clean, kid."

"I aim to, Dutch," Travis said, sitting on the edge of the big man's desk in his office. "How would you like to trade places with me for a while?"

Dutch turned his beady black eyes on Travis and they were filled with caution. "What's the pitch?"

"I've got a hell of an assignment, Dutch."

"Yeah? What's it got to do with me?"

"It has everything to do with you. The assignment is you."

At first Dutch's eyes grew hard, his lower lip came up and Travis expected something of an explosion. But then the beady eyes softened and looked curious. "Why me?"

"Because you're a big shot."

"Yeah? Who says so?

"The Star says so.

In the end of course Dutch accepted the proposition. Dutch, in fact, did all the suggesting; he practically wrote the story. It was a natural because Dutch was the kind of a guy who liked to run things. And when it was over he wanted a couple hundred copies of the paper it was in and a dozen glossies of every picture he had arranged for Hal Cable to take. It had gone over because it bore the McCoy O.K. Dutch practically strong-armed his own mobsters and pay-off boys into posing for photographs.

The elation Travis had felt before he tackled that assignment had been that it was a challenge. Because it meant Travis had to use his brain to put it over. Now he had that feeling again, that sense of buoyancy, that sort of mental champing at the bit.

He stood in his pajamas and robe at the window in his hospital room and watched the taillight of the blonde girl's car disappear down the driveway.

Here was a challenge. It wasn't a newspaper story— exactly. And he didn't need an O.K. to tackle it. It was a mystery he knew he couldn't dismiss idly from his mind. He'd have to do something about it.

They bring an old man into a hospital. For some reason or other they can't get him quieted. He's out of his head. They finally must knock him out in his room, for he was silent after he got to it. What was it the intern had said? The old man is found on the street, naked. The police grab him, then call the hospital. He can't tell anybody anything, but keeps yapping about not wanting to be "taken back." His flesh is a mottled gray. Later it is darker with redder splotches and some purple ones.

Evidently nobody knows where he came from. Nobody comes to see him. The hospital authorities try to figure out what's wrong with him. At least, Travis thought, we can assume that, since the intern said nobody seemed to be able to diagnose the old man's condition immediately.

Then in comes the girl. How does she know the old man is here? She has a hypo and she knows how to use it. She wants to kill the old man. Now why should a nice girl like that want to kill an old man already headed for oblivion? Why should she want to push him toward it? Why did she give me that look of hate? Why did she put up such an awful struggle?

Travis shook his head, trying to settle the questions. Then he turned from the window, walked to the door. Out in the corridor all the squares of light on the hallway floor were gone except his. He turned his room light out, went out into the hall. It was strangely quiet and there wasn't a nurse at the station.

He went down the hall, listening to the flop of his slippers on the floor. He rounded the station corner and headed toward the old man's room. Perhaps the old man was awake. Perhaps the girl had left something in there that would help identify her.

When he got to 326 he found the two nurses busy tidying it up.

"Mr. Travis," the older one, Mrs. Nelson, said, "this may be your last night in the hospital but it won't be if you don't return to your room at once."

The younger nurse, Miss Pease, was sweeping pieces of the broken hypo onto a dust pan.

"How's the old—" he started to say, then saw in sudden shock that the sheet had been drawn up over the old man's face.

"He's dead," Mrs. Nelson said. "He died just a few minutes ago."

"I'm sorry," he said, glancing around the room. "It was that girl who probably caused it. He got excited because he thought she was going to use that hypo on him."

"Miss Pease and I were both busy at the time she went by us," Mrs. Nelson said. "We should have stopped her. By the way, Dr. Collins wants to see you."

"What about?"

"We reported about the girl to him. We told him where to find you." 

Travis edged toward the bed. 

"Mind?" he said. 

"If you can stand it."

Both nurses watched him as he raised the sheet. The old man's flesh was black now. Black as coal. The areas of red were distended and some of these had broken open and—the entire sight suddenly sickened him and he let the sheet fall.

Dr. Collins was coming down the hall when Travis left. 

"You weren't in your room," the young intern said. "What were you doing in 326?"

"I just wanted to see how the old guy was." They walked toward his room.

"I have called the police and the coroner," Dr. Collins said. "They'll be talking to you."

"It's the girl they ought to talk to," Travis said.

"Mrs. Nelson mentioned something about a girl and a hypodermic syringe. What's that all about?"

"Suppose you tell me?"

They were in Travis's room now. He got out a cigarette, offered one to the intern. 

"Suppose I tell you what?"

Travis sat on his bed, his feet dangling over the side.

"I've met a lot of doctors in my time, Collins," he said. "I've had to try to get information out of them for newspaper stories. I never found very many ready to cooperate, I remember asking you something about the old guy earlier tonight. You didn't have much to say."

Dr. Collins sat down in the chair, put the heels of his shiny black shoes on the bed.

"You have your code, Travis, we have ours. Actually, I don't know a damn thing about the girl you're talking about. Suppose you tell me what you know about her."

"You mentioned earlier tonight, Doctor, about the old man having a lucid moment."

"I suppose I shouldn't have mentioned it. Beyond that I can't say."

"Well, let's make a deal. I'll tell you all I know about the girl and you tell me about the dead man."

The intern shook his head. "I shouldn't make such a deal, but considering the circumstances, I will. Yes, he did have a lucid moment, if you could call it that. But I'm afraid it wasn't really very lucid." The doctor reached into his breast pocket, took out a piece of paper. "When I went in just before I bumped into you in the hallway, I found the old guy trying to sit up, believe it or not. He saw me then and started mumbling something. He had a look in his eyes—a kind of pleading look. He motioned to this pocket here"—the intern touched his breast pocket—"where I had this envelope and a pen.

"I took out the envelope and the pen and handed them to him. I had to unscrew the end of the pen for him. Then he started to draw something on the paper, but he didn't get very far, for he didn't have much control over his actions. He turned the paper over and tried again. I even helped him sit up to try to draw. He made this figure and these numbers and started to draw something more when he collapsed forward and started breathing hard. I put him back on his pillow, picked up the envelope and left. I was trying to figure it out when I bumped into you."

"Let's see it-."

Dr. Collins handed it to him. On the face of the envelope there was something that resembled a circle. It was the side the old man had given up on, for lines ran in several directions from the sort of egg-shaped circle.

On the other side of the envelope the figure was a little better defined, except the circle was not completely round and the line from it was ragged. In the center of the circle was written "23X."

"Looks like a typewriter key or a tennis racket," Travis said.

"If that is the way it is meant. I mean if that cross goes on the bottom. I presume it does."

"What do you make of it?"

Dr. Collins shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. Oh, I've seen such symbols used in botany and in biology. When I was a kid I was crazy about astronomy. It seems to me it has some significance in that field, too. I just don't recall what it is, though. I'd have to look it up."

Travis handed the envelope to him.

"Still don't know what killed him, eh?"

"I never heard of anything that affected the body like that," Dr. Collins said soberly. "Of course I am no authority. I'm just out of medical school. There are some things somewhat similar, but nothing quite as pronounced and marked. I don't see how he lived so long. But you were going to tell me about the girl."

"I'm afraid you'll be disappointed," Travis said, swinging his feet to the floor. "I was over by the window when I saw her drive in. She was in an awful hurry, the way she jerked the car to a stop. She got out, inspected her purse, then came in the building.

"I heard her on the stairs, went to the door and watched her. She was quite a looker and I was going to make some sort of wisecrack when she came by the door. She seemed to be looking for someone. Of course I discovered later it was the old man. I went after her down the hall, found her ready to give him the hypo. It seemed pretty irregular, so I stopped her.

"Instead of trying to make any explanation, she started fighting. She was as mad as hell. I managed to knock the hypo out of her hands, but I couldn't hold her. She gave me quite a kick in the shins."

He pulled, up his pajama leg. There was a dull red bulge in the middle of his shin.

"I got back to the room here in time to see her take off in her car. She was in a mighty big hurry."

"She was trying to kill him."

"You think so?"

"I imagine. I'm having the syringe sample tested. What other reason would she have to be here? The thing I can't understand is what did she want to keep him from telling?"

"Your guess, as you say, is as good as mine," Travis replied.

The late morning sun slanted through the windows of the captain's office, and Travis, who had been baking in it for nearly an hour, decided to move his chair out of the sunlight.

Captain Tomkins's heavy eyebrows were lowered in thought and as he smoked his pipe he studied the newspaperman.

"This girl," the police captain said. "I just can't see her angle. Just what did she look like?"

Travis drew on his cigarette, then exhaled slowly, watching the smoke.

"She was about a head shorter than I, perfect legs, shape as pretty as a picture, blonde hair about shoulder length in back, blue eyes, fine features. She had a little blue hat, dark coat with a belt. She wasn't just a kid; I'd judge her around twenty-two."

The captain leaned back in his swivel chair, his eyes boring into Travis's. "Pretty nicely stacked, eh?"

"Definitely. She had what I call sparkle."

"Sort of like the girls you're running around with, I remember."

"Meaning?" 

"Look, Travis," the captain said. "I've known you for a long time. You've been,giving us nothing but trouble for ten years. Like that time you did the Dutch McCoy story. You had the public clamoring for us to lock him up. Dutch is pretty smart; we couldn't hang a thing on him. Hell, we can't do anything if people are so lily livered they don't register a complaint. Not one person went to the state's attorney. But we got plenty of calls from people who thought we ought to do something about it.

"Now you're sitting there telling me something about a babe who comes in to stab an old guy with a hypo loaded with—what was it? Strychnine sulphate. Hell, nobody's going to chase a girl all the way down a hall into a room and stop her from murder without knowing she was up to something. You must have known what the score was."

"It was your idea to question me about the girl. Your idea and Dwight O'Brien's."

"A coroner has to check every detail. It was Dr. Collins who told O'Brien about the girl."

Travis stood up, walked to the window and looked out. There were police cars in the lot behind the building. The scene reminded him of the view from his hospital room, the hospital he had left that morning after the autopsy.

"I've told you everything I know about her, Captain. I saw her pull in the yard with her car, I followed her to the room because I was curious about her, that's all, coming as she did after regular visiting hours. Besides, she seemed so dead serious about what she was up to. Besides, she was as cute as hell and I hadn't seen a dame—at least one like her— in ten days."

"Well, we're not holding you, of course," the captain said, knocking ashes out of his pipe. "There's no reason to anyway. It's simply a case of attempted murder and we only have your word for what went on in that room. We're not going to put out any Jane Doe warrant for the girl, either. But we're working on it. The least you'll be asked to do is to testify before the coroner's jury at the inquest."

"There's something I don't understand, Captain," Travis said, turning from the window and putting his cigarette out in a tray on the desk. "Why should O'Brien call for an inquest? The girl didn't kill the old man."

"No, but nobody can figure out why he died."

"It ought to be a tougher job to figure out how he managed to live. Did you see him?"

"I was there this morning. He was a mess all right.. Funny, the medicos drew a blank. I guess they took everything apart. They chopped him up for display at the doctor's meeting. Somebody said they're going to write him up for the medical association as one of the strangest case$ of the year."

"The way I get it," Travis said, "is he was a sort of living boil or cancer or something. He went to pieces all over, not in just one spot, both inside and out."

Travis turned to go, then turned around again. "Just a couple things more. How about the fingerprints on this guy?"

"A blank there, too, as far as we're concerned. His flesh prevented us from getting really good ones, since it was sort of glassy, but because we haven't got him doesn't mean Washington hasn't."

"How about that thing he drew on the paper? I presume Dr. Collins showed you that."

Captain Tomkins sighed, reached into his drawer. "You guys are always persistent, aren't you? The way you're trained, I guess. Well, since I'm not speaking for publication, I'll tell you about that." He leafed through the sheets he took from the drawer. "Last night we got a lot of people out of bed. Professors, an astrologist, a historian, a chemist, an astronomer, a biologist, an engineer—we gave the thing to all of them."

"And . . . ?"

"I'm coming to it. It's a symbol for Venus—"

"Aha! Space ships and all that. The old man was the first victim of a new and terrible disease brought here by Venusians."

"Do you want to be funny or do you want to hear the report?" The captain put down the papers and glowered at him.

"O.K., Captain. I'm sorry. I won't interrupt again. I was just imagining what the Star could do to a story like that."

"I better not see one in there or it will be your neck and I mean that! Besides, the thing has a lot of other meanings." He picked up the papers again. "It's actually the symbol for Venus, the goddess, because it's a drawing of her looking glass, an attribute of Venus, one of the professors said.

"Here again it's the symbol for Friday. Yesterday was Monday. Its meaning in botany is a female flower, a pistillate, whatever that is, a fertile plant or a plant bearing such flowers. In biology it's also female. If he'd drawn it upside down it would mean a male organism or cell or organ. If there were other symbols to go with it, it might mean certain kinds of flowering plants.

"And one guy we saw said if it was drawn upside down it would be Ankh or what he said was similar to a Crux Ansata, an ancient Egyptian symbol for life, retained by the Copts of Egypt as a symbol of Christianity, it says here."

"Anybody figure out the numbers and the 'X'?"

"Nobody had any ideas about them."

"Well, as I see it," Travis said, "it means the beginning of an interplanetary war, or the old man got the disease on Friday or he got the disease through a flower or a woman killed him or it's the curse from an old Egyptian tomb!"

"Yeah, and all very reasonable."

"To be sure. And all very good copy."

"No copy, Travis."

"O.K., Captain. No copy."

Travis left the police captain's office and went down the hall to the desk sergeant.

"Hell, Travis," Sergeant Webster said. "Where have you been keeping yourself? Haven't seen you in months."

"You won't be seeing me for a year," Travis said. "I'm on leave right now."

"Then what are you doin' down here?"

"Just a little request I want to make."

"Sure. What is it?"

"Let me see your police car record for yesterday."

The sergeant went into the radio room, returned with several sheets of paper and handed them to him. Travis let his eyes travel down the log through routine prowl car reports, dispatches to pick up drunks, to stop a fight, to direct traffic, to escort a funeral—and then he came to the item he wanted.

5:33 p.m. Car 302 to Ridgeway and Leland. Naked man.

A little farther down the sheet he saw another entry.

5:42 p.m. Thompson in 302 reports naked man out of his head and ill. Taken to Union City Hospital.

There were no other entries regarding the man. He handed the book back to the desk sergeant and thanked him. He left the police station and headed for Ridgeway Avenue and Leland Street.

He took a cross-town bus and got off on Leland, walked three blocks to Ridgeway. It was in an industrial neighborhood, and Ridgeway marked the dividing line between factories and the residential area, although there were a few houses among the plants. On the residential side of Ridgeway there was a small grocery store on the corner and Travis headed for it.

Inside, a portly woman came from the rear of the store to wait on him.

"What's yours, mister?" She had the trace of an accent, but Travis couldn't identify the language.

"Know anything about the old man the police picked up here yesterday afternoon?" he asked.

"I know they shoulda thrown him in the clink, a man runnin' around like that without a stitch on. It ain't decent, it ain't. And such carryin' on, yellin' and runnin' the way he was."

"Which way was he running?"

The woman pushed a lock of greasy, black hair off her forehead. "He was runnin' down Ridgeway, yellin' like the devil was after him and then all of a sudden he stopped and fell down. That's when I called the police. I seen Lila here lookin' at him. She was out in front."

Travis hadn't noticed a tiny girl who had come from the back of the store and stood behind the counter, peering over it at him curiously.

"Why you want to know about him?" the woman asked.

"I'm trying to find out where he came from."

"I know where, I know where," the little girl exclaimed excitedly.

"You shut your mouth, Lila, before I slap you one." The woman turned- to him. "She don't know nothin', mister."

"Maybe she does know," he suggested cautiously.

"I'm tellin' you she don't. Now, Lila, run back and play." When the child didn't budge, she clouted her on the side of the head. "I said run back, good-for-nothin'." The child ran.

Travis brought out his billfold, put a five dollar bill on the counter.

"You gonna buy somethin'?"

"Some information."

The woman's eyes were greedy and she wiped her hands on her apron, but she didn't pick up the money.

"You just stick that back in your pocket, mister. I don't want no trouble. Now you better get out of here."

Travis put the five back. "Thanks, anyway," he said, looking hopefully toward the back of the store before he left. The child was nowhere to be seen.

It was a bright summer day outside and he drew in big drafts of air. So far, no soap, he thought. But the old lady said the old man was running down Ridgeway and her daughter was in front of the store where she could see him. That would be down the street away from the store along Ridgeway Avenue. So he must have come from the other direction.

Travis set out in the direction from which the man had evidently come. There were rows of rather neat bungalows along his side of the street, a wire mesh fence running around a large industrial plant on the other. He continued walking, wondering where the old man could have come from in that neighborhood.

Suddenly a child ran out from between two houses. It was Lila.

"Mister, you follow me," she said. "I know where the man came from. I saw him come out of a building over there." She pointed to a group of buildings around the corner on the next street.

He walked beside her to the corner where a street sign proclaimed Winthrop Street. They turned and crossed Ridgeway. Halfway down the block Lila stopped, turned big black eyes to him and grinned.

"He came out of that one," she said, indicating a two-story flat with a large lot on either side of it. Beyond the lots were two brick buildings that looked like warehouses.

"Thanks, honey," Travis said, dipping into his pocket and getting a quarter. "This is for you."

She eyed it, then took it. "The other man gave me a half a dollar."

"The other man? What other man?"

Something of the urgency of his voice frightened her and she scooted away. He let her go, wondering what she meant. Then he turned to the building and looked it over.

Number 1722 Winthrop Street was an old building with a brick foundation. The basement windows were gone, but the others were intact. In fact, the other windows were clean and bright, though he could see nothing in the interior. Wooden stairs went up to a porch and a doorway that opened onto a sort of hallway he could see from across the street.

He went over and up the stairs. The knob of the door was of bright metal that showed recent use. He tried the door and it opened easily. Inside he had a choice of taking the stairway to the second floor or of opening the door of the first floor apartment.

The two mailboxes on the wall bore no nameplates. The shade on the first floor was drawn. He knocked on the door, since he saw no bell. There was no answer. Then he tried the door. It opened on well-oiled hinges.

There was nothing inside. Only a rubble-strewn floor and sunshine. He went in. The rubble, he discovered, was glass and pieces of metal, wires, wood and a number of broken items he recognized as laboratory equipment. Then he noticed that the air smelled in a sweet way with a touch of acrid; it reminded him faintly of his high school chemistry days.

He walked inside, crunching glass under his feet. The front room contained some five-gallon bottles intact, but there were test tubes, beakers and a few graduates broken and lying around. The dining room contained several packing boxes and filing cabinets he had not seen from the front door. They contained books, sundry laboratory items. Oddly enough, next to one of the filing cabinets was a powder puff.

The kitchen was a maze of wires, some of them still in plaster, others pulled out and piled on the floor. Some broken pieces of electrical equipment—an instrument he recognized as an ohmmeter or ammeter, a soldering iron, and broken radio tubes—and several other items he did not understand were lying around amid the plaster.

A large beaker on the kitchen sink caught his eye. There was considerable plaster dust on one side of it and fingerprints showed up plainly on this side. The fingerprints, in fact, showed up a bit too obviously and something clicked in his mind. He looked at the plaster-strewn floor again and noticed that there were plenty of footprints. Big footprints.

He was not surprised, then, to see the door to the kitchen open and Captain Tomkins step in.

"Do you mind, Mr. Travis," the captain said, "if I ask you why you're here?"

"No, I don't mind," Travis said. "I got here the same way you did. Except you gave the kid a half dollar. You set a dangerous precedent. Little Lila expected a half from me."



THREE

"You've told me how you got here," Captain Tomkins said. "Now tell me why you came."

Travis kicked at a broken retort and it skittered across the floor, -shining as it went through one area of sunlight.

"Just mark it up to curiosity, Captain." He saw the policeman wasn't going to be satisfied with a simple answer, so he went on: "Look, Captain. I'm in the hospital when they bring the old guy in. I'm there when the girl comes in and tries to knock him off in advance of his intended departure. For the past ten years I've been beating deadlines. I've been covering political speeches, sometimes crime, I've written up successful businessmen. Somebody has been telling me what to do for ten long, weary years. Now this is something I can do myself. I don't have to report to anybody. I can do as I damn well please. So, suiting the action to the word, I'm here. I am just as anxious fo get this thing figured out as you are."

The captain walked through the kitchen to the dining room. "Maybe you are at that, Travis. But you're making unnecessary work for the police department, such as our tailing you just now. If you really get down to it, you haven't any business here at all. It's strictly Police business."

"How long have you been here, Captain?"

The captain stopped at the packing boxes and picked out a few books and looked at their titles, threw them from one box to another.

"We got here early this morning. The boys have gone through the place. The filing cabinets are empty, but there are a lot of fingerprints around. We'll find out whose, if there are records. The tail called in when you got to the grocery and I came out. Mac's out in back in the squad car. I thought I'd wait to see what you did when you got in here.

"Here's an odd title," the captain said, indicating the book he was holding. "Die Neuen Vererbungsgesetze. Must be German. A lot of them are. Wonder what it means."

"Beats me. I took German once, but I don't remember much about it. What's upstairs?"

"Living quarters. Only mattresses and tables and chairs left. We figure whoever lived here moved out last night. Maybe they figure the guy had the plague or something, and they'd have to take the rap for him.

"Here's another odd one. Narcoanalysis. Judging from the price marks on these things the people are well heeled. Ten bucks for a little book like that. The rest here are physiologies, biology books, some on botany, a few on electronics. The whole apartment reminds me of prohibition days when we'd raid an innocent-looking home and find they'd built a vat or still on the first floor. Wonder what they were doing?"

"I'd like to know," Travis said.

The captain paused to light his pipe. "Come over here," he said then, moving to another part of the room near the kitchen. "The wires from the kitchen, which came in from the outside power lines, ran to a machine that stood here. You can tell it was heavy from the marks on the floor. They must have worked hard and fast to get it and the other stuff out of here. There are truck marks in the earth just outside. We're having those examined."

Travis's eye caught sight of a piece of white jutting out from beneath a crate of rubbish. He stooped down, drew out a 3 x 5 filing card, put it in his pocket without the captain's knowing. Then he noticed some writing on the wall near the kitchen.

"Have you figured out what this stuff is, Captain?"

The captain came over to the marks.

"Mostly radio stuff, I guess. Circuits and wires and tubes, I gather. Wouldn't ordinarily put much stock in the diagram, but the fact that they tried hard to erase it and found it wouldn't come off and then tried to scrape the wallpaper off shows they put some value on it. Some of it, as you can see, is missing, where they succeeded in getting the paper off.

"We've got a man from the university coming down this afternoon to take a look at it." The captain headed back to the kitchen. "It must have been illegal, whatever it was. Otherwise they wouldn't have been in such a hurry to get out."

"But how could such a pretty girl get mixed up in this?"

The captain turned and looked at him levelly. "She might be pretty, Travis, but she's dangerous, too. I wouldn't trust a girl like that regardless of what motive she had for getting rid of the old man."

He continued to look at Travis, studying him. Then he said, "I've got something else to show you." He led the way to the rear of the kitchen and opened the door to the basement. They went down.

The basement was in-as much disorder as the first floor. There were broken boxes, books were scattered about, and a lot of debris around the furnace door showed much of whatever the occupants had wanted to get rid of had been burned.

"You see that corner over there?"- Captain Tomkins said, pointing to a dark and dirty section of the basement.

"There's nothing there," Travis replied.

"That's right. Nothing there right now. Do you know what was there when we got here this morning?"

"How the hell would I know . . ."

"All right, don't blow your top. I don't mean it that way, although I don't know why I'm taking the time to tell you this."

"Well, what was there?"

"A dead man."

"Who was he?"

"A bum. Chester Grimes was his name. We've had him in time and time again. He'd go through police court with regularity and often get sidetracked for a month or two at the state penal farm for vagrancy. Always drunk. We never figured where he got the dough to go on those benders."

"That's not unusual, is it? The guy gets a load and sleeps it off here. Except it's his last sleep. Maybe the people living here didn't even know he was down here and couldn't do anything about him once they started to clear out."

The captain shook his head. "You don't understand. I haven't made myself clear. This guy was a dark gray. He was turning black. He had big red scabs all over him and around his neck and on his chest he had big purple blobs of flesh. Remind you of anything?"

Travis drew in his breath. "Another!"

"Exactly. Chester Grimes, address unknown. He hadn't been in trouble for two or three months. His fingerprints were as hard to get as the old man's at the hospital because something was wrong with his flesh. But even though they were pretty smudgy they checked out all right. The identification sergeant had him pegged in about five minutes."

"He and the old guy in the hospital must have been guinea pigs in some awful experiment."

"I thought at first they might have been the experimenters themselves, but of course this Grimes had no training at all. Besides, he'd be too boozed up to come to his senses long enough to experiment on anything."

"And remember the guy at the hospital kept yelling about not wanting to be taken back."

"He could have been out of his head."

They both jumped at the sound of breaking glass. They heard the clatter of it on the floor over their heads. The captain turned and rushed for the stairs with Travis right behind him.

There was no one upstairs and for a while they didn't see anything unusual, since there was plenty of broken glass around the floor. But then the captain spied the broken window. He walked toward it, then suddenly fell to the floor as another section of glass gave way and some of it tinkled to the floor.

At the same time there was a dull snap on the opposite wall and Travis, who had also fallen to his knees, noticed a round, black hole in the wallpaper.

"It's coming from over there," the captain said, nodding his head in the direction of the warehouse across the lot. "I saw a head and the burst of, fire as whoever it was fired the gun. Where in hell is Mac?"

As if in answer to his question, the rear door opened and the patrolman rushed in, gun drawn.

"Put that damn thing away and get down, Mac," Captain Tomkins said. "The shots are coming from the next building. You get back to the car and call headquarters. I'm going out the front way after whoever it is."

The captain put his pipe away and crawled along the baseboard toward the living room. Travis crawled with him and together they made their way through the wreckage on the floor to the front door and outside.

Travis marveled at the police captain who did not hesitate but drew his gun and started running down the sidewalk toward the other building. Travis did not welcome the idea of being a target but he started to run after the captain and did not dare stop once he started.

They reached the building which bore a sign, "Morris No. 3." Captain Tomkins tried the door which was flush with the sidewalk. It was locked, so he broke the window with the butt of his revolver and reached in and unlocked it.

In a moment they were inside running up the stairs.

"The shots came from the second floor," the captain yelled, taking the steps two at a time.

There was no wondering what to do, whether or not he might be hit or that there might be someone upstairs waiting for him. Travis's respect for the captain's courage increased as he saw him reach the top of the stairs, open the door and walk in.

When Travis got through the door he" saw the captain standing in the center of a large room, surveying it. There was no one there. Only an empty open window.

"Not even an empty shell," the captain said, looking around the floor.

Travis had come up behind him and was looking at the window when he chanced to look beyond it across the lot to the house from which they had just come. He saw something red and glowing through the window. A moment later the window exploded outward in a blast of billowy, black smoke. He had not time to tell the captain before he, too, noticed the smoke which was now flecked with flames.

"The bastards," the captain muttered. "They got us out of the way."

Together they ran down the stairs and cut across the lot to the alleyway where the police car was parked.

"I got headquarters, all right," Mac told Captain Tomkins, getting out of the car. "They're on the way. I was just coming over to where you'd gone when I saw the blast. I ducked back in the car and radioed Joe to call the fire department."

"Better get that car out of here," Captain Tomkins said. "This place is really going. Come along, Travis."

All three got in the car and they backed it out of the alley with only seconds to spare before the fire department converged on the scene already cluttered with police cars arriving.

"Headquarters to Car 22," the radio squawked. "What's going on out there?"

"I'll take it," Captain Tomkins said, reaching for the hand mike. "This is Tomkins. The lab where we got Grimes this morning is going up in smoke right now. There were some shots from an adjacent building that got us away from it. Somebody got in and started it really roaring. I don't know how."

"Must be something there they didn't want us to get," the captain said later. "Well, Travis, I think I'll be going back to the office. You going uptown or are you going to stick around for some more detective work? If you want to do that we could put you on the force for a year. But no, I can see you'd never pass the physical."

"Thanks for the compliment, Captain. No, I'll stick around here if you don't mind."

The captain let him out of the car and it sped away. Travis joined the crowd around the burning building. The firemen, he could see, were not going to save it. Many of them were wetting down the lots and the buildings on either side. The roof had already caved in and the frame walls were leaning at a precarious angle as flames ate them away.

Whatever secret the house had held, it held no longer. Travis noticed several newspaper photographers at work, a couple of them from the Star. They were busy and had no time to see him. He stood there and took grim-pleasure out of the fact that this was one news event he could just watch without having to report. In a way it was a good start to his year.

His year. How would he ever start it, really, if he went gallivanting around trying to solve a mystery which already had the police baffled? As he watched the fire he remembered how he always resented the intrusion of busybodies and the morbidly curious at sensational, bloody events. He hated to have to cover them for the press and could never understand how anybody in his right mind could shoulder his way through a crowd in a rude attempt to reach the dead or the near-dead. Yet such events had the effects of a human magnet. It drew certain types like flies. And those types were plentiful.

It wasn't that Travis couldn't enjoy a good fire. Fires were something different. Once they were started, it was a sort of game. You watched the firemen, players on the opposing team, match wits with the flames. Usually the firemen won out quickly, since fire equipment was gauged to quench flames scientifically. But in such cases as this, once the old frame building started firemen could only prevent other buildings from burning down. Besides, it appeared that someone had set something off inside, something extremely inflammable, judging from the way the windows burst with smoke and flame when he and the captain were at the warehouse.

He looked around at the crowd. Some people stood transfixed, some with their mouths wide open, others with grim, fascinated looks. Others just stood, their faces blank. There were several chewing gum for all they were worth.

Maybe the guy who started the fire is in the crowd, he roused. But then he remembered that it had been a woman who had tried to kill the old man—now the first old man. Perhaps she started this blaze to cover up—what? A rubble-strewn floor? A diagram on the wall? A packing case full of textbooks and odds and ends and marks on the floor where a machine had stood?

That reminded him of the card he had slipped from under the rubbish-filled packing case. He looked at it now. It read:
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232 Drexler Drive, U. C.

He wondered vaguely if this could have been the girl, with the hypodermic syringe. Just another piece of the puzzle, just something else to worry about. But at least it was something definite. Perhaps he'd look her up. Maybe he'd be wiser, though, to tear it up and forget about the whole thing. But he put the card in his pocket.

The fire was beginning to wane as water under pressure did its job with what was left of the building. Some of the people, satisfied that the firemen had won out, were walking away. So did Travis.

As he walked he thought about the whole business. He was going to have to make a decision. If he insisted on trying to figure it all out, he was going to run into the police at every turn. Captain Tomkins had already hinted the department did not care for encroachment by a newspaperman—an idle newspaperman, at that.

And just what was his place in the scheme of things, anyway? It had been coincidence that he was there when the old man was brought to the hospital. It had been curiosity that made him follow the girl down the hall to see her try to kill the old man. If he had not followed her perhaps she would have completed her job and no one would have been the wiser.

He wanted desperately to find himself this year. Trying to run down a mystery like this wouldn't be finding himself, he reasoned. Trying to put together a jigsaw puzzle isn't facing up to the problems of life. It's the reverse: an escape. Should he escape and plunge into the thing?

As he crossed a street he shook his head and a woman he did not see passed him by. She shook her head in pity. No, he decided, he ought not plunge into it. If people are running around with strychnine-filled hypodermics and burning down buildings, he didn't want to get mixed up in it any further.

Perhaps I ought to get out of town as I had figured I should, he thought. Go to Chicago. New York. Maybe lie around Florida beaches and try to figure my life out. But I can't leave town right now. I've got to be a witness at the inquest on the old man's death.

By the time he got to his apartment hotel he had made up his mind. After the inquest Captain Tomkins could have the case with his compliments. All of it. He was through with it, pretty girl or not.

He mixed himself a highball, turned on some dance music, fell into a well-padded armchair and drew another chair close so he could put his feet on it.

This is the life, he said. I'm going to do this until I'm sick of it. By then I'll know what I want to do. Then all I need to do is do it. No City Editor Cline. No managing Editor Parsons. No Hal Cable. Oh, Hal's a nice enough guy, it's just that I shouldn't get into a rut, always running out to dinner with him, knocking around with him at night. Wonder what he'll do? Gibson Travis, his sidekick gone for a year. No, sir, for a year there will be no Dutch McCoy, no Captain Tomkins and no myriad other people I know from the mayor on down and from the cuties in Mack's Frolics—ah, that wonderful dive—on up.

He went out in the kitchen, mixed himself another highball and on the way back to the front room stopped to look at himself in the full length mirror on the open closet door.

"Here's looking at you," he said to himself, raising his glass and taking a big drink. Six foot. Dark hair. Girls had commented on his hair. He took good care of it. Black eyes —no, not really black, they just looked that way from a distance. They were a mixture of brown and dark blue and some black specks. Good build. He was proud of his build. It had served him well in college. Track. Football. Press nominee for all-state. No, nothing wrong with my build,, he thought. Just my brain. He chuckled to himself and went in and sat down again.

A few drinks later he began to feel good about everything. He left the apartment and made an evening of it, feeling better by the hour. By the time he got home again he had forgotten about two old men, a girl with a hypo, and a house that burned down.

The jangling urgency of the telephone snapped him out of a dream where he was basking in the warmth of a bright sun on a deserted beach. His training made him instantly awake. He walked to the phone.

"Hello."

"Travis?" It was a raspy voice.

"Yeah."

"Cline."

"I know. I lived with that voice of yours for ten years, remember? What the hell's the matter, can't you guys get out a paper without me?" He stifled a yawn.

"I think we're doing a better job since you've been gone."

"Well, then why bother me?"

"You're news, sweetheart."

"Yeah? The hell you say."

"Listen, Travis. Elmer Sedges is on his way down to your place as of right now. He shot out of the newsroom as soon as he knew you answered the phone. You're going to be interviewed, chum."

"That's where you're wrong, Cline. By the time Elmer gets here I'll be gone."

"Now listen, Travis. Things have been busting all over. According to Chief Riley you fought with a girl who wanted to kill the old guy in the hospital."

"No comment. How do you like that?"

The rasp got excited. "Wait a minute, Travis. I mean business. If the police are talking there's no reason you shouldn't. Get wise. This is your chance to get into the newspaper legitimately."

"Not unless you run my picture, too."

"You want a picture? You think I'm kidding?"

"No, I guess you're not kidding. But look, Cline, I just decided to give this case to the birds."

"You're on O'Brien's witness list."

"That's all I've got to do. Then I'm moving out of here. I've just been dreaming about lying on a beach under a hot summer sun."

"You're holing up with a dame. I know you too well."

"Go to hell."

"Now don't get sore. . . . Just how much do you know about all this? The boys at the fire said they saw you. What were you doing out there?"

Travis wondered if the police had told Cline about the connection between the fire and the old man in the hospital.

"I just like to follow the fire engines," Travis replied. 

"Can't get it out of your system, eh? But no kidding, what's your theory on all this?"

"You asking for my opinion? Comes the millennium."

"All right, smart guy. Maybe you'll be next."

"Maybe I'll be next? Now what kind of talk is that for a city editor. That guy was old enough to be my father."

"Who are you talking about?"

"That guy in the hospital."      i

"Hell, Travis, get up on the news."

"What do you mean?"

"He was just the first guy."

"So you know about Chester Grimes, eh?"

"I know about Chester Grimes and about three other guys."

"Just a minute, Cline. I don't know anything about any three other guys."

"Where have you been? Best I fill you in. Three doctors have reported three different cases just like the old man and Grimes. The people involved all complained about being giddy, having a fever and being listless. Nothing unusual in that. Could be a cold or a variety of things. But doctors making home calls failed to diagnose it right away. Since this morning all three have been taken to the hospital where they are being closely watched."

"I think you're going off the deep end on this thing, Cline. Any time anybody gets sick from now on and doctors can't tell what it is right off the bat, then bang! They got what the old man had."

"Wait. I'm not through yet. Since the autopsies on this unidentified old man and' Chester Grimes, the health department has been in on the thing. State experts have been called in to examine the remains. Several medical schools are sending specialists. The doctors were warned by the health department of the possibility of a new disease here yesterday because of the two strange deaths. This morning's activity could be the start of a sort of plague—a black plague."

"For God's sake, Cline, I-"

"Keep your shirt on. Listen: Those three people whose flesh was inflamed were taken to the hospital—did I tell you about the flesh before? Well, anyway, they've set up a" special contagion ward at U. C. The latest report is that despite medical attention and transfusions the flesh on all three has turned slightly gray."

Travis whistled in surprise.

"Say," he said, "you mentioned morning. Is it morning already?"

"Why don't you take a look out the window?"

"I can't see that far. Had a bad night."

"I can see where that year off is going to lead you. Well, for your information, it's 10 a.m."

"Thanks. Say, how about giving me those names. You know, the three in the hospital. May be somebody I know."

"I don't think so. Just a moment." There was a rustle at the other end. Then Cline came on again. "Here they are. Tony Sansona, 1311 Willard Street; Jeb (I suppose it's Jebediah—we're checking that one) Tobias, 2112 Ridgeway Avenue; and Matthias Kronansky, 711 Leland Street."

Travis took down the names.

"Listen, Travis, be a good boy and stick around until Elmer shows up."

"The hell with Elmer. If this is the plague, I couldn't think of a better time for getting out of town."

"You wouldn't run out at a time like this!"

"No, not really, Cline. But don't blame me if I'm not here when Elmer turns up. I've just thought of an angle. I've got work to do."

"Tell me about it."

"I'll call you if anything develops." He dropped the phone into its cradle.

Plague. The Black Death. Hell, it couldn't be that, Travis reasoned. That was something carried by rats during the Dark Ages, wasn't it? Surely with modern plumbing, sewage systems and cleanliness of city life—no, it was something else. Maybe it was something manufactured in that very building that had been burned down. Perhaps the people who had created the plague, or whatever it was, had burned the building in an attempt to destroy the germs, the origin of the scourge, before they impregnated others. But they already had! The plague had spread already . . . and a man named Gibson Travis and a police officer by the name of Captain Tomkins, and don't forget Mac, the driver, and all those who had combed the house —they had already been exposed.

Panic raced through him before he knew it and then he had to take control of himself. Hell, he wasn't ill . . . yet.

He suddenly thought of his decision to give up the mystery. Funny how things sometimes look different in the cold light of day, he mused. How did Shakespeare say it? 'Thus the native hue of resolution is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought. . . ."

If he could be of any use before he took off on his year he certainly owed it to the old man, to Chester Grimes, to the three people now ill, to do whatever he could.

The least thing I can do, he decided, is to go down to the tax assessor's office and ask a very important question.



FOUR

The tax assessor's office was in the basement of the municipal building, down with the public lavatories and the city storerooms. It was at one end of a dark hallway and on the door, in old-fashioned letters, were the words: City Assessor.

Whatever else the city had done, it had no doubt taken its assessing seriously since the beginning. Behind the door were filing cabinets that in themselves were a history of the filing cabinet industry. As the city grew and more people were added to the assessment rolls, a new cabinet was added. There were old, ornate ones with fancy curlicue lettering. There were modern ones of gray metal and chrome handles.

Hiram Peaslip, the assessor, was every bit like the office. A relic, but a relic living in a contemporary world. Hiram knew the history of the city and most of the people in it. That is why it was odd that he did not have a record of 1722 Winthrop Street. And what's more, he didn't have any idea who owned it.

Why don't you look again, Mr. Peaslip," Travis urged. "Surely there ought to be something on it. Maybe the treasurer would have a receipted bill upstairs."

Mr. Peaslip shook his head. "Mr. Adams arranges all the receipts alphabetically. We'd have to look through everything from A to Z. Just take my word for it, Mr. Travis. It's just not here." Mr. Peaslip coughed—a little too nervously, Travis thought.

"I've never been through your filing system," Travis said. "Why don't I go back and see if I can find it?"

"I can't let you do that, Mr. Travis," Mr. Peaslip said, wringing his hands. "I just can't."

"You forget, Mr. Peaslip, the city assessor's books are public property. I'm afraid you have nothing to say about it." Travis made a motion to go through the swinging door to the filing cabinets beyond.

Mr. Peaslip stepped in front of the door. "You stop where you are. You're just starting trouble. You stay where you are and I'll go ask the mayor if—"

"You go upstairs for the mayor and I'll find what I want while you're gone."

"You wait then while I call him up from down here."

"You're obstructing a citizen's rights," Travis said. "I ought to report you to the state's attorney."

Mr. Peaslip's watery eyes flooded over, his face became white and he wrung his hands more nervously than ever.

"Please, Mr. Travis. Please don't make it so hard. Please just leave."

"Look, Hiram, I don't want to cause you trouble. I just want to find out who owns 1722 Winthrop Street."

Mr. Peaslip's lips worked one over the other and he looked at Travis uncertainly.

"All right," he squeaked. "I'll—I'll tell you. But you must promise not to tell anyone. It's—the place is—was—owned, it burned down, you know, yesterday, it was—"

"Let's have it, Mr. Peaslip. I haven't all day."

The city assessor ran his tongue over his lips. "I'm not supposed to tell. The place belongs to Mr. McCoy."

"Dutch McCoy!"

The little assessor nodded.

"Thanks a lot, Mr. Peaslip," Travis said. "Now don't worry about it. Just relax. You're not going to get into any trouble. Let me use your phone. I'm going to make a call and it hasn't anything to do with Dutch McCoy. Do you have a map of the city?"

Mr. Peaslip brought out, held in trembling hands, a map of the city. Travis looked for 1311 Willard Street, 2112 Ridgeway Avenue and 711 Leland, grunted in disappointment when he found they were—with the exception of the Ridgeway address—a few blocks removed from 1722 Winthrop Street.

Then he got on the phone, called the Star and asked for the photo department. "Hal?"

"Hey! The prodigal son!"

"Not so fast, Hal. Look, I've got a job I want you to help me with."

"You want bail money again?"

"Nothing like that. I'm serious."

"O.K., O.K. I'm listening."

Travis explained that he had at first decided to give up doing anything about the mystery of the old man, but the three new cases had made him change his mind.

"What's your angle? Hell, Trav doesn't do something for nothing. It's not like you not to be thinking of yourself?"

"Think so? Well, maybe I've changed. Maybe an old guy changed me—an old guy all black and dead and an old Bum the same way and now three more people laid up with this thing."

"I've heard there was a pretty girl involved, too, lucky boy. They tell me you wrestled with her. Learn any new holds?"

"Have your little joke. Do you want to help or not?"

"O.K., O.K. What do you want me to do?"

"Can you get away this afternoon?"

"Sure, sure. I guess so."

"I'll buy you the biggest and best drink in town if you'll go out and see somebody in the families of Tony Sansona, 1311 Willard Street, got that? And Matthias Kronansky, 711 Leland Street. The other guy I'll see myself."

"Say, these are the guys in Union City Hospital. They have the—whatever it is."

"And I just thought of something else, Hal . . . These guys are men!"

Are you kidding? What did you expect. A blonde?"

"No, it was just—it was a fleeting thought."

"What am I supposed to find out, Trav?"

"I was coming to that. I want you to find out if either-Sansona or Kronansky has been in, around or near 1722 Winthrop Street—you must know by this time about the laboratory burning down."

"I saw it all in this morning's paper. I read about you, too."

"Haven't had time to read it myself."

"When and where am I supposed to call you? Or maybe we ought to meet so I can collect that drink you're offering-"

"Listen, remember that joint on Empire Street? Laughing Boy Tavern?"

"That dump?"

"Well, it's near where we'll be."

"The best drink in there only costs two bits."

"I'll buy you two, then. Meet you there at, say five o'clock. O.K.?"

"O.K., O.K. I'll see you."

Travis paid his respects to Hiram Peaslip who had kept at least one ear open to the conversation. The old man just grunted. Travis walked out.

At a corner newsstand he bought a copy of the Star, read the account of two mysterious deaths and the encounter he had with a pretty blonde who had murder in her heart for an old man. There was no news yet about the three new cases. Then he made his way to the office of Dutch McCoy.

The gambler transacted his business from an unpretentious office in a downtown building—at least it looked unpretentious to the average visitor. But Travis was familiar with its microphones, peepholes and bulletproof doors.

The bright young men with the slick hair, the knowing eyes and the bulges gave him no trouble. He got by them and into Dutch's office in record time.

"Phillip Gibbs!" Dutch grunted from behind his desk, extending a pudgy hand in greeting. "The knows-all, sees all and tells-everything. Sit down. Have a cigar."

"No thanks." Travis sat down.

"What can I do for you, friend?"

"I'll make it short and sweet, Dutch. What about that property that burned yesterday. Seventeen twenty-two Winthrop."

If the gambler was taken by surprise or was uneasy—or even was on his guard—he gave no sign of it.

"What about it?" he asked calmly.

"Was it your laboratory that burned up?"

"Funny. The police asked me that very question this morning, Travis. I can tell you just what I told them. It was not my laboratory that burned up."

"Whose laboratory was it?"

Dutch shook his head. "I don't have any idea."

"But you rented the place."

"You sound like the cops. Sure, I rented it. They wanted to know who to." He laughed. "I told them that was my business."

"Who did you rent it to?"

"You know, Travis, I like you." Dutch lit a cigar. "You know something else? I'm going to tell you: I don't know."

Travis stood up. "That's a hell of an answer!"

"People don't talk to me like that." There was an edge to Dutch's voice.

"But you are too smart for that. If anybody knows what's going on in this town, it's you. And you don't mean to tell me you'd rent your own property to somebody without knowing who it is!"

"All right, Travis," Dutch said, knocking his cigar ashes neatly into a tray. "It was like this: I get a telephone call. It's a woman. She knows I own that vacant place. She asks me if I want to rent it. I say, 'Sure.' She says, 'How much?' I don't like her voice, so I say, A thousand a month.' The dame says, 'You'll get six thousand in the mail tomorrow. We'll move in next week.' I say, 'It's a deal.' The next day I get the registered parcel. The dough is all there in hundred dollar bills. What the hell do I care what goes on? I never even went out to see the place."

"Thanks, Dutch," Travis said. "How long ago was that?"

Dutch thought a moment. "That was about six months ago."

"Thanks again, Dutch."

"You believe me?" Dutch looked at him squarely.

Travis had no way of telling whether or not he was telling the truth but there was no percentage in antagonizing him.

"Yes, I believe you."

"You're a good kid. I like you."

Travis was used to driving a Star car; now he had to choose between a cab and a bus. In the interests of economy he took a bus to the other side of town as he had done on the previous day. He was looking for the home of Jeb Tobias, 2112 Ridgeway, the same street he'd been on yesterday. He found it a few blocks from the grocery store and little Lila who had expected a half dollar.

The Tobias place was a modest one. Its fresh white paint and clean windows spoke of good housekeeping. The parkway grass had been cut a few days before and there was a knee-high picket fence along the front with a few bushes behind it.

Mrs. Tobias came to the door in answer to his ring. Her eyes were bloodshot and tear-ringed. Her gray hair needed to be combed.

He introduced himself and though she did not seem to care to talk about it, she let him come in.

"They won't even let. me see him," she complained later. "There Jeb is in the hospital all alone. It's the first time we've been separated for twenty years. I sent the kids to my sister's in the hopes I could get him home. I swear I could take care of him as well as they can."

Travis was careful not to comment on the nature of her husband's ailment. Instead, he asked her whether or not he was ever in the vicinity of 1722 Winthrop Street.

"Winthrop Street?" she asked, wrinkling her brow. "Why, that's just over here a block . . . what address was that?"

"Maybe this will help. It's next to a place—a sort of warehouse, I guess, with the name 'Morris Number Six' on the front."

" 'Morris Number Six?' Why, that's where he works every other day! He spends one day in the factory across the street and the next day in the warehouse. Hes a punch press operator in the factory and sort of a foreman of the warehouse men—oh, I don't know exactly what he does there ..."

"Do you think he'd have any opportunity to go into the house across the lot, this 1722 Winthrop Street place? It's just to the west of the warehouse."

Mrs. Tobias shook her head. "Jeb as a very proper man. He minds his own business and doesn't gossip ever. No, I can't see him leaving the warehouse for anything. Mr. Sargent, that's his boss, says he's one of the most loyal workers . . ."

The woman went on talking about her husband and, in deference to her and the fact that she seemed to have forgotten her husband's illness for a while, he let her go on. In the end he thanked her and left the house. It was nearing five o'clock and his appointment with Hal Cable. The Laughing Boy Tavern was not far from the Tobias residence, so he decided to walk to it.

The facts were pretty plain now. An old man had died. A bum had died. Both had been in the Winthrop Street house. Now three more were stricken. One of them had worked near-by. Had he visited the house next to his warehouse? It did not seem possible germs could have floated out of the laboratory clear over to the warehouse to inflict their disease on a man working there.

If the germs—if they were germs—could travel that distance, he could expect himself and Captain Tomkins and half a dozen others to come down with it at any time. Incubation period. That's all the germs needed. Five days. Six days. Fourteen days. One part of the puzzle didn't fit together, though. That was the blonde. The sparkling girl who was so intent on killing the old man. The man was scheduled to die anyway. Why should she want to hurry it up? And, if she was so intent on killing him, why hadn't she killed Tobias, Sansona and Kronansky? Maybe she was stalking the contagion ward on such an errand now. But that would be an awful chance for anyone to take. The girl might get the disease . . . Why, maybe she had it already. Maybe she was lying dead in some attic somewhere.

The picture of those beautiful eyes closed in death, those pretty legs turned black, the smooth, white neck changed to gray with purple splotches—he shuddered as he thought of it and turned into the tavern.

He looked around for Hal but didn't see him. It was a few minutes before five, so he decided to pay for a friendly telephone call to Captain Tomkins, if he was still in his office. He went to the booth and put the call through.

"Still around, eh?" the Captain said.

"Certain aspects of the case interest me, Captain."

"A shapely blonde of around twenty-two?"

"More than that. I just figure maybe there's something I can do. I hope I don't get in your hair."

"Don't worry about a little thing like that. If you do we'll just knock you off. Reporters are a dime a dozen. What's on your mind?"

"I just wondered if you ever found out who the old guy was."

"Since it's you, I'll tell you. Washington has no record of him. You remember the prints that were taken in the house on Winthrop Street? Prints on the jars and pieces of metal? No record anywhere of who they belong to. They weren't known criminals, anyway.

"Chief Riley and I talked it over with the men we had out there that morning. We figure it was a sort of headquarters for manufacturing something. Some guys we talked to said the machine might have been a spot welder. Several of the boys say a sample of floor scrapings show steel filings, too, as if they had cut sheet metal for something.

"And then Grimes. We traced Grimes from the state penal farm up until two months ago when he disappeared fight in town. The autopsy on him has the same results as the old man. The medicos are completely in the dark."

"I hear some government boys are coming in, Captain."

Just doctors from the state health department. They flew is afternoon. Anything else you want to know?"

"I've done some scouting around. I found out Jeb Tobias, one of the guys in the hospital, worked at the warehouse where the shots came from."

"That's an angle we hadn't thought of. Thanks."

"And I've also discovered Dutch McCoy owns the Winthrop house that burned."

"Found out about that this morning myself. As usual, Dutch won't say anything."

"If I get any more brainstorms, I'll call."

"If you get sick, let me know. Remember we were in that house, too, Travis."

"Yeah. How do you feel?"

"Fine right now. There's half a dozen others who don't, though."

"Half a dozen others? What do you mean, Captain?"

"Haven't you heard? Six new ones turned up this afternoon. There are nine in that hospital ward now."

Travis felt a little sick to his stomach. "Thanks, Captain," he said. "Thanks for the information. I'll be seeing you."

Hal Cable came through the door of the tavern shortly after five and headed for the booth Travis had taken.

"Hey, you sure sent me on a tough one," he said, puffing and wheezing and wiping his perspiring forehead with his handkerchief. "I see why you didn't take the job yourself. Phew! It's hot." Hal took his hat off and put it on the seat beside him.

"Well, what did you find out?"

Hal put up his hand in protest. "Wait a minute. How about that drink you offered me?"

"You have to produce first."

"Hell, I got it. Let's have the drink."

"Are you an alcoholic?"

"Haven't joined anything yet."

"Okay, then." Travis ordered a whiskey and ginger ale for each of them. "Now let's have it."

"Well, I went to this Sansona house first. It's on Willard. Mrs. Sansona was all put out because she couldn't even see her husband. You should have heard what she called those hospital people!"

"I didn't send you to listen to—"

"O.K., O.K. I'm coming to what you want. It seems Tony, her husband, works for the Morris Manufacturing Company. He helps out a guy in a warehouse right next to that Winthrop Street address."

"Just as I thought. He probably works for this Jeb Tobias. He's foreman or something at that warehouse every other day. He's one of those in the hospital with the disease."

"This Kronansky. That's the one on Leland. I could hardly understand what the wife was talking about. She lapsed into Polish, I guess it was, when she got to talking about the hospital. They wouldn't let her in either."

Hal Cable polished off his drink and continued.

"It seems Kronansky left his wife the other day and went to live with his sister. She lives on Archer. 1718 Archer Street. You know where that is?"

"No. Does he have any connection with the warehouse?" 

Hal shook his head. "Nope. He just lived with his sister. Sponged off her, I guess. He didn't have a job."

"I wonder how he got it, then."

"I was going to tell you. Archer is the street just north of Winthrop."

"So that's it!"

"Right. Now let's have another."

They drank another.

"What do you make of it, Hal?"

"The three guys must have slipped into that house on Winthrop, that's all."

"I wonder why? Well, there have been new developments. Six more have it now. They were taken to the hospital this afternoon, I guess. Captain Tomkins told me that just a little while ago."

"An ambulance breezed by me in an awful hurry as I was on my way here. Maybe it was another case."

"It's no good, Hal," Travis said gloomily, staring into the bottom of his glass. "There's something going on I don't understand. Dutch McCoy—and this is strictly confidential —told me today a woman he had never seen rented the house for six thousand dollars for six months, paid in advance in one hundred dollar bills?"

"Now what would a woman rent a house like that for so much money? I could think of one reason, but it wouldn't be any reason to burn it down."

"No, it goes deeper than that. It's all there, if only you could figure it out. How'd you get the afternoon off?"

"I left Hayden in charge. I nave a lot of time coming. Where are we going to eat?"

"Not in here."

"I hope not; let's go to the Manor."

Travis agreed. They had another drink, then walked out of the Laughing Boy. By that time it was after six o'clock and most of the rush hour traffic had dwindled.

"I left the car around the corner," Hal said. "Couldn't get a parking space before. Want to wait here?"

"Sure. That's the kind of service I like."

"It's the kind I don't give. Come on along."

Together they walked down the street, past a tailor shop, a barbershop and a small lunchroom now crowded with diners. They swung around the corner and stopped.

A girl blocked their way. A blonde. A blonde a head shorter than Travis. A shapely girl with the prettiest legs you ever saw. It was the girl who looked as nice from the front as she did from the rear. There were only two things wrong with her at that moment. The first was that her eyes weren't friendly.

The second was that she had a revolver in her hand.

The three figures—the girl, Travis and Hal Cable—were locked in immobility, as if in tableau. Then the poses exploded into motion as she turned and ran down the street toward the alley with Travis and Hal in pursuit.

At the alley she whirled around to them, leveled the gun.

"I will use it," she said frantically, "I will, if you come any closer. Now turn around and walk."

The pair did not wish to test the nerves of her index finger so did as they were bid. They had taken a few steps down the street when Travis turned. He did not see the girl. He and Hal ran back. The girl was running down the alley as fast as she could, gun in hand. She looked back, saw they were standing there, fired a shot in their direction. It kicked up a little dust in the alley and ricocheted over their heads. Travis and Hal ducked back out of sight.

"That was the blonde!" Travis said.

"Nice company you keep," Hal commented, struggling for breath.

"Yeah. This thing gets funnier as it goes along. Now why should she want to kill me?"

"She doesn't. If she had, she'd have done it."

"Why should she want to put on the act, then?"

"To scare you, maybe. Listen, that's the most exercise I've had since I was in the army." Hal was still breathing hard. "Let's go to the Manor."

"I still think she's a cute kid."

"Yeah. Yeah. Just the kind of a wife to have. You never can tell when she's going to knock you off."

"There's something wrong with that girl. She's just not the type to be running around with a gun."

"You're evidently not the type she uses it on."

"I wish I could believe that.



FIVE

"Listen," Hal Cable said, a lump of steak in his right cheek, his fork poised in mid-air for attention. "That babe didn't aim to kill you. That's part of the game. Now you're supposed to know you're not wanted." He resumed chewing and cut another big hunk of steak.

"Not wanted by whom?" Travis asked.

"By Dutch McCoy, that's who. Who else? You found out he owned the house didn't you? He gave you that song and dance about a dame renting it. That's a lot of bull. He's got something going on and you're getting too close, that's all."

"Dutch McCoy wouldn't go to the trouble of setting up a laboratory for anything. He uses the numbers, the policy wheels, the punchboards, the crap games. They're simpler and more direct."

"O.K., O.K." Hal took another hunk of meat. "Have it your way."

They ate in silence for a while, cleaning up the Remains of two rare filets. They finished their meal with dessert and coffee, then just sat, Travis with a cigarette, Hal with his cigar.

"Well, Hal, you know all the facts and still you think it's McCoy," Travis said. "I'm not denying you have a right to your opinion. But it just strikes me Dutch McCoy has other things to do than setting somebody up in a lab."

"I don't see why you don't give it up," Hal said drily. "You were the guy who wanted the long rest, remember? You're going to get it if that babe turns up and means business. Trying to figure this out is like stepping in front of a moving car. It'd be more healthy for you to go back and work for Cline and just ask the police how the case is coming."

"No, Hal. Something's got into me. The whole thing's a challenge now. I could pull out, sure, but I want to be in on the finish."

"You'll be in on the finish all right. Your finish. You said you were in the house. What about catching this plague? If nine people have it like you said, you could be the next."

Travis grinned. "And maybe you're being exposed right now, sitting next to me like this.

Hal blew out a cloud of smoke. "Your idea of humor?"

"Look, Hal." Travis was serious. "We talked to the wives of the first three men who went to the hospital. We didn't find out anything about their actions because the wives weren't around when they could have gone into the Winthrop house. Now there is a way we could find out—"

"We could find out!" Hal glowered at him. "Since when are we conducting this investigation of yours? I only helped you out this afternoon as a special favor. I got a job, remember?"

"O.K., chum. I'll change it to 'I.' If I could see these guys in the hospital I could get the information firsthand. I think that's important, whether or not they ever got into the house. If they did get in, then they must know something about what was in there and what was going on."

"And if they didn't?"

"They must have got in. I don't think germs are so airborne they go around a whole neighborhood like that. No, they must have visited the house some time or other."

"Now you're going to interview these guys. What about that girl? Aren't you going to report that this babe who tried to kill the old man took a pot shot at you in the alley?"

"Supposing I did? You know what Captain Tomkins would say?"

"Sure. 'It's a pity she didn't hit you.'"

"Something like that. No, I'm not going to report the girl. Maybe we'll meet again sometime. Maybe then the shoe will be on the other foot . . ."

Hal put down his cigar, looked at his companion meaningfully. "Know what I think? I think you'd like to meet her again. I think you kind of go for her. I think—"

"Make it two out of three right, Hal, That third thought of yours, whatever it might have been, probably was in error, anyway."

Later Hal slid the car to a stop in the parking lot in the rear of Union City Hospital.

"I still don't think it's a good idea," he said. "You've been exposed at the house. Now you're just asking for it."

"Three things I want to know," Travis said, opening the car door and stepping out under the courtyard light. "First, did they go in the house? Second, why? Third, what did they see?"

"Go ahead, poke around among a lot of people with the crud. It's only me. I just have to drive you home, that's all. And when I do, you can interview me."

"Aren't you coming in?"

Hal shook his head. "Got to finish my cigar. It's good for half an hour or so."

Travis walked up to the ambulance entrance door and opened it. A policeman barred any further entrance into the hospital. It was a policeman Travis did not know.

"What's the big idea?" Travis asked.

"Some mighty sick people in here. What do you want?"

"I wan to see Dr. Collins."

The policeman took a house phone off its hook.

"There's a man down here wants to see Dr. Collins," he said. Then he turned to Travis. "Your name?"

"Is that necessary?"

You want to see him?"

"Gibson Travis."

The policeman relayed this information. There was a slight buzzing of a voice at the other end, but Travis could not make out what it said.

"Yes, sir," the policeman said, hanging up. "You're to go to room ten."

"Is that where Dr. Collins is?"

"Just be a nice boy and go to room ten."

"How about briefing me on this? What's it all about?"

"Room ten is up the stairs and turn left."

Travis walked by him, up the stairs and through a glass swinging door on the first floor of the hospital. Another policeman barred his way.

"Say, what is this?" Travis said. "A hospital or a prison?"

"Where you bound for?"

"Your buddy says I'm bound for room ten."

"Ten? You can't go in there."

"Thanks." Travis started to go down the hall.

"Hey! Where you going?"

Travis stopped. "Just out the front way, that's all. I just found out it's after visiting hours."

"Maybe we better go to room ten after all."

"Well, if you think it's all right, maybe we better. Only I think I can find it all right I'm neither blind nor helpless."

"I better see you get there."

The policeman walked with him down the corridor, turned to a door and ushered Travis into a reception room. He knocked on an inner door.

A heavy-set man with bushy eyebrows and a bald head opened the door. "Yes?"

"Were you expecting this man, sir?"

"Oh, yes. You're Gibson Travis?"

Travis nodded.

"Come in, then."

Travis went into a room filled with clouds of cigar and cigarette smoke. A half dozen men who stopped talking when he entered sat staring at him. Dr. Collins was not there.

"I guess I was misunderstood," Travis apologized. "I was-looking for Dr. Collins. I don't want to break into your meeting."

"Sit down, Mr. Travis," the bushy-browed man said. "I'm Dr. Stone, resident physician here. Dr. Collins is busy upstairs." He took Travis's arm and led him to a vacant chair. "This is Mr. Travis, gentlemen. Mr. Travis, this is Dr. Seabright, Dr. Shearing, Dr. Witkowski, Dr. Wilhelm and Dr. Leaf. Dr. Seabright is with the local health department. Dr. Shearing and Dr. Witkowski are members of the hospital staff and Dr. Wilhelm and Dr. Leaf are with the state health department."

Travis nodded to each in turn. None of them seemed particularly friendly, except possibly Dr. Leaf, who had sort of a wry smile on his face. He didn't like Dr. Wilhelm's glaring black eyes, lowered eyebrows and stern mouth. It was he who spoke.

"So you're the fellow who saw the girl," he said. "What has she got to do with this?"

"I'm afraid I don't understand—"

"Come off it, Mr. Travis. We've been trying to get hold of you all afternoon and evening. Captain Tomkins said you saw the girl. What does she look like? . . . Never mind, don't bother, it isn't really important. The point is: do you know anything about her?"

"No."

"Well, then, how about the diagram?"

"What diagram?"

"The diagram at the Winthrop house, damn it," he snarled. "Do you realize there is an epidemic here, young man? Captain Tomkins said you were at the house with him when it burned. He said you pointed out the diagram to him. Now you don't even know what I'm talking about. I don't think you're telling the truth!"

Travis stood up. "You've got your wires crossed, Dr. Wilhelm. Why should I answer any of your questions at all? I hardly expected a representative of the state health—"

"He's right, Doctor," Dr. Leaf said. "We're all upset, we've been so occupied with this thing . . ."

"Mr. Travis," Dr. Wilhelm said, standing and moving around a desk to come over to him. "Did you get a look at the diagram on the wall at the Winthrop house?"

"Since you put it that way, sir, yes, I did."

"I don't suppose you could tell us anything about it."

"No, I'm sorry. I know very little about electricity—"

"Neither does Captain Tomkins, or anybody else who happened to be at that house yesterday before, it burned down. Nobody has eyes, nobody has a memory—"

"I'm sorry I didn't get my degree in nuclear physics, Dr. Wilhelm," Travis replied.

"What makes you say that?" Dr. Wilhelm was a large man. He came within a foot of Travis as he asked the question.

"I don't see what you want with me, anyway," Travis said. "I'm just somebody who came in to see Dr. Collins."

"I'm not so sure you don't know something," Dr. Wilhelm said. "Why do you want to see Dr. Collins?"

"Well, if you must know, I wanted to interview some of the patients."

"Morbid curiosity?"

"I want to find out if any of them had been in the Winthrop house, that's all."

Dr. Leaf came up. "I think I can answer that question for you. We have questioned the whole twelve of them— those who are still capable of answering, that is. None of them had been inside the house."

"There are twelve cases now? Well, then, how do you account for—"

"You come with me and I'll show you something," Dr. Leaf said, going to the door. "I'll be back after a bit, gentlemen." He and Travis walked out of the office.

"Don't mind Dr. Wilhelm, Mr. Travis," Dr. Leaf said as they walked down the corridor. "He's in charge and has a tremendous responsibility. He has to make his reports to the state office, you know. Negative reports just don't go."

"I suppose he does have a lot on his mind."

"If only it were something simple like a virus—of course it may be, you know. Viruses are part-living, part-dead bits of matter, too small to be seen under ordinary microscopes, so tiny they slip right through filters that hold back the smallest body cells.

"Little protein molecules they are—the most complicated compound in nature—and a nucleic acid. If these viruses could attack all the body's cells at once, as they might be doing here, they could consume the cells in no time reproducing themselves. Each patient upstairs could be a breeding ground for billions of viruses. It's a wonder it hasn't happened before, if it is happening now.

"Viruses don't have respiratory systems or circulation. They don't respond to stimulation. Ridiculous of me to talk like this. It probably isn't a virus, anyway. But if it were, at least we'd know what we're fighting. Ah, here we are."

They stopped before the admissions desk. To one side of it was a large map of Union City covered with glass

"See all those black dots we've made?" Dr. Leaf said. "Here's the house on Winthrop Street." He pointed to a red dot. "Now look at the black dots."

Travis studied the map. Twelve dots surrounded the red dot about a block and a half in as many directions.

"Well," he ventured, "they're all confined to a small area around the house."

"Yes, they are. It doesn't seem to make much difference which direction from the house. That then crosses off sewage, wind and other means of conveying harmful bacteria, including animal carriers, insects, flies and so on, which would have followed either specific lines or resulted in cases far removed from the source."

"What could cause such a distribution, then?" Travis asked.

Dr. Leaf smiled He was a middle-aged man, a middleweight mart who could have passed anywhere as a successful hardware merchant or banker. His eyes snapped with intelligence, his perpetual smile was contagious.

"Back in there," Dr. Leaf said, jerking his thumb in the direction of room ten, "you upset Dr. Wilhelm by mentioning nuclear physics because that's just what we had been talking about before you came in. He was in hopes you might be able to remember something about the diagram since Captain Tomkins and some of the others didn't. The police captain didn't know whether or not you knew anything about electricity. Dr. Wilhelm asked the policeman to have you drop in as soon as you could. And then you never came in, until just now. He had pinned some hopes on your saying something."

"1 just came in with one idea in mind and then ran into this other stuff," Travis said. "Why all the policemen?"

Dr. Leaf walked over to a lobby couch and sat down, offering a cigarette to Travis. Travis took it.

"Until we learn more about the disease we've got to be careful about it. We've kept everyone out, including newspaper people. By the way, I understand you're a newspaperman."

"I happen to be on a sort of sabbatical leave right now."

"Dr. Wilhelm was saying a little while ago he should have taken the leave he had planned. Then he wouldn't be stuck with this case. All very understandable, of course, except to Springfield, which expects results no matter what you're up against."

"No different from the newspaper business."

"Well," Dr. Leaf said, "I've mentioned virus. Now ordinarily a disease will attack some specific area or give a combination of symptoms or perhaps a general skin eruption as in childhood diseases. This thing we have here seems to be unselective. It hits a man all over, both inside and out.

"Dr. Wilhelm offers a possibility that the people in the laboratory were working with some kind of atomic material, something radioactive. Whatever they were doing may have caused some sort of radiation. Perhaps the experimenters did not realize the deadly effect such radiations would have and when the old man suddenly came down with what he did they knew what they were in for, so,they cleared out. The whole thing of operating with atomics is illegal, anyway. All the more reason to smash everything and then burn the house down. The old man might have been one of the experimenters himself."

"You figure then it's radiation?"

"It sounds a lot more reasonable than inventing a new, deadly virus. We theorize it this way: The old man is experimenting. He gets the full dose because he's closest to the work. He comes down with the effects of exposure first. People in the neighborhood don't come down with it until later, since they were removed from the site of the experiments. Sound logical?"

Travis shook his head. "If it's just radiation, why didn't the doctors diagnose it here at once? They ought to have known enough about radiation." -

"There you have us," Dr. Leaf said. "It's not the accepted kind, roughly speaking. What I mean is nobody ever heard of this kind, if we're going to throw the virus theory overboard. The two dead men and all in the hospital now give no evidence of radiation poisoning. Yet we have administered hexametaphosphate, the antidote for uranium poisoning, just in the hopes it might somehow make some improvement, in case the uranium-carbonate complex has the phosphate in its grip in the kidneys and keeps sending the stuff through the blood stream and not letting it be eliminated. There has been no effect. The reason for that is that it just isn't radiation poisoning."

"How about these Geiger counters? Wouldn't they detect it?"

"We've had one down at the burned-down house and up in the ward where the twelve men are. It doesn't give a flicker."

"What is it then?"

Dr. Leaf shrugged. "You are asking the impossible. The microtome shows every cell of the bodies of the dead men had undergone the same rate of degeneration, when the thin slices are put under the microscope. Biopsies from the living patients show a similar degeneration, though it is not so far advanced.

"Whatever it is, it's something like getting sunburned all over, inside and out, at the same time. Like cooking a hot dog on one of those high frequency outfits. Like a diathermy machine. There is no known agency for producing anything like this."

They sat in silence for a while, then Travis asked, "These men upstairs. What's going to happen to them?"

"They're going to die. The first three might be dead by now, for all I know. They were pretty low."

"Has anyone showed you that diagram the first patient drew?"

Dr. Leaf laughed. "Yes, we've all seen it and we've all had a crack at it. Figure it out this way: You've got this thing, whatever it is. It's driving you crazy. You're in pain, so much pain, I understand, that it took an awful lot of morphine to get him under and they didn't fill him with enough of it until they got him to the room. Now what would you say about the thing a man in such a condition would draw?"

"Dr. Collins seemed to think he was pretty rational at the time."

"Oh, don't misunderstand. The thing may be the key to the whole problem. I'm not denying that. We've all considered it in that light. Dr. Wilhelm says it's just a downright phallic symbol. Others believe it's a keyhole, the address of a house somewhere or something he may have dreamed. We recognize, of course, it does have scientific significance if the old man were the experimenter. It means female. But female what?

"We've gone through flowers, insects, and animals trying to find some sort of 23X order as he wrote in the circle. It has no meaning for us so far."

"Dr. Leaf, you mentioned something about the old man being the experimenter. He's the guy that got the full dose and was taken to the hospital. What about the people who wrecked the lab?"

"His assistants may have been luckier," Dr. Leaf said. "It's just one of those things. I tell you there are so many odd aspects of this case—I just don't know what to think. Neither does Dr. Wilhelm or any of the others."

Travis ground out his cigarette, got to his feet.

"If you'll pardon my saying so, Doctor, my faith in the medical profession isn't what it used to be. If a half dozen doctors who are supposed to know what they are talking about can't solve the problem, who can?"

"Don't make a wholesale indictment of the medical world, Mr. Travis. We doctors are the first to admit our knowledge of what makes a body tick is pretty basic. We don't always know what a man dies of. There are mysteries galore in the laboratory, on the dissection table, under the microscope. Actually, the thing is probably pretty simple, whatever this is. It's probably right in front of our noses and we haven't figured it out yet."

"How about my making a suggestion or two?" Travis asked.

Dr. Leaf smiled. "Fine. Glad to hear what you have to say. Who knows? You might hit on the answer."

"I don't expect to do that, Dr. Leaf," Travis said, walking back and forth in front of the doctor. "It's just that I'm wondering about an angle."

"What is it?"

"Well, the thought has been coming up in my mind all the time. There are women living in the neighborhood of 1722 Winthrop Street, aren't there?"

"Of course."

"Well, how come none of them has this thing? Why did none of them turn gray?"

"We have discussed that. It's just as much of a mystery as the rest of it."

"Have you thought of the possibility that women might have something which renders them immune to it?"

"Yes, we have. Female hormones, for one thing. We have been injecting some of the patients with that, as a matter of fact. But it has made no noticeable improvement."

"How about the affected tissue? It turns gray and then black and these red blisters and purple patches show up. Does the flesh inside and out die or what?"

"We've examined the flesh, as I've said. The cells seem to just not want to go on living. They do their jobs halfheartedly and wait for death, and death, of course, does come. What really seems to be happening is that the cell no longer produces the materials it needs in sufficient quantities to carry on certain phases of its metabolism. So it dies slowly, producing the blisters and purple patches in a sort of chaotic lack of control—something like cancer speeded up, a form of melanomatosis, the cancer accompanied by dark pigmentation of the skin. But this goes deeper than that.

"Well, I should be getting back in there, now," Dr. Leaf said abruptly, putting his cigarette out. "Since you didn't remember anything about the diagram or about the girl, I don't suppose it will be necessary for you to come back with me." He rose.

"Thanks, Doctor. I have a friend waiting for me. I'd better go."

The two walked down the corridor to room ten. When they came to it Dr. Leaf turned to Travis.

"You seem interested in this thing. If you have any ideas or find anything of interest, let us know, will you?" He smiled and extended a hand.

Travis shook it and promised he would.

Back in the car with Hal there were a lot of questions asked as Travis knew there would be. He explained as carefully as he could what had gone on as they rode to Travis's apartment.

"So you're going to continue to play Hawkshaw, eh?" Hal commented.

Travis looked at him. "From the way you talk you make me think you might have a hand in this thing, Hal."

"yeah, I got time for it, haven't I? No, it's just I think you're making a fool of yourself. We have police to investi-ate things like this. The big medicine boys from Springfield are here to look after the health end of it. Neither of them seems to be making any progress. What do you think you can do?"

"I haven't really tried to do anything yet. I've sort of been an innocent bystander."

"Yeah, and like an innocent bystander, you were almost shot in the leg this afternoon."

"That afternoon incident has only made me more determined to pursue the thing."

Hal grunted, swung the car onto the street in front of Travis's apartment hotel. "Where will you start?"

"Oh, I've got a couple of ideas," he said, fingering the filing card in his pocket.

"Well, I hate being a sucker," Hal said as the car stopped in front of the hotel, "but call me if you need me."

"O.K., pal," Travis said, climbing out and slamming the door.

Hal waved and drove away.

Travis turned and walked into the building, his head reeling with thoughts about a dozen men with gray, mottled skin waiting to die in Union City Hospital, thoughts about viruses and radiation and cells that didn't seem to want to work any more.

What was the answer? Arrowsmith, he remembered, could have set up a laboratory with a microscope and a toothpick. Well, Travis thought, I wouldn't know what to do with the microscope, but I might be able to handle the toothpick. At any rate I do know something about logic. And science is just common sense. He remembered covering a speech by a famous scientist once and he remembered using in his lead a quotation by Albert Einstein: "The whole of science is nothing more than a refinement of everyday thinking."

He could think as well as any scientist, he reasoned. The only difference is a scientist has a lot more factual information. He got his familiar feeling of elation, of having decided to pursue a definite course. So far he hadn't really done half badly. Besides, he had a filing card in his pocket that might help uncover something.

He rode the elevator up to his floor and got out. Rosa-lee Turner. Nice name. He wondered what she was like. He decided he would look her up the next day where she worked, that development company out on Drexler Drive.

He yawned as he stuck the key in the lock of the door to his room and opened the door. He caught sight of a sudden quick movement through the crack behind the partly open door. His muscles tensed and the hair on the nape of his neck bristled.

He shoved the door open with all his might, heard it hit yielding flesh. Then he dropped to the floor, jumped around the door and rushed up at the person standing there.



SIX

Travis came up swinging. His arm hit the other and he heard a metal object hit the wall and fall to the floor. He vaguely wondered if it was a gun, as the rest of his attention was focused on getting in a punch that would settle the issue.

His fist glanced off a face he could barely see in the light from the hall and then he collided with the body. He pinned the other's arms down and wrestled the intruder away from the wall. As he did so he knew it was a woman. There was an aura of perfume or cologne that proved it.

He twisted one arm around behind her, forced her to go with him to the wall where he flicked on a light. He saw at once it was the blonde in the hospital, the girl who had shot at him in the alley. He shoved her from him and she stumbled forward a few steps as he retrieved the gun on the floor and pointed it at her.

He kicked the door shut and stood there taking her in. The same beautiful blonde with mayhem in her heart. Tonight she wore no hat or coat, just a suit that was tailored to accentuate her small waist. She stood there eyeing him defiantly, her lower lip protruding determinedly. There was something about her that made her different from any other woman he had ever known. Perhaps it was that she gave no quarter, that she was bent on doing a job even if he didn't want it done—perhaps even if it meant his life. It might have been that he had never met anyone who had hated him so much, or someone in whom malevolence was so definite.

"Sit down," he ordered, gesturing to a cushioned chair with the gun.

"I'll stand, thank you," she said. Her voice was rich and vibrant.

"Suit yourself," he said, sinking into another chair. "What's on your mind?"

"Nothing, frankly, except killing you," she replied calmly.

"Why are you so intent on killing me? Aren't there enough other people?"

"You're my special case. My own little project. I'll do it yet, regardless of what happens to me now?"

"Yeah? What's going to happen now?"

"You're going to call the police."

"That's right, baby. Only I thought we might have a little talk first, just a talk to iron out our petty differences."

"Our differences aren't petty. You're the only one—no, there are two of you—who know I am the one who went to the hospital."

Travis's eyebrows went up. "You admit that?"

"You and a man named Hal Cable. You two are my projects."

Travis opened the gun, took the shells out, put them in his pocket. "I don't intend holding this thing in my hand all night." He looked at the gun. "Looks like a new one."

"It's never been fired, if that's what you mean."

"Probably never will be—now." He tossed it on a table.

"Don't be too sure about that."

He leaned forward. "Look, honey," he said, "what's this all about? Why did you try to kill the old man?"

"I should tell you?" she smirked.

"You might as well tell me, you'll be telling the police soon enough. I just want to have first chance at it, that's all."

"The police will learn nothing."

"What connection does the old man's death have with all the other sick men?"

She eyed him sardonically, said nothing.

Travis got up, approached the girl, started to put his hand in one of her suit coat pockets when she hit it away.

"What do you think you're doing?" she said angrily.

"Shut up!" he answered, catching her arm and twisting it behind her.

"You're hurting my arm!"

"I'll let it go once I've gone through your pockets."

The girl squirmed, but he went through the two pockets of her jacket, found a small beaded purse in one of them.

"Now, sit down!" He pushed her to the sofa, and she fell ,on it from the force of the push, then turned and sat, glaring at him. He went to the door, locked it, walked to the sofa, opening the purse.

"You won't find anything in it," she said.

"No?" He shook the contents out on the sofa. Lipstick, mirror, compact, cigarettes, lighter, billfold. He opened the billfold. There were two tens, a one, some change, social security card made out to Betty Garner, an Illinois driver's license made out to the same, 1822 West Prairie Street, Union City, Illinois.

"So, you're Betty, eh? Betty Garner. Pretty name."

"You think you've found something." She crossed her trim legs and looked away.

"Betty," he said slowly. "Somebody's going to ask you this sooner or later. How did a nice-looking girl like you ever get mixed up in this thing?"

"Thanks for the compliment. No comment."

"How much is Dutch McCoy paying to have me rubbed out?"

Her glance at him was one of genuine amusement. "Rubbed out? That's a quaint phrase. I don't believe I've heard it for years. Don't you think it's a little melodramatic?"

He examined the driver's license. "You make yourself sound old, but it says here you're only twenty-two. What kind of a mother and father did you have that let you get into a mess like this, Betty?"

"Kindly leave my mother and father out of this."

"A sore point, eh?" He reached into his breast pocket, took out a notebook, flipped it open to a blank page, moved over close to her and started to draw. At first she didn't pay any attention, then she stole a glance as he drew a circle appended by a cross and wrote "23X" in the middle of the circle.

She grabbed the notebook and tore the sheet out. She was looking at him with fear now. Her face was white, her eyes were large and her breath came fast.

"How much do you know?" she asked in horror.

"Enough."

She bit her upper lip, looked at him concernedly, her hand crunching the crumpled paper. "You can't know," she said softly.

"No? Why?" He grinned at her.

"If you did you wouldn't be sitting where you are," she replied.

"Where would I be?" He stole an arm around her.

"Oh, I don't know." She put her hand to her forehead and massaged it. "Let me think. You—you've upset me."

"I've upset you?" He laughed. "You've upset me, not once but three times. First in the hospital, then on the street and now here in my apartment. And you think I've upset you!" He put a hand on either shoulder and turned her to him. "Why don't you tell me all about it?"

"I'm not buying any." She shook her head.

"Why didn't you shoot me when Hal and I came out of the Laughing Boy Tavern?"

"I don't know. I . . . I . . ."

He was close to her now, saw the bewilderment in her eyes, the trembling of pretty lips, the halo of light on her blonde hair.

Suddenly he crushed her to him in answer to an overpowering urge that flooded him. Their lips met.

Instantly she was like spring steel. Her body was rigid, her arms clawing, pushing, pulling, pounding, her legs kicking. But Travis held her in a sure grip and did not relinquish her lips. Soon she weakened, her arms dropped away and she submitted. But she did not respond.

When he released her she sank back on the sofa and looked at him in wonder.

"I—I," she stammered, shaken. "I didn't think it would be like that ..."

"You're beautiful," he said, leaning toward her, as if he were going to take her again.

"No!" she cried. "Please don't do that again." She rose from the sofa, walked across the room. "What have I done!"

Travis grunted. "What have you done? Talk about being melodramatic! "What have I done! That's real corn."

She stood looking at him seriously. "I see now why I didn't kill you this afternoon. Mr. Travis, there's something about you . . ." Her eyes narrowed. "You really don't know about that symbol, do you? No, of course you don't. Otherwise—"

"Otherwise . . . ?"

She shrugged resignedly, then sat down in an armchair.

"I was told such a thing as this might happen. I really had no idea . . ." She seemed to be talking to herself.

"You are about the queerest-talking girl I ever met," Travis said. "Always talking in riddles. What does it all mean?"

"I can't tell you that."

Well, then, what can you tell me?"

"I can tell you one thing," she said soberly. "I can give you one piece of advice. I don't know why I should, but believe me it comes from the bottom of my heart. Commit suicide."

"Suicide!" He laughed. "Are you crazy?"

"Now that I've given the advice," she said coolly, "why don't you call the police as you said you would? I'm quite ready to go." She avoided his eyes.

It was Travis's turn to be bewildered. If he called the police the girl and his chance to extract whatever information he could from her would be gone. He had asked her a few questions; she had volunteered nothing, except that obvious reaction about the symbol.

"What went on at 1722 Winthrop Street, Betty?"

"Call the police."

"How can you sit there being so flippant about all this when a dozen men are dying in Union City Hospital?"

When she only sat there, he continued, "What do you know about viruses?"

Still no answer.

"Radiation?"

She shot a look at him at that.

"It's silly, Mr. Travis, to keep asking me these questions," she said quietly. "I will not answer them. You'd better call the police."

The girl had regained something of her composure, something of her former defiant attitude.

"The police have methods of getting information."

"Perhaps I have methods of not letting them have it."

"Pretty sure of yourself, aren't you?"

"I have reason to be."

Travis rose, walked in front of the girl to the phone. It was a bluff, a pure delaying action, but he wanted to see what she would do if he did start to call the police.

Only for an instant while he was thinking was his back to her. But it was long enough. He heard a swishing movement behind him, in the split second that he saw an arm moving through the air, a shine of metal, he cursed himself for being momentarily off guard. Then there was a burst of white fire in his head, followed by darkness.

When Travis woke he was lying on the floor of his apartment and the lights were on. There was a ringing in his ears and as he struggled to rise his head throbbed like a washing machine.

He chided himself for his stupidity. In all his years of newspapering such a thing had never happened before. He had been threatened, pushed around, swung at, spat upon, kicked, punched, sworn at, thrown out, slapped at, scratched —but never had anyone had the nerve to really knock him out.

As he got groggily to his feet he marveled at being alive at all. The girl had meant business, there was little doubt of that. She had said he was—and Hal Cable, too!—her special project. He went out to the kitchen and poured himself a stiff drink, stopping for a moment to look at himself in the mirror.

"You poor son of a bitch," he said to his image in the closet door mirror. He felt the bump on his head, drew his hand hurriedly away when even the light pressure of his fingers sent the throbbing through his whole body.

Why hadn't she killed him? He remembered now that she had said there was something about him that stopped her. Maybe she was in love with him. He grunted in disgust. If she were this was a hell of a way to begin a romance. A bang on the head. What had she hit him with? He went back to the front room, looked around for a weapon.

Then he remembered the glint of metal. He looked for the gun, but it was gone. He felt in his pocket. The shells were gone, too. Nothing else was missing.

"Thorough little devil!" He went back in the kitchen, poured himself another drink and looked at the clock. Three a.m. Nothing he could do about it at this hour.

What was the girl's angle? What did the symbol mean? The damned thing was getting grotesque! But it did prove the old man had had a clear head when he had drawn it.

He tossed off another drink, put the throbbing head to bed.

He was awakened the next morning by a telephone call from Captain Tomkins, who said both Chief of Police Ward Riley and Coroner Dwight O'Brien wanted to see him. After a hurried breakfast Travis went down to the city hall.

"Captain Tomkins asked me to come down," he told Sergeant Webster. "Evidently the chief and the coroner want to see me."

"They told me to have you wait, Travis," the desk sergeant said.

Travis sat down on a bench outside the chief's office, picked up the Thursday morning Star. There he read that four of the men who had entered the hospital Wednesday had died.

Sansona, Tobias and Kronansky were gone, as Dr. Leaf had said they would be, plus a man named Rills who had evidently come in later. Travis hoped their widows were not taking it too hard.

Though the story of the epidemic and the announcement of the death toll as six occupied an important spot on page one, Travis admired the Star for not playing it up all out of proportion, for a thing like that could cause havoc. The stories were restrained, though descriptive and factual. The pictures of Dr. Leaf and Dr. Wilhelm had a steadying effect.

The Star hinted that the flash epidemic would soon be brought under control, since the state health department was now on hand at the request of the local health department.

Even Travis felt reassured to read that no new cases had been reported up to press time Thursday—that would be 3 a.m., the time he was waking up after having been slugged. He rubbed the bump on his head reflectively.

The news columns carried a full discussion of the case in an interview with Dr. Leaf, written b Donald Gilberts. It was a story Travis probably would have written if he had not been on leave. Dr. Leaf was quoted at length on the virus theory versus the radiation theory. He chuckled to himself, knowing Gilberts had no doubt found Dr. Leaf much more co-operative than Dr. Wilhelm. That the situation was a serious one was evidenced by the fact that a doctor was willing to be quoted.

The squawk box on the desk sergeant's desk came to life.

"Is Travis here yet?" it asked.

"Yes, Captain," Sergeant Webster replied. "He's waiting."

The door to the chief's office opened and Captain Tomkins appeared. "Come on in, Travis," he said.

Travis put the paper to one side and went into the chief's large office. He knew Chief Riley, a great, hulking man with black hair streaked with gray—a man who always wore glasses except when he spoke at graduation exercises and patriotic events. He also knew Coroner O'Brien, a thin, balding man, an emaciated fellow with a long, thin nose, gray eyes, crooked teeth and an eternal plug of tobacco in his mouth; O'Brien looked exactly as one would expect a coroner to look. Captain Tomkins was there, too, taking his seat. The last person Travis saw was Dr. Leaf wearing his usual wry smile.

"I guess you know everybody, don't you, Mr. Travis?" the chief asked.

He nodded. "Yes. I met Dr. Leaf last night."

"Then we'll get right down to business." Everyone sat down and Travis lit a cigarette. "O'Brien has decided he doesn't need you at the inquest because he figures the girl had nothing to do with the old man's death. That right, Dwight?"

"Yep," O'Brien said. "She might have figured in the over all scheme of things, in the events leading up to his death, but is not the direct cause."

"But you still are in this thing," the chief continued. "You were there when the girl came in, they tell me, and you were also out at the house."

"That's right, Chief."

"Well, then, do you have any objections to making a deposition about it all?"

"No. I'll be glad to."

"I think what you'll have to say may have some bearing on the case, probably a clue, something you might not have thought of yourself as being important. Whenever it's convenient with you I'd like to have our court reporter take down everything you remember about the case from the very beginning up until the present time. Would you do that?"

Travis said that he would.

"I've heard that you have a year's leave from the Star. If you left this testimony, you could feel free to leave Union City any time you wanted. Have you decided where you're going?"

"No, I haven't," Travis admitted. "This thing sort of got me interested in sticking around."

"It was a blonde, Chief," Captain Tomkins said. "He wrestled with the blonde in the hospital room, remember?"

Everyone laughed except Travis.

"What are the latest developments?" Travis asked. "I just read in the Star about four of the men dying."

"Two more later this morning," Dr. Leaf said. "The total now stands at eight."

Travis shook his head sadly. "I suppose there's no hope?"

"It's a cliche I suppose to say where there's life there's hope, Mr. Travis," Dr. Leaf said. "But the other four seem destined to follow right along. It seems odd there are no light cases. Once you get. it you're through. Unless we unearth something we haven't thought of."

"You had some sort of a report this morning from Chicago, didn't you, Dr. Leaf?" the chief asked.

The doctor nodded. "They went through the tissue with everything they had. It seems there is more reason to regard it now as some form of radiation than virus, for it is apparent all of the cells seem to be affected in the same degree. The examination showed whatever it is stimulated cell activity beyond the normal state, wrecking the genes and chromosomes, no matter what state of development the cell happened to be in."

"But no women—" Captain Tomkins hastened to say.

"I know what you're going to say," Dr. Leaf said earnestly. "No, no women were affected. Now, gentlemen, a cell is a mighty complex thing. The main difference between the cells of a woman and those of a man are in their productive values, what matters they secrete—such as activating the glands that produce the female and male hormones. It has to be something along a sex line, for the cells of men and women have the ordinary functions in common.

"Just what part of the male cells are attacked in this case remains to be seen, although there are some theories we all have thought of at the hospital. It is now largely a matter of elimination. We'll get to it." Then he shrugged, spoke more gently. "What we'll do with it after we find it, I don't know. It may be only the beginning."

"Sounds to me like some form of cancer," O'Brien said, taking a chaw of tobacco. "I had a doctor explain that to me once."

"Yes," Dr. Leaf replied. "It does resemble cancer in the sense that the cells are affected and die, but a few back-fire and produce those splotches of red and purple we've seen on the bodies.

"There are hundreds of chemicals that start processes that lead to cancer. Ordinary sunshine—if you get too much of it—can lead to skin cancer. Even the air we breathe contains wastes which are believed to cause cancer. The impurities set up an irritation on sensitive areas and the cells change their functions, and the enzymes, the thousands of chemical catalysts which govern growth and the chemistry of the cell itself, are affected."

While the doctor was talking Travis put his hand absently to his head, happened to touch the hard knob he had there, winced and drew his hand away. Dr. Leaf happened to be looking at him when he did it.

"Say," the doctor said, coming over to him. "That's a nasty bump you've got there. You ought to do something about that."

"What happened to you, Travis?" the chief wanted to know.

"Well," Travis said, "I hadn't intended telling you, but since you bring it up, it was that blonde Captain Tomkins referred to who did it. She sapped me with a gun."

"Why didn't you mention it before?" Captain Tomkins inquired, half peeved.

"Because I muffed a chance to get real information, I guess. She was there when I got home last night. Waiting for me behind my door with a gun." He gave an account of his visit with the girl.

"Her name's Betty Garner, eh?" Captain Tomkins put the name down in a notebook. "Where did you say she lived?"

Travis told him.

"Why don't you call a car and have them check the house?" the chief said.

Captain Tomkins went to the intercom and gave the order.

"We can't get in touch with the squads that are out right now," a voice answered. "Something's wrong with the radio. The repairman said he'd be right over."

Captain Tomkins flipped off the box. "We'll have to go out. I don't think we ought to overlook this."

"I sort of figured last night was strictly between this girl and myself," Travis said.

"Come along, then," the captain said, smiling. "We'll let you ride in the back seat with her."

A few minutes later a police car bearing Captain Tomkins and a driver in the front seat and Travis in the back sped along a boulevard to the west end of town, out to a recently developed area of the city. Old, staid homes soon gave way to newer, whiter, single-story structures that showed the influence of modern home design.

They slipped over to West Prairie, past well-kept lawns, flagstone walks, and vacant lots. The even numbers were on the north side. The 1600 block, 1700 block. 1800, 1802, 1806, 1810, 1812, 1818, 1820, 1824.

"Hey," Travis yelled. "We missed it."

Captain Tomkins turned around in the front seat and grinned at him. "Yeah, we sure did. Only you missed it first. And it was a boat."

"Eighteen twenty-two happens to be a vacant lot."



SEVEN

Travis spent the rest of the morning at the city hall in the council chambers telling a court reporter everything he knew about the case from the beginning. The only thing he left out was the filing card he had in his pocket with Rosalee Turner's name on it. That was something he intended to investigate himself.

After lunch he walked to the Star building, went into a tavern across the street from it and phoned the photo lab. "Hal?"

"Yeah. Who's this?"

"You mean you don't know my voice? Maybe I'm" going through adolescence again—"

"Listen, Trav, I've got no time for jokes. I've got real troubles."

"Got time for a beer?"

"Hell, I suppose so, but listen, I'll have to get right back."

"O.K. I'm in Harold's Place across the street."

In a few minutes Hal Cable came over. He was perspiring, nervous. A stub of a dead cigar was in his mouth.

"What's the matter with you?" Travis asked.

"Have I got troubles!" Hal sat at the bar and ran a moist hand over his face.

"You said that on the phone."

"Yeah, but these are real troubles. Remember my telling you some of the new guys turned in black film? And some of the rest of them turned in a few sheets?"

"Yes, I think you mentioned that at the hospital. What about it?"

"Now it comes out," Hal said gloomily. "It's the film. All the film we've got is bad. Imagine that! We've got dozens of boxes, all of them bad. You open a new box, develop a sheet. Bing! It's black!" He clenched his fist. "I could murder the guy that sold us that film. And to think I ordered so much of it! I thought the way things are going internationally there'd be a shortage of the stuff before long. So I go and order a box car full."

They ordered beers. "You won't want to hear what I'm going to tell you, then," Travis said. "It'll only add to your misery."

"Go ahead. Nothing else could make me feel worse."

"You are part of a project."

"I'm not interested. Good looking or not."

"It's that girl I had a tussle with in the hospital. You know, the one we bumped into with the gun on the street She says she's out to get you and me."

"Is that so?" Hal said, downing his beer. "Now why should that be?"

"Because you know what she looks like."

"You do, too."

"I know. She conked me on the head last night." Travis brought Hal up to date on the developments.

"I knew I should have never offered you a helping hand," Hal moaned. "Now I've got a blonde chasing me. It would be all right, but I don't like her having a gun."

"You're in this as deep as I am now."

"The hell you say. Listen, the next time you run into that babe you tell her I'm climbing out of this trench you've dug for us. I don't want to get knocked off . . ." Then he brightened. "Or maybe I do! It would be one way to get over my present troubles. Think of the business office when I tell them that film is no good!"

"Can't you get the company to send you new film? Surely the Star couldn't be expected to pay for bad film."

"Maybe not. But what am I going to use in the meantime? I got Hayden out trying to round up as much good film as he can from the photo dealers. Cline's about to blow his top. No local art at all. And the engravers—"

"The engravers?"

Hal gulped his beer and nodded. "The company sent them bad film, too. I just can't understand it. The whole shipment came in just a few days ago. What gall that company has! 'This shipment packed by operator number so-and-so' and 'this package inspected by number so-and-so.' What good is that if the film is no good?"

"I sympathize with you," Travis said. "But you'll work yourself out of it somehow."

"I wish I could believe that," Hal said, lighting what remained of his cigar. He called to the bartender.

"Yes, Mr. Cable," the bartender said.

"Give us a couple more beers. Isn't the baseball game on?"

The bartender shifted uneasily on his feet. "I was afraid somebody'd ask about that," he said glumly. "The TV is busted."

"Busted? What's wrong?"

"You watch," the bartender said, going to the panel at one end of the bar. "I always get plenty of customers these afternoons. They sit and watch and drink beer by the case. Except this afternoon. Who's gonna sit and watch this?"

The screen exploded in a blur of shadows chasing clouds, an occasional pattern like the edge of a saw that swirled around. The sound was a steady crackling, popping and buzzing.

"You see," Travis said, turning to Hal, "somebody's always got things worse than you have."

"That's not worse than what I've got. Not by a long shot."

"Maybe so. But, to add to your misery, I want to borrow your car this afternoon."

"O.K., O.K.," Hal said. "Take everything I got. If I'm not alive when you come back you can have the thing." He reached into his pocket, gave Travis the keys. "It's in front of the Star south door. What are you going to do?"

"Just a girl I want to look up."

"Girl, eh?" Hal downed his second beer. "Well, I guess you can't get into trouble in the middle of the afternoon. You'll be back by five, won't you?"

"Try to be."

They left the stools and headed toward the door. "I'll have the television,fixed by tomorrow," the bartender called to them as they walked out.

"Don't bother, I doubt I'll last out the night," Hal said.

Travis headed Hal Cable's car toward the east end of Union City, past an industrial district, a park and a large, heavily wooded section of town where some old mansions stood. He drove down a wide street overhung with elm branches that formed a natural ceiling, then burst out into the sunlight as the trees ended.

He slowed the car as he saw signs proclaiming the "Higgins Development Co." along one side of the road. Soon he saw a marker that identified Drexler Drive, a curved, newly paved street that cut into the center of a real estate subdivision. He turned in, traveled past markers complete with fluttering flags marked "Higgins," past some lots with a large red SOLD sign stuck in the middle of them.

It was a large development and on some of the lots there was evidence of work already begun: some footings had been poured, some basements had been dug. There were a few cars in the area and one party inspecting a lot paused long enough to look at him curiously as he went by.

He headed for a one-story building several blocks down the modern roadway. Unless he missed his guess, he thought, he would find Rosalee Turner in that building. Travis put the car in a parking lot next to the structure labeled OFFICE in large letters.

The office was a single large room with several desks, separated from an area around the doorway by a wood railing. It reminded him of an army orderly room and he guessed the Higgins Development Co. might have purchased the place from war surplus sales. There was no one in the office except a girl who was sitting behind a typewriter. She looked up as he entered.

"Can I help you?" she asked patronizingly.

"Are you Rosalee Turner?" he inquired, removing his hat and approaching the rail.

"Yes, what can I do for you?"

Miss Turner was an auburn-haired girl with green eyes and a peaches-and-cream complexion. From what he could see of her, she was nicely proportioned. But as he looked at her eyes again he noticed the vaguest coolness, a mere hint of detachment that bothered him. She was lovely, but in a cold sort of way. He realized that it should not have been that way at all, but he could not take the time to analyze his feelings just then.

"Someone suggested I come to see you," he lied. "Are there any good lots left out here?"

"Mr. Forrest will be back in about fifteen minutes. He's out with a customer just now. Who gave you my name?"

"A friend of mine. He bought a lot out here and he thought you might give me some inside information on prices and so on. I don't have much money and I want to get a good deal."

"Mr. Forrest makes all the deals around here," she said. "Now, if you'll just sit down, please . . ."

"Thank you." He sat down on a bench in front of the railing, turned to talk over it to her. "This is a pretty nice section out here, isn't it?"

She eyed him suspiciously. "Yes, I guess so. Mr. Higgins and Mr. Forrest have a lot of satisfied customers."

"When did they open the subdivision?"

"A few months ago. Early spring."

"Been working here since they opened?"

"Why do you ask that?" The green eyes were interested now, but it was a cool, crafty sort of interest.

"Oh, I just wondered. Your referring me to Mr. Forrest implies you haven't been here long enough to have much authority."

"For your information, I'm just the office girl. I don't have anything to do with the selling of the lots."

He smiled at her. "I should think a pretty girl like you could do more than just be an office girl."

"Meaning?" She was hostile now.

"No offense, Miss Turner," he said hurriedly. "I really mean that about your being pretty."

"Thanks." There was Little gratitude in her voice. She turned to do some typing.

"You have an eye for clothes," he said matter-of-factly. 

"I try to look nice."

"Make your own clothes?"

She turned to him. "Please," she said, "Mr. Forrest will be here soon. I have some typing to do."

"Sorry. I just thought if you made your own clothes, you certainly do a fine job."

"Are you, by any chance, a member of the Compliment Club—How to Win Friends and Influence People Society or something? I'm telling you, I don't have anything to do with the lots."

Travis continued to smile. "You just don't think I'm sincere, that's all. Well, I am."

"Thanks."

"Speaking of the Compliment Club, do you belong to any clubs?"

"No."

"A club that used to meet at 1722 Winthrop Street, by any chance?"

Her eyes came up from the papers beside her typewriter. They met his and did not waver.

"I thought I found your membership card there, Rosalee," he said, fishing for the filing card in his pocket. He brought it out. "Where the deuce is site eighteen?"

"If I told you, you wouldn't know," she said carefully.

"It says here your serial number is 17 432."

The girl got up, turned her back to him and walked to a window.

"How come your little clubhouse burned down, Rosalee?"

She turned around to face him, her arms folded across her chest. "You would be almost amusing if you weren't so pathetic, Mr. Travis," she said quietly.

Travis jumped at the mention of his name.

"Don't you suppose I knew you were coming here?" she said. "You must think we are fools."

"We?"

"You would neither appreciate nor understand what I could tell you. As it is, since this morning it doesn't make any difference anyway. Now you'd better leave." Miss Turner started back to her typewriter.

"Why shouldn't it make any difference?" he continued. "You're just as guilty as any of them, if you knew what went on in that house on Winthrop Street. It doesn't seem to make any difference to you either, that it's costing the lives of twelve men."

"You are absolutely right," Miss Turner said bluntly. "It doesn't make any difference to me at all."

"You are not human, then."

"You think not? Then what am I?"

"I wish I knew. How could you sit there at your typewriter during the past two days while man after man has been taken to the hospital with this terrible thing, all caused by something that happened in the Winthrop house. No, I don't believe you are human."

"You're a very stupid man, Mr Travis. You are judging the world from where you sit. I am judging from where I sit."

"Don't you have any compassion, any pity, any feelings at all?" He was on his feet now.

"Yes, I have feelings. I have many feelings, feelings just as deep as the ones you have." Her eyes were on fire now and she glared at him defiantly. "I am doing what I believe is right. I am willing to risk everything for an ideal."

"There's no ideal that can erase the death of a dozen innocent men!" he said heatedly.

"There are no innocent men!"

"What's the matter with you? Did you get jilted once?"

"You're ridiculous!"

"How ridiculous would I be if I called the police and turned you over to them?"

"You're still ridiculous."

"They aren't ridiculous. They take a rather grave view of the matter."

"Nothing would be accomplished by it at all."

"You wouldn't be very popular."

Miss Turner snorted. Suddenly it was quiet in the office. They could hear voices from far away outside and several times a car went by. They both jumped when the phone rang. She answered it.

"It's for you," she said wonderingly, extending the phone. 

Himself as surprised as she, Travis took the phone. 

"This is Betty Garner," the voice whispered. "Now don't make any outcry or betray that you know it is I. This is a very dangerous call for me to make. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Linda," he said, playing along. Miss Turner, he observed, had politely moved over to the window.

"That's the idea, Travis," Betty said. "Now I want to talk to you—alone. What I have to say is very important to you. I don't want any tricks like police or anything like that. Can I trust you?"

"Yes, Linda."

"Good. Now don't say anything. Just go to your apartment. I'll meet you there—now don't ask me anything, please. It's . . . Travis, it's a matter of life or death. Will you come right away?"

"Yes, Linda." She said good-bye and he hung up.

Miss Turner turned from the window and looked at him coldly.

He did not bother to talk to her. Instead, he turned around and walked out.

As he drove to his apartment he tried to erase the girl's cold eyes from his mind. He reflected that she was as different from Betty Garner as she could be. Betty seemed to be of the same mind, but at least she had flashes of warmth, of friendliness, almost of humor. Rosalee was like a beautiful, but deadly, flower, a living thing without a heart, the way she seemed to feel nothing at all for the men who were dying.

He Wondered how Betty knew he was at Rosalee's office, but he decided that wouldn't be hard for her, for the group had kept an eye on things beginning with the Winthrop house and also probably warned Rosalee that he was coming. The odd part of it was that he had told no one, not even Hal Cable, where he was going.

A matter of life and death, Betty had said. Well, whatever it was it was at least a step in the right direction. He entertained a notion for a moment of having the police hidden in the apartment or in the hotel somewhere, but he had accepted Betty's proposal and he had promised to play fair with her. Perhaps I'm a damned fool, he thought, but I still don't think it would be fair to do otherwise. Besides, he wanted to believe her. He wanted to trust her.

He reached his apartment but didn't find Betty there. She at least spared him the embarrassment of another tussle, of another interview at gun point. He hadn't been there five minutes, however, when a light tap sounded at the door. It was Betty.

She came in, looking around, flashed him a grateful look when she found no one else there.

"Thanks for trusting me," she said, sitting on the sofa. "1 myself may be under suspicion. I found it hard to get away and phone you. It was harder even coming up to see you."

"Who is it that suspects you?" he said, coming over to her.

"There are some things I can tell you and others that I cannot," she said. "That is one of the things I cannot."

"You make me sound like a child, like someone not to be trusted. Why can't you tell me?"

"1 don't know why I am doing this at all," she said, biting a full, red lower lip. "Or maybe I do know why and I can't help myself. But this is the last time I can help you. It's the last time I'll see you."

"Why?" He took her hands in his. She drew them away.

"There's a very tightly knit organization," she said, looking away. "No one outside knows anything about it, I'm sure. There are few things any of us can do. The only reason I have been near you at all is just carrying out my duties. That is why being here now is such a danger." She turned to him, her eyes bright. "I'm supposed to be killing you, you know."

"You nearly succeeded last night," he said ruefully, massaging the lump on his head.

"I'm sorry," she said, "but I found I couldn't kill you. Maybe . . . maybe I couldn't kill anybody. But that doesn't mean I don't believe in our plan. It's just that you are the exception. You and you alone. There isn't another man living . . ."

He took her hands and this time she didn't draw them away.

"Last night after I hit you with the gun, I went through your pockets and found the shells. I also found that card you had, the one you found in that house in Winthrop Street. We found it was missing and that was one of the reasons the house was burned down. It was an easy matter to figure you would pay a visit to Rosalee in the next few days, since you hadn't already. I'm only glad you didn't give the card to the police."

"Is that what you came here to tell me?" he asked.

"No." She pressed his hands with hers, leaned toward him without realizing it. She seemed to be struggling within herself and her eyes were pleading. "No, that isn't the reason. It's just that I don't want anything to happen to you. ..."

He leaned toward her as her large, blue eyes looked at him beseechingly. Suddenly she was in his arms and he rained wild kisses about her lips, face, and neck, and her warm breath on his neck stirred his blood. Just as suddenly she broke away.

"No, Travis!" she said softly but emphatically. "We can't be fools. This is impossible."

"It's not impossible," he said, drawing her to him. The soft warmth of her arm, her rapid breathing that showed full breasts rising and falling, the flame in her cheeks now, all quickened his own pulse and made him want to hold" her close to him.

He had her in his arms again.

"Darling, darling," she said softly, then: ". . . funny thing. I didn't think I'd ever call a man that. I'm not supposed to feel this way about any man. It's against everything we ever been taught. I've never dreamed . . ." She was away from him again, sitting there, her blue eyes bright, her face flushed, her breath fast.

"Travis, you're making it difficult for me. ... I came to tell you you must leave Union City. Don't you understand I'm trying to tell you you're in danger? I couldn't stand to think of you being here—"

"What's wrong with my being here?" he demanded, half angry at her flashes of hot and cold.

"I'm offering you a chance to save your life," she said. "You alone among everyone in this city knows by my telling you this that you are in danger. In danger of death. In danger of—of more than that . . ."

"What do you mean? I know you had me, as you said, a 'special project,' but you mean somebody else is out to do me in?"

"No." She shook her head and her eyes were tear-rimmed. She turned and buried her head on his shoulders. I don't want to see you like that," she sobbed, "all gray and turning black like those other men . . ."

He let her lie there, her hair on his neck, her heart beating against his. What the devil did she mean? Why should he go like those other men? Then he took her by the shoulders and turned her to him again. "Betty," he said. "I'm just not very bright, I guess. I don't understand it." Then she broke away and clung to him again.

"I'm the most unhappy person," she cried. "I believed it all along. It's been my life. My every thought. And now— why must this be? Why? Why? Why?" She pounded her fist on his shoulder.

He reached into his pocket and gave her his handkerchief and she dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose.

She looked like a little girl, then. A little, sweet girl, such a girl as he might have known as a boy, an unaffected, unspoiled creature full of sudden wonders and sorrows and love.

"I'm acting awfully silly, aren't I?" she said, sniffling. "This is sillier than I have ever been in my whole life. What I should have done in the first place is kill you. That would have done it. Then I wouldn't have found out what it's like. I wouldn't worry about you."

"Why should you worry about me?"

"Because of the way I feel about you. A feeling they said my kind could never have. ..."

"Your kind?"

She was on her feet now, smoothing her dress. "Is it really wonderful being married and kissing all the time like that? And having babies? Being a mother? And keeping house?"

"Are you out of your mind?" he said, arising and going to her. "Of course it's wonderful. Where have you been all your life? Haven't you always thought it was?"

She pushed him away. "No, I never thought so."

"You are the damnedest girl!" he said.

Suddenly she was her old self again. "You go over to the sofa and sit down, Travis. I've got something to say to you. I don't want you near me. I can't say things I should when you are." Her voice was steady and firm and she seemed to have control of herself again.

I told you over the phone it was a matter of life or death," she said. "That was the truth. It was your life I was talking about. I don't want to see you die. But you are going to.

"What kind of talk is that? Of course we all die."

"You will die before your time. But you can save yourself temporarily. You have two choices: leave Union City or commit suicide."

Travis threw his hands in the air, walked away from her. "You're mad," he said, exasperatedly. "One minute you are in my arms, the next you are wanting me to commit suicide." He faced her. "What kind of reasoning is that?"

"I'm only thinking of you!" she said miserably.

"You use awfully devious logic. If you think so much of me you'd better be telling me everything there is to know about the twelve dead men, about the epidemic, about the house on Winthrop Street, about Rosalee Turner, about your place in this thing."

"I can't tell you," she whipped back. "I am probably risking my own life by standing here talking to you."

"That's what you say. flow am I supposed to believe that? Just because you say it?"

"Because if you don't believe it you'll be dead anyway," she said firmly. "The pattern of the thing may become apparent to you soon. But it never will if you stay here in this city."

Travis ran his hands through his hair, sat down in a chair. The girl sounded as if she were telling the truth. What if she had really come to save his life? If that were true, why should he be sitting here doubting it? He looked up at her.

"You say if I don't leave the city I will die?"

"That's right."

"Very well. I'll leave under one condition."

Her eyes narrowed. "What's that?"

"That you come with me."

For a moment her breath came quicker and there was a flash of desire in her eyes and a sudden flush to her face, but it fell quickly away.

"Believe me, there is nothing I would want to do in this world more than that, Travis," she said softly. "But it would not be fair to you if I did."

"Then I stay."

"You're a fool, then," she said sharply. She stood staring at him unbelievingly, as if waiting for him to change his mind.

Then she turned on her heel and before he could stop her she was out the door and he could hear the diminishing click-click of her heels as she went down the hallway.



EIGHT

Rosalee Turner had lined the men up against the purple wall. In her hand she held a large gun containing a number of gears and wheels and she held it before her, pointing it at a man. She pressed the trigger and various tiny lights on the gun flashed and the man turned gray, then black and fell dead to the ground. Rosalee laughed insanely, cocked the gun. I've got to stop her, he thought. I've got to kill her before she kills all those men.

Suddenly Betty Garner came between him and the shooting scene. She approached him, swinging her hips seductively, a half-smile on her face. He noticed she was clad only in marquisette that hardly concealed her flesh at all, but made her increasing nearness maddening.

Travis could not move. He was tied somehow, but he struggled. It was no use. Suddenly Betty's head cut off the entire view of the falling men. A bright, concealed light made her blonde hair shine brightly; there was even a halo around her head. Her eyes sparkled naughtily.

In a moment she was kissing him passionately, caressing him, saying, "Don't look, darling. Don't pay any attention to her. Rosalee is a bad girl. I'll untie you and we'll go away." She whispered in his ear and he could feel the nearness of her lips and her breath as she did so. "It will be just you and me . . . just you and me . . ."

The jangle of the phone burst the dream like a bubble. He lay there in bed, still deliciously warm from his dream encounter, his blood still hot, his desire for her strong. Then it ebbed slowly away as he awakened to the reality of his room. "Travis?"

He mumbled something into the phone.

"This is Cline. Listen, Travis, Gilberts has been taken sick and things are popping all over. We need you; can you come down and give us a hand?"

Travis ran a weary hand over his face. "So you can't run the place without me, eh?"

"I'd break in half a dozen new kids if I had them around," Cline said, "but I haven't. I suppose you've heard about the film?"

"Yeah. Cable told me yesterday."

"Well, listen; the situation's all over town. Everybody's film is no good. Something's going on nobody knows anything about. And that radio and TV interference—have you heard about that?"

That was a new one. "No, I don't think so."

"It's all over, too," Cline rasped. "Started about 10 o'clock yesterday morning. Nobody could get anything on TV or radio. Still can't, as a matter of fact. The radio and TV stations have simply quit broadcasting."

"There must be a connection there somewhere."

"Of course there is. I was counting on you to work on it."

"It still goes, Cline. I'm working only for myself."

"O.K.," Cline agreed soothingly. "Go ahead, then, work on it yourself. Only how about giving me a ring now and then? You don't have to come down to the office or do any-typing. I'll give it to rewrite. Or I'll do it myself, if I have to."

"Cline," Travis said coolly. "I got off this job fair and square. Parsons said it was O.K. You were at full staff. For all you know, I could just as well be in Moscow. What would you do then?"

"But you're not," the city editor retaliated. "You're here. And what's more I've had reports that you've been doing some work on this on the side. After all, you were in on it from the start, remember?"

"How could I ever forget? If only I had left the hospital a day earlier!"

"Well, you didn't. Now you got yourself interested in the thing. Why not work with the added incentive that you're doing something for us, too?"

"But that's just it, Cline. I was getting along all right just working for myself. I liked it that way. The whole aspect of the thing will change if I start working for the Star."

"Doesn't it mean anything to you that I'm asking you for help, Travis?"

"Yes, it does, Cline. I don't want you to think I'm a heel." Travis managed to light a cigarette while he talked.

"Doesn't it mean anything to you that the Star has been your living for ten years, Travis? You just don't throw ten years out the window, you know."

"Listen, Cline. I just got up. Let me have time to think it over."

"O.K., fella, but think fast. We need you."

There was an idea cooking in the back of Travis's mind. It took him back to Monday night when he was lying in Union City Hospital and an old man came in screaming.

Travis ate a hurried breakfast, then consulted a telephone directory. There was a chance that what he thought was true, if what Betty had to say and what Rosalee had hinted at yesterday could be believed. Miss Turner had said something about everything not making any difference "since this morning" when he talked with her at the Higgins Development Co. office. Yesterday was Thursday. Whatever it was had started Thursday morning. And the radios and TV had been affected Thursday morning at 10 a.m. He remembered the television set in the tavern now. And, too, Hal Cable said that the films had suddenly turned up black, as of Thursday morning.

Travis then had grimmer thoughts. He had asked Hal if there hadn't been some trouble with film before and Hal had said that there had been. And Travis had remembered his saying something about it the day he had come to visit him at the hospital to tell him Cline had wanted him back. The day the old man had come in screaming.

The pieces fitted.

He found what he was looking for in the phone book yellow pages. A radio repair service. He selected the one nearest him, walked to it. It was closed. He went into a drugstore and looked up another radio repair shop. He found another, walked to it, found it open. He went in.

A tall man in overalls sat there, his feet on a desk.

"Well," he said, getting to his feet. "A customer!"

"No customers?" Travis asked.

The man pointed to a phone. "I got so many I took the phone off the hook," he said. "Everybody's been calling since yesterday morning wanting their radios fixed. I spent most of the morning running around collecting them and they're all in the back room. Then I find out there's nothing wrong with them. But I didn't find that out until later yesterday morning when I started to work on some of them. Something's wrong with reception all over."

"What do you figure it is?" Travis asked, leaning on the counter.

The repairman shrugged. "Oh, sunspots or something. I thought it was too good to be true, all this business so suddenly. Now all I have to do is wait until whatever it is clears up and then take the sets back. What can I do for you?"

"I just want some information," Travis said. "Has this ever happened before?"

The repairman shook his head. "Nope. I don't remember anything like this ever. Oh, sometimes somebody has us come out and pick up a radio saying it doesn't play and then when we get it back to the shop here and plug it in it plays like a million dollars. Usually a tube or something loose, and jiggling in the truck helps it get back into condition again, re-establishing the ruptured contact. That's why I make it a practice now of pushing the tubes around a bit, banging the set a little to see if it will play."

"How about last Monday? Did you have any business like that then?"

"Monday?" The man scratched his head. "Let me see." He opened a drawer, took out a book, thumbed back through the pages. "Monday. Monday. Yeah, here we are. Yes, there were three cases like that Monday. I never thought much about it then. The people who owned them said they went out on Sunday, but we weren't open then. They played all right when we got the sets here."

"Now comes the vital question," Travis said. "Just where did you pick up these sets?"

The proprietor looked at him closely. "Now just why do you want to know that?"

"I'm just trying to figure something out in my own mind in connection with what's going on today. Your information would help."

"O.K. Let's see now. Here are the addresses: 1300 Willard Street, 1635 Winthrop Street and 2110 Ridgeway Avenue." He looked up. "But I don't see what that has to do with this stuff yesterday and today. Those sets Sunday worked all right when we got them here."

Travis copied down the addresses. "Got a phone?"

The repairman, now thoroughly confused, pointed to the phone off the hook.

"That's right," Travis said. "I forgot you said you had one." He replaced the phone on the hook, then took it off and got the dial tone. He buzzed the Star, asked for Hal Cable.

"Hal," he said, "Travis."

"Hey, I hear Cline's after you."

"Never mind, Hal, and before I proceed, thanks for the use of your car. Did you get it all right?"

"yeah. Yeah. What's up?"

"Listen. You remember telling me about those films that turned black last Monday when you came to visit me at U.C. Hospital?"

"Do I remember? How can I forget!"

"All right. Now, here's the sixty-four dollar question: Where did the guys go for pictures that day?"

"Yeah, yeah. I see what you mean. Why, ah, I think it was west somewhere. Yeah, I remember now, one of them went out to an orphan's home on the west side and got a shot of-"

"Never mind what. How about the others?"

"Oh, let's see . . . Yeah, Winters went west, too, out to the athletic field. Just routine for sports, I think. And Hay-den went out . . . Hell, I can't think of where he went."

"Hal, could any of them conceivably have gone by or near the house that burned down on Winthrop Street?"

"Wait a minute. . . . Why, sure, the buses, the cars— they'd all go by within a couple blocks on Leland there. Hey, Travis, you think there is a connection?"

"I know damn well there is. I've got to go." He hung up, grabbed a cruising cab for police headquarters.

"Travis!" Captain Tomkins said as he strolled into his office. "Good to see you. What a mess we're in now, with all the radios not working. Damned sunspots! You don't know how much you need a thing until you're without it."

"You mean to say nobody has thought to connect the black film and the interference yet?" Travis asked.

"The black film? What are you talking about?"

"Don't you have a police camera? You know, one of those Rogue's gallery things?"

"Sure, but—"

"Well, then you'll know soon enough. Film all around town has turned black. Of course it doesn't turn black, really, it just does that when you develop it."

Captain Tomkins stroked his chin. "That's interesting."

"Yeah," Travis continued. "But that's not the half of it."

He told the captain how he had worked out the information about the Star film that had turned black on Monday, how the radio repairman had called for radios in the neighborhood of the Winthrop Street house that same day, sets that had gone out Sunday, when the radiations had no doubt started.

"Then you mean—! God!" Captain Tomkins stared at him. "It means it's all over town, more powerful than before!"

"Exactly," Travis said. "Figure it this way: whatever it is they started, it began in the Winthrop house on Sunday. The radios first go out, but the people can't call the radio repair shops because it's Sunday. Only those people right around the house get the interference—it isn't like now when it seems to be all over.

"Then on Monday Hal Cable, the chief photographer at the Star, sends a couple fledglings out to take their first pictures and a couple of old hands at the camera go out, too. Some of them go by the Winthrop house. What happens? When they get. back to the office and Hal develops their film—black. Radiation has ruined it.

"All this on Monday. The radiations have worked two days now. On Monday night as I'm in Union City Hospital they bring the old man in. An old man screaming his head off. We find he's been at the Winthrop house. He was closest to it and he's got it. Then there's Chester Grimes. He's in the basement of the house. He probably passes out the same time or before the old man. Two days are over.

"Next comes Wednesday morning and the hospital starts filling up and they establish a contagion ward. Only a dozen men are brought in altogether. The whole thing had been confined to a small area. Now the thing is covering the whole city, whatever it is. Yesterday morning as I'm in the chief's office with you your radio won't work. It's 10 o'clock. That was yesterday. Here it is today, Friday. Think of it as Monday. They ought to be bringing them in to the hospitals before long, Captain."

The police captain stood there with his mouth open. His bushy eyebrows were drawn down in terrific concentration, at trying to understand it. His face was whiter than Travis had ever seen it.

"Right now," Travis continued, "around you and me are going these radiations, commencing their work, if they haven't already got a good foothold. We're going to have to do something. Now, let me tell you some more, some things I should have told you before."

Travis related his finding the filing card, his interview with Rosalee Turner, his talk with Betty and her warning that some calamity would overtake him—that he would turn gray and die if he didn't get out of town.

"why?" the captain shouted. "Goddamn it: Why?" For a moment the captain stood there in the anguish of thought. The next moment he was a frenzy of action. He pressed every buzzer on his desk and a half dozen policemen came in.

He gave one of them Rosalee Turner's home address, another her business address. He had another call up every man on the force to report for duty, rang up the chief and talked with him a few minutes, then grabbed Travis's arm.

A few moments later they were heading toward Union City Hospital, siren screaming. They slid to a stop in the courtyard, jumped out. They found Dr. Leaf and Dr. Wilhelm in Dr. Stone's office. In a few minutes they had told them everything they knew about the new development. After they had explained it all, the three doctors sat there, their faces white and expressionless.

Finally, Dr. Leaf broke the silence. "The work of madmen!" he breathed. "Who would want to do a thing like that?"

"It's no madman, Doctor," Travis said. "At first I thought Dutch McCoy, a big gambler in town, might have been at the bottom of it. But now I know he isn't. Gentlemen, I feel certain that women are responsible."

"Women!" Dr. Wilhelm remarked incredulously. "But why, Mr. Travis?" He was more  respectful than he had been during Travis's Wednesday night hospital visit

"It was a woman who rented the house from Dutch McCov for six thousand dollars for six months."

"Why, Travis," Captain Tomkins said with surprise, "you didn't mention that before."

"Just another thing I picked up and forgot to tell you about. And then all along the line there's been a woman somewhere. Never a man. I repeat: Women are behind all this."

"Could they be agents of some foreign power?" Dr. Leaf asked. "Women sent over here to do away with the men?"

Travis shook his head. "No. The girls I have talked to have no trace of any accent or anything. Besides, I think they've been around a long time."

"But what incentive would they have?" Dr. Leaf put in.

"We can't waste time dwelling on the whys and wherefores," Travis said. 'We've got to find out what's causing the radiations and destroy it."

"That's easier said than done, Mr. Travis," Dr. Stone said.

"So it is radiation after all," Dr. Wilhelm said glumly.

"But how can we track down this radiation?" Captain

Tomkins wanted to know.

"I remember how it was done in a hospital I was associated with a few years ago," Dr. Leaf volunteered. "When television first came out there were people in the vicinity of the hospital who couldn't get good reception. Every time we'd turn on our diathermy machine they d get a wide band of fine pattern traveling up and down their screens. We didn't know it was causing the interference, so we did nothing about it.

"Finally one of the television retailers, who was getting no business from that end of town because of the interference, referred the matter to the television station. The station told the Federal Communications Commission about it. In a month or two they sent out a mobile truck to tour the neighborhood. It wasn't long before they got their line-up on the hospital and they walked right in and told us we'd have to get the diathermy machine shielded or else get a new one. I understand new ones now come completely shielded so there can be no interference."

"Well," Dr. Stone said, "the only thing to do then is to call in the FCC and get them to locate the machine for us."

"There's no time for that," Travis said. "We've got to have action right away. Why, late tonight or early tomorrow you're going to start filling up with patients—men turning gray and dying."

"Maybe we ought to evacuate the city," Dr. Wilhelm said.

"Nonsense," Dr. Stone replied. "What Mr. Travis said is probably true and it will probably happen, but who's going to believe it? You'd really create, bedlam then! People would be going crazy trying to escape. No, it wouldn't work. There'd probably be more loss of life if you tried to evacuate the people than if you just let them stay to face this thing as best they can."

"How would you get the notice to them, anyway?"

"You couldn't do it through radio."

"People with families wouldn't leave home," Captain Tomkins said solemnly.

"You could send them a notice through the Star and the other newspapers," Travis declared. "But even then it wouldn't get to them until too late. Dr. Leaf, I believe you said the FCC got around to checking that diathermy machine in a month or two. What are we supposed to do, just sit here?"

"Well," Dr. Leaf said, "what would you suggest?"

"There are enough radio amateurs in this town to do the job. I know because I've worked with them on stories. I admit I didn't learn anything about electricity or radio, but I want to say those boys really know their stuff. If anybody can locate that machine, they can."

"We could round them up," Captain Tomkins suggested. "We could give them complete run of the town."

"Aren't we forgetting something, gentlemen?" Dr. Stone said calmly. "After all, here we are, all upset talking about evacuating the city and not a single patient has shown up. Clearly the same thing is happening now that happened on Monday, but maybe it's weaker or different. What I'm saying is that we don't absolutely know this thing is going to be harmful."

"No, but it's best we get ready for the worst," Travis said. "After all, I've seen these girls. I've seen the light they have in their eyes. They're up to something. These radiations aren't being broadcast for nothing. I suggest we start the ball rolling right now, and then, even if nothing develops, at least we were ready for it."

"I agree with Mr. Travis," Dr. Leaf said.

"So do I," Dr. Wilhelm said. 

Captain Tomkins nodded.

At that moment the phone rang and Dr. Stone answered it.

"It's for you, Captain," he said, handing the receiver to the policeman.

"Yes, Mr. Mayor," he said. After a few minutes he put the phone down.

"Mayor Barnston says he wants this thing cleared up as soon as it is humanly possible," the captain said- "He lays the complete resources of the city at our disposal, to use however we can to nip this thing in the bud. And you, Travis, he wants to talk to when you get back."

Ten minutes later Travis was in the mayor's office. Mayor Harvey Barnston was a heavy-set man with flowing black hair just turning gray at the temples. He had a magnificent figure and was very impressive on occasions of state in his formal clothes. Now he wasn't formal—he was just worried.

"There's going to be plenty happening around here if everything goes as you say it will," the mayor said soberly. "If this thing develops the way you think it will there are going to have to be certain public relations utterances made. I'd like to put you in charge of that, if the thing ever gets that big. Would you do it?"

"I'd be glad to, Mayor Barnston," Travis said, "and like you I hope it doesn't become necessary. But I'd still like to have the privilege of continuing investigating my own hunches. Maybe I'll think of a few angles."

"From what I've been told I understand you've figured things out pretty well already. Especially this last thing. That sort of gives us a start on whatever it is. Maybe we can stop it from boiling over the way you say it will.

"As far as this having a free hand, I don't want you tied down to a desk. But whenever you're here I wish you'd drop in and check with me. In the meantime pursue any course you like and I'll handle the press.

"And Travis," the mayor said with feeling, "if you could lick this thing you would have a grateful city. Of course fm still speaking as if what you are predicting is an actuality."

"I understand, Mr. Mayor."

Chief Riley knocked and came in the office without waiting for an answer.

"There are several radiomen assembling some equipment at the Union City Radio Shop right around the corner," he said. "I'm sending Captain Tomkins and two squads along with them to try to run this thing down. And, Travis, the girl you mentioned to Captain Tomkins—Rosalee Turner—he says she didn't report for work today. She's also cleared out of her room."

"Thanks, Chief," Travis said. "Might have expected it. Say, on this radio thing, mind if I ride along?"

"Not at all," the chief replied. "But you'd better hurry. The two cars left a minute ago. But you can walk to the shop in about the same time as they drive around the block."

"See you later," Travis said as he ran through the door.



NINE

"This is Bill Skelley," Captain Tomkins said, indicating a large, raw-boned man Travis recognized as the radioman he had talked with earlier in the day.

"Seems the information I gave you came in handy," Bill said, putting some shielded wire on the stake truck parked in front of the radio shop.

"That's right," Travis answered.

"That's Thornton Rhoades—we call him 'Thorny'—and Bob Donn up there on the truck," Bill said, indicating two men who were moving radio equipment up near the cab of the truck. The men nodded to Travis. "We about ready, Captain?"

"If you are," Captain Tomkins said. "Think I'll ride with you in the back of the truck, if you don't mind. The three men in each police car can take care of themselves. They know what to do."

Captain Tomkins climbed aboard with Travis and Bill. Thorny drove. In a few moments the stake truck, sandwiched between two police cars, sped through the downtown streets. The captain, Travis, and Bill hung on to the sides of the truck as they wound in and out of traffic, sirens on the police cars screaming. The truck rumbled and jerked and Travis hoped the radio equipment was standing the ride better than he was.

"Where we headed?" he shouted to the other two hugging the side of the truck near him.

"The country," Bill shouted back. "Too many buildings and antennas around here."

Travis glanced at the equipment. A few batteries, an outfit that looked like a public address system and a circular aerial. It was mounted on a box that he guessed was a gadget to move it in various directions. When they got to the boulevard leading out of town it was smoother riding and they could talk in a more normal tone.

"What's that round antenna?" Travis inquired.

"Rotating loop," Bill said. "Standard RDF stuff."

"RDF?"

"Radio direction finding. When we get to a spot we want we'll set it all up. Lines of force—the interference we've been hearing—will cut the loop, creating electrical energy in it. Fortunately, it's a vertically polarized wave we're after."

Travis nodded. "That's good, eh?"

"It's like a wire you run across a magnet and it lights a lamp," Bill explained. "Only our current is weaker. We'll have to amplify it. We'll keep turning the loop until we get a maximum signal and a minimum signal. The pointer on that loop is going to show us from what direction it's coming."

Travis nodded again.

"You watch when we get started. Thorny and Bob will wear earphones to check the interference by listening. But we also have a cathode ray tube—see that tuning eye?—to tell us when we hit the high and low." He pointed to a round eye on the amplifier.

"We may have to vary the size of the loop if we run into trouble, but judging by the kind of wave, I don't think we'll have to. The interference sounds like simple high voltage. It probably sweeps across the entire band—we know already it's on the broadcast, FM and TV bands because we've heard and seen it. For all we know it extends from a hundred kilocycles to a thousand megacycles, covering the whole spectrum directly or harmonically. I guess nobody's tried to check that."

"Once you get a line on it, how easy will it be to track it down?" Captain Tomkins asked.

"That's the big problem. If it comes in clear and definite and there's only one source, we may be able to pin point it to within a house or two. Otherwise we might have a large area to cover."

The truck and cars roared on until they came to a spot at the end of the speed limit. They stopped on the side of the road and the radiomen got to work.

Travis watched the rotating loop shine in the sun as it moved slowly on the rotatable mast. Thorny and Bob listened attentively on the earphones. When the tuning eye closed both men put up their hands.

"That's it," Thorny said.

Bill Skelley unfolded a map of the city and crouched on the floor of the truck with it. While Bob read off the direction on a dial, Bill laid a straight edge on the map and drew a line clear across it from one edge to the other. It went right through the heart of the city.

A few minutes later the three vehicles started again, trailing dust as they left the shoulder and hit the pavement. They went out for a mile farther west of the city, then turned north on another concrete road.

"So far, so good," Bill said, resuming his post beside Travis and Captain Tomkins at the rear of the truck. "No deviations to speak of, no night effect to worry about, no quadrature effect. In the Navy it was different. You never looked for anything on a sunshiny day. Always the worst weather."

Travis felt the man was talking more to himself than to him or Captain Tomkins, so he made no comment.

The truck roared on to another rendezvous with the high voltage interference several miles down the road and the radiomen went through much the same performance. The party cut off on a side road in an easterly direction for the third reading.

Bill beamed when Bob read the numbers off to him. He drew the third line and then he yelled.

"I think we've got it!" he yelled.

Both Captain Tomkins and Travis went down on their knees to get a better look at the map. The other radiomen followed suit.

"See? All three lines intersect right there," Bill said, pointing to a spot on the map.

"That's right in the middle of Wright Street between Major and Hennepin—right in the middle of the business district."

"That's a grocery, isn't it?" Bob asked.

"I think you're right," Travis answered.

It was Captain Tomkins who broke it up. "Well," he said, "what are we doing here? Let's get on with it."

The trip back to town was without sirens. The police cars and truck proceeded to Wright Street, then went slowly down it to Major. The caravan turned off Major to an alley, then turned down the alley. A short way down it the vehicles stopped.

The six policemen from the two cars converged on the truck. The radiomen and Travis and Captain Tomkins jumped off.

"Johnson, Barwinkle, and Evans take the front," Tomkins ordered. "The rest of us will take the rear."

"What are we supposed to look for, Captain?"

"Some sort of a radio outfit, isn't it, Bill?" Captain Tomkins asked.

"Well, maybe," Bill replied. "Then again it might fool you. Be on guard for any unusual-looking piece of electrical equipment If you're uncertain about anything, just ask one of us."

The alley entrance to the building marked on the map Was a cluttered place with ash cans, garbage and debris littering the small area behind the store. A rickety wooden stairway rose from the ground floor near the rear entrance.

Captain Tomkins sent three policemen around to the front of the store, then the others went into the rear. One man was stationed outside to prevent anyone from entering the store or from using the stairs to the floor above.

The inside of the rear of the store was orderly enough. There were the usual packing cases, worktables, storage bins and shelves of goods of one kind and another. There was also a meat grinder, an old butcher's block and a table with merchandising display material.

Travis watched as Bill's eyes took in every detail, but the radioman did not give evidence that anything was out of place.

Then the policeman named Johnson stuck his head through a doorway to the front of the store.

"Find anything out front?" Captain Tomkins asked.

"Not a thing, Captain."

The group turned and walked out the rear door, climbed the stairs to the second floor. Without hesitation the police captain went through the back door.

It was the kitchen of an apartment. They surprised a gray-haired woman washing dishes. She slowly put down the dish she had in her hand, wiped her hands on a towel, tucked a lock of hair back of her ear and looked at them with genuine surprise.

"You'll pardon us, ma'am," Captain Tomkins said. "We're looking for something."

"Something?" The woman's voice quavered. "What's Roscoe went and done?"

"Nothing's wrong with Roscoe," the captain said. "Is he your husband?"

"Yes. I was afraid . . . What you want?"

"We just want to look around. Who lives here?"

"Us and a girl, that's all."

"Who's 'us'?"

"Roscoe and me. Mr. and Mrs. Tredding."

"And the girl?"

"Her name's Alice. Alice Gilburton. She's a sweet young thing. She wouldn't be in no trouble."

"Mind if we look around?"

"Sure. What are you looking for?"

"If we find it, we'll, let you know."

The men went through the apartment on a cursory inspection, entered the front room to meet officers coming up the front way. Then the group worked individually inspecting the light fixtures, the sofa, the radio, the cabinets in the dining room.

Travis felt a little silly. It was quite an average home and it seemed ridiculous that something which was doomed to set a city on its ear could be found in a place as small as a china cabinet.

Eventually the group worked back toward the kitchen, poking around in bedrooms, closet shelves, in dresser drawers. Mrs. Tredding followed them around, wringing her hands nervously, sometimes helping but more often hindering the search as she kept up a steady stream of talk, giving histories of various items of her household.

"You won't find anything in that highboy," she said. "That's a gift from my Aunt Martha. We wouldn't keep nothing in there that the police would want."

"Whose room is that?" Captain Tomkins asked, indicating a closed door.

"That's Alice's room. You can't go in there."

"No? Why?"

"Alice wouldn't like it. She don't allow no one in there. She always locks the door."

"Is that so?"

"She's such a bashful girl, she is. She would just be awful embarrassed if she thought anyone had gone in there —especially Roscoe. She and Roscoe don't get along."

"Let's have a key. We'll have to open it."

The woman shook her head. "No, you can't do that. You couldn't go in, anyway. Alice has both keys. She made me give her all the keys when she took the room a year ago."

"I'm afraid I'll have to break it down, then, Mrs. Tredding," the captain said.

"I can't let you do that!" Mrs. Tredding's hands worked one over the other and her eyes filled with fear. She mumbled something excitedly that nobody could understand, but while she stood there two of the policemen put their shoulders to the door and it pushed open to the accompaniment of wood splintering. Mrs. Tredding buried her face in her hands.

The room was a disappointment. It was spic and span with not a speck of dust anywhere. A neat green spread was on the bed, a brown runner on the-dresser. The curtains were fresh and dainty. For the second time since he had been in the apartment Travis felt embarrassed. The others must have, too, as they were reluctant to enter the room.

It was Bill who walked into it, opened drawers in the dresser, then went to the closet. As soon as he opened the door he said simply, "Here it is." He bent to the floor.

On the floor of the closet was a black box that looked like a suitcase except that it was made of metal and had louvers on the sides. Through these openings could be seen a small light glowing. The others crowded around now. Bill's fingers worked around it, moved it, exposed two wires that ran from the bottom of it through a hole in the floor.

With a tug Bill pulled the wires loose from under the floor. The glow in the box winked out. Then, lifting the box by its handle, he walked to the bed with it.

"What the devil is it?" Captain Tomkins asked.

Bill did not answer. Instead he fiddled with the top of it and in a moment the lid opened on a hinge. He whistled.

"Alice wouldn't hurt nobody," Mrs. Tredding was saying.

"Do you have a radio, Mrs. Tredding?" Bill asked.

"It ain't working. Ain't worked since yesterday morning. Nobody'll come and fix it."

One of the policemen brought in a tiny radio. Bill plugged it in.

"You won't get nothing," Mrs. Tredding said. "All it does is buzz."

In a few minutes the radio warmed up. Nothing could be heard. Bill reached over and twirled the dial. A few distant stations could be heard faintly.

"That's it," Bill said. "We've got the little job that's been doing it."

"Mrs. Tredding," Captain Tomkins said, advancing on the puzzled woman. "Where does this Alice Gilburton work?"

"At the Acme Furnace Company. She's a secretary."

"Johnson," the captain said, turning to the policeman, "take three men with you and bring this girl in for questioning. Barwinkle, Jones, you two stay here and keep Mrs. Tredding company. The girl may turn up. Don't let her use the phone or anything."

Although it was midafternoon the repair room of the Union City Radio Repair Shop was dark, illuminated only by a single shaded electric light above a worktable, light from a single window far in the rear of the shop and daylight from under a door that separated the back shop from the front office.

The electric light illuminated a circle of faces: Captain Tomkins, Gibson Travis, Bill Skelley, Thorny Rhoades, Bob Donn and Dr. Leaf, who had been summoned from the hospital. They were all staring fascinatedly as Bill unscrewed part of the equipment in the metal box on the bench.

"As I've said," Bill was saying, "this looks like a toy Van de Graaff generator. That hiss you heard when I first started to unscrew this part was escaping gas—gas under pressure." He lifted off a section, smiled. "Yes, look here. See? It has an endless belt of insulating material inside. Electrons are sprayed to give it a charge. It's fastened to this metal sphere at the other end and as the belt moves—it must move at a tremendous speed—the charges are carried inside."

Travis thought the whole contraption looked like a Fuller ball in a closet bowl, but he did not say so.

"It's a little wonder, this whole thing is," Bill continued. "The gas under pressure here allowed a tremendous charge to be quickly built up inside the shell to provide the ion source for the X-ray tube."

"It's incredible," Dr. Leaf breathed. "Utterly incredible. How can such a thing work? I've seen machines like that in hospitals and research laboratories and I've worked around some myself, but this X-ray tube is only a foot long. The ones I've seen are fifteen feet long."

"Remember the first radio tubes and sets?" Bill asked. "Look at them now. Oh, I agree this is sure something special. I can't even tell what some of the parts are made of. I think the belt, which is usually silk, is something better than that. It's a peculiar brown and there are more little fingers to pick off the charge here. I'll bet this one is really souped up, judging from the effects it has had on radios for the past twenty-four hours."

"I've been trying to figure out what its voltage is, Bill," Bob said. "What's your guess?"

"To be as powerful as that it must be up in the millions!"

"From that little tube!" Thorny exclaimed.

"Look at that compact little outfit on the end of the tube," Bill commented. "That's about the cutest little induction motor I've ever seen. It probably turns that tungsten insert in the anode plenty fast—hut no, it wouldn't be tungsten, it must be something else many times more resistant, for even tungsten wouldn't stand that power from all the collisions of electrons. The little motor turns it for the splattering effect necessary to distribute the radiation. And speaking of radiation, it's probably not even measurable with the voltage it must have."

"What are those discs all up and down the tube?" Travis asked.

"Voltage equalizers, aren't they, Bill?" Bob asked.

"I think so. They prevent arcing and spread the voltage equally all along the tube. They, too, are made of something different, I see."

"All right, Bill," Captain Tomkins said, straightening. "We've all looked at it, now what does it mean?"

"It's a pure guessing game, Captain," Bill said, "but if we're going to play it, I'll say this little outfit is sending out gamma rays shorter than any have been sent out before. I'd say it runs beyond the known X-ray field—considerably beyond it, in fact—into the quadrillion megacycles, something so short it's not even measurable, say around .03 to .015 Angstrom Units in the electromagnetic spectrum, up near cosmic rays. You know there's talk that when you get up there far enough you can create matter. Well, I think this is getting awfully close to that point."

"Unless my ignorance is showing," Travis said to the group, "I'd like to know what an Angstrom Unit is."

"It's a measurement—about a hundred millionth of a centimeter. The bigger the value of the unit, the longer the wave length. For example, we see from about 3,800 to 7,600 Angstrom Units. Those longer than that adjoin the red rays, those shorter the ultra-violet."

Dr. Leaf shifted uneasily. "I am not completely baffled by this thing," he said, "but it fills me with horror just the same. It's just as if somebody took an X-ray machine and turned it on people passing in the street. Only this is worse. This is a radiation about which we know nothing—except the effects we've seen."

"Would you explain that?" Captain Tomkins asked.

"Well, medical use is made of rays which extend from one to .15 Angstrom Units, going from long to short. The gamma rays emitted by radium and other radioactive bodies extend between the limits of 0.04 to 0.07 Angstrom Units, overlapping the short wave length X-rays.

"This thing here," he said, indicating the black box, "goes in the other direction so far that it is just beyond comprehension what happens—although I dare say we saw plenty of evidence of it earlier this week."

"If I may add to that," Bill said, "the quantum theory established a correspondence between each radiation of given wave lengths and a certain number of volts. Visible and ultra-violet radiations correspond to just a few volts while X-rays demand hundreds to millions of volts.

"To excite the gamma rays it is necessary to employ a potential of millions of volts. Now the thing we were detecting out there with the RDF was not the gamma rays, but the interference caused by such high voltage."

He picked the box up and let it fall and the metal of it sounded tinny. "You see? They didn't even try to shield the high voltage. It would have been impossible to completely do so, so they had to chance it like this. The ideal, of course, would have been to completely shield it somehow and allow only the gamma rays of whatever they are to come through. This way we were able to track it down."

"I don't like the looks of it," Dr. Leaf said. "If they, whoever they are, have one of these they're bound to have more."

"The thing I don't understand is the moving force behind all this," Travis said. "Why would a 'sweet young thing,' as Mrs. Tredding calls Alice Gilburton, have such a thing hidden away in her room?"

Captain Tomkins lit his pipe. "There's more to this than meets the eye, that's for sure. Six thousand for six months' rental of a building. Setting this thing off in that room. It's perfectly obvious women aren't affected. That's what makes me wonder about the international aspects."

"I'm puzzled about the action of the radiation," Dr. Leaf put in. "Usually radiation is selective, hitting certain areas hard, letting other areas go. X-rays hit cells that grow rapidly, like cancer cells, destroy them while they let the rest go. The whole foundation of X-ray therapy rests on that one factor. But this attacks everything at once. Or at least it seems to. I'm going on the assumption this is the same device that was used to a limited extent on Winthrop Street."

There was a knock on the door. Captain Tomkins opened it and a patrolman stepped into the room.

"They've got that Alice Gilburton, Captain," he said. "She's been locked up in the girls' room."

"Good." The captain, Travis, and Dr. Leaf hurried out of the radio shop.

When they entered the police station Captain Tomkins asked to have the girl brought to his office and the three of them entered it to wait for her.

A few minutes later Desk Sergeant Webster entered the office, his face white.

"I think she's dead, Captain," he said.

In the cell room reserved for girl inmates Dr. Leaf examined the young girl on the cot. She was a young thing, black haired, rather plain featured. Her eyes were looking at nothing.

"No pulse," he said. He opened her mouth, withdrew something which he held in his hand. He brought it over to Captain Tomkins and Travis. In his palm were shreds of a flesh-colored plastic capsule.

He smelled of it. "Nothing I know," Dr. Leaf said. "Could be anything, though." He took a blanket from a shelf, covered the girl with it.

"Whatever it is," he said, "she believed enough in it to die rather than reveal it."

Coming out in the main area of the police station again, Sergeant Webster approached the captain again.

"More bad news," he said. "Just had a call from Union City Hospital. They have a new patient. A man turning gray, Captain. His name is Roscoe Tredding."

At that moment Bill Skelley ran into the station. His face showed how agitated he was.

"Captain Tomkins," he cried, out of breath, "Thorny— you know Thorny. He got sick a little while ago and started to leave the shop and couldn't get any farther than the door. He's just lying there and—and he's gray."

The bottom dropped out of Travis's stomach. This was it. This was the real thing.

It had begun.

"Captain Tomkins!" It was the mayor striding down the hall. "1 was listening to the radio just now and all of a sudden that buzzing started in again. Only it's worse than ever! Didn't you get that thing? Or are you experimenting with it? It's ruining reception again!"

"Mayor Barnston," the captain said slowly, and he took the mayor to one side, started to talk to him.

Travis felt sick. It wasn't a sickness of body. It was a sickness of mind. A dread for a city, a city that was without protection, a city in the way of somebody, either the women themselves or the men they worked for, who wanted it wiped out.

A city couldn't exist without men . . .or could it? He tried to visualize what kind of a world it would be, but he could not.

Travis walked as if in a dream into the captain's office. Dr. Leaf was already there.

"... a matter of time," was all Travis caught of the words Dr. Leaf was saying to him.

Outside he could heat the whistle of a train. Somewhere he heard an airplane. There were the usual busy sounds of city streets that floated in from windows, doorways, a condemned city.

They had the secret. It was a metal box that baffled the few who had seen it. But before they could do much about it other metal boxes must have been started somewhere. What if they tracked them down one by one? They would all be dead before they got them all.

Maybe I should have taken Betty's advice, he thought. Maybe I should have got out of town. Too late, now.

He picked up the phone, dialed the Star. He asked for Cline.

"This is Travis," he said.

"Where are you?" Cline's raspy voice exploded. "We've just learned they've got men with gray skin at all the hospitals. What's it all about? What are you doing?"

"I ought to be writing my obituary," Travis said. "You, too."

"Wait a minute. Are you serious?"

"Cline, I was never more serious in my life. I want to tell you something. Then we'll have to figure out what ought to go in the paper. What goes in the Star is the most important thing right now. Important to every man in this city."

Cline listened while Travis told him everything he knew about the ease. In the end Cline was quiet.

"It looks ... it looks like it might be the end ... of us all, Travis." Travis had never heard him so grave.

"But, Travis," he said. "I have only one thing to tell you. This is an awful thing to say, but you know when the interference first started yesterday?"

"Yeah."

"I sent a piece about it on the wire to Chicago. Some of the papers used it. Many of the exchanges show it made good wire, copy."

"What about it?"

"Just this, Travis. A half hour ago over the teletype I get an inquiry from Chicago. It seems there's interference all over the city. They wondered if we ever found out what it was."



TEN

"All right," the mayor snapped, chewing the end of a cigar stub. "Your report!"

Bill Skelley consulted a sheet. "We've recruited sixty-three radiomen, all of them familiar with simple RDF equipment. They've been divided into twenty trucks and most of them have started out already. We began with seventy men but six of them came down with the plague and the other didn't report."

The room was thick with smoke. The council chamber was a busy place with messengers running in and out. A battery of phones had been installed along one side of the room and operators were busy taking down names and addresses. The slips were given to ambulance men who hurried out for another call.

The twelve ambulances of five hospitals had had no rest since late afternoon. Undertakers had been called and their vehicles put into emergency operation.

At the end of the room a man was marking numbers on a blackboard. The total stood at 316 at 8 P.M., At another wall a man was sticking redheaded pins into a map of the city.

"The hospitals will soon be full," the mayor said. "We are going to have to open the armory. Did you get that story to the Star, Travis?"

Travis nodded. "Cline has all the dope. I told him the city's radiomen are trying to track down the sets. Women are asked to volunteer for important tasks vacated by men in the emergency. Everyone is to search his premises for any radiation machines. The plan is to run an extra." He glanced at the wall clock. "Ought to be coming off now. They're going to get the carriers to deliver it tonight to everyone whether a subscriber or not. The Courier has been alerted for the next extra."

"Good," the mayor said. "We may not be able to use the radio, but we'll get this thing to the people. We may lick it yet." He turned to the large city map. "It's heaviest right around that store on Wright Street, of course. But notice how there are red markers farther out now."

Dr. Leaf shook his head sadly. "It's a losing game, Mayor. They've got the new ones going. The only safe place now is out of the city, if you haven't got it already."

"It must operate just like FM and TV," Bill Skelley volunteered. "Just to the horizon. Get over the horizon and you won't get it."

"Maybe the radiomen will corner those started now," the mayor said hopefully.

"It's much more difficult when there is more than one source of power you're trying to track," Bill said.

Chief of Police Riley came into the council chamber, sat down at the desk with the other men, a sheaf of papers in his hands.

"I have a TWX from the FBI. They're sending men here and to Chicago," he said. "They have the full report on this thing. Violation of FCC law primarily. Otherwise it would be purely a local proposition.

"Travis, you'd be interested in this," he said, handing several sheets to him. "Inquiries from the press services, telephone calls from newspapers, news magazines I haven't had a chance to answer. Some tell me a few are flying staff men in. I sent them warning answers.

"Chicago is as desperate as we are, though there is no sickness there. The Chicago papers we got this evening are headlining the thing here, preparing their population for it."

He grabbed another sheet. "Here's a communication from South Bend, Indiana. Seems there's radio interference there, now. They want to know what they're in for. I hated to tell them, but I did. I pulled no punches. The FCC is already operating in both places, I believe. Had a talk on the phone with the Chicago outfit.

"Long message here from the U. S. Department of Public Health. They suggest all sorts of preventive measures. Of course this was before we knew what it was.

"And of course the governor called. I relayed that to you, Your Honor."

"Yes, he's sending some National Guard units," the mayor said.

Captain Tomkins, who had been supervising the crew at the phones, came over.

"Dr. Wilhelm wants to see you at once, Dr. Leaf," he announced. "He just called, wouldn't wait for you to talk to him."

Dr. Leaf rose. "Wonder what he wants?" Travis went after him. "Mind if I trot along?"

"Not at all."

They took the doctor's car, headed toward the hospital. It was as they were driving through the streets that the full force of events hit them. The streets were practically deserted. Occasionally a racing car, ambulance or hearse that had been pressed into service passed them; Otherwise there were few cars and less pedestrians.

It only proves, Travis thought, that word-of-mouth is as fast as lightning. He noticed the few people on the streets hurried, looking neither to the right nor the left. He also noticed rather grimly that the exception to the rule seemed to be the taverns. They were jammed. People already wanted to forget something they didn't know until a few hours ago: if you were a man you were being sought out by radiations you couldn't smell, see or hear—an invisible something that wanted to embrace you, kill you. If you were a woman your husband, your father, your brother— certainly someone you knew was threatened.

It didn't take you long to know, did it? Now you're huddled somewhere wondering if you've got it. Wondering if you're going to get it. You've heard people talk about it, but you haven't seen anybody with it. If you had . . . well, you wouldn't be huddled there as you are now. Or maybe you're with your family. You don't want to rouse them, so you pretend it's just another evening, but in the back of your mind you're trying to figure out what to do. You, too, have heard about this thing. You remember what you read in the papers Wednesday and how the health department has the thing well in hand, and now tonight you've heard it isn't so well in hand. Maybe you have been informed by a friend.

But maybe you don't know a damn thing about it yet at all. Maybe it's still a buzz on the radio to you. But you have a phone, haven't you? Well, you'll be hearing about it soon enough.

As they neared Union City Hospital traffic quickened. There were many cars parked within several blocks of it and people were walking toward the hospital's entrance.

A number of policemen were moving the traffic around the building. Dr. Leaf had to show his identification card and tell them who he was before one of them would let him turn into the hospital driveway. They found a parking space in the courtyard, entered the hospital.

The corridors thronged with  people.  Nurses  moved quickly up and down the halls, not stopping to answer questions put by eager people. The hospital lobby was jammed. Travis and Dr. Leaf made their way to Dr. Stone's office. They found him alone.

He was sitting at his desk, his tie unloosened, studying a sheet with figures on it. He looked up. His face was pale, haggard, his eyes bleary.

"I've got 'em in the corridors on three and four," Dr. Stone said wearily. "Now we're setting out in the hallway on two. Next will be the first floor, if the cots hold out. How've you been, Dr. Leaf, Travis?"

They shook hands.

"Dr. Wilhelm?" Dr. Leaf said.

Dr. Stone's face clouded. "He asked me to get in touch with you, Dr. Leaf. He's been working on this without sleep since Wednesday. You talk to him. He's on floor four. I gave him a room—an auxiliary operating room we're not using right now. He says he can keep on working there ... to the end."

"To the end?" Dr. Leaf said. "What the devil do you mean?"

"In case you don't know it," Dr. Stone said, "you will in a few moments. He's in 434. He's got it. He was all run down, naturally he'd be more susceptible."

They left the office, walked upstairs to 434. They found Dr. Wilhelm, big hulking Wilhelm, lying on a cot within easy reach of a notebook and textbooks. He was a pasty gray.

"Glad you're here," he said to Dr. Leaf. "Sit down. Glad you got here before . . ." he gritted his teeth as he moved to rise.

"Lie down," Dr. Leaf ordered, settling him back.

"It's working on me," the doctor said. "I can feel it—I think I can feel it in every cell." He managed to smile grimly. "But I think I know something about it." He moved and looked at Travis hostilely. "Let me have a drink, Doctor."

Travis quickly took the glass from a table, gave it to him. The doctor looked at him steadily then, took the glass, drank from it.

"Stick around, Mr. Travis," he said. "You'll get it soon. Maybe you can bunk in here."

"Travis is all right," Dr. Leaf said. "What have you found out?"

"It's the Y chromosome, Doctor."

"The Y?" Dr. Leaf studied him. "I see."

"From your description of the machine . . ." Dr. Wilhelm gritted his teeth again as some pain struck him. Then he moistened his lips with his tongue and continued. "You remember you called."

"Yes, I called you late this afternoon and told you about the machine."

"I thought about it for an hour before I put it together." the ailing doctor said, biting his lips. "Then I realized it had to be the Y. The gamma rays are just short enough to hit the Y for some reason. They won't bother the X, or they'd destroy the women, too."

"You must be right," Dr. Leaf said. "I never thought of that ... oh, I thought of it, yes, but I didn't think it significant. Of course that's it."

Dr. Leaf got excited now. "Yes, I think you've got it, Dr. Wilhelm."

"A hell of a lot of good it does us now," the weakening doctor said. He closed his eyes and breathed loudly.

"What's this about a Y chromosome?" Travis asked.

Dr. Leaf motioned for Travis to follow him, leaving Dr. Wilhelm twisting on his cot.

Out in the hallway Dr. Leaf explained. "Every cell of your body is made up of forty-eight chromosomes, Travis," he said. "Forty-six of them are what we call autosomes to differentiate them from sex-determining chromosomes like X and Y. The forty-seventh chromosome is the X chromosome and the forty-eighth is the Y."

"Dr. Wilhelm mentioned about women not being affected," Travis started to say.

"That's right," Dr. Leaf explained. "Remember my saying there was little difference between men and women except for obvious physical differences?"

Travis nodded.

"Well, women have forty-six autosomes, the forty-seventh is an X chromosome, just as in a man, but the forty-eighth, instead of being a Y, is an X, too.

"You see, when you were born it came about like this: Your mother's oogenesis—the creation of an ovum—occurred when a regular 46XX cell broke in two. We call it 'reduction division,' a process of 'mitosis.' The ovum was composed of half a 46XX cell—or a 23X cell, complete in itself.

"In your father the 46XY cell—the male cell—was reduced to two spermatozoa in the reduction division. One a 23X and the other a 23Y and it grew a tail. When the thousands of 23X and 23Y spermatozoa converged on the ovum a 23Y won out, thereby creating you, the 23Y plus the 23X creating a 46XY, which is you. If the 23X and the- 23X had got together, you'd have been a girl. The original 46XY thus formed keeps dividing until you're born and it keeps on—they're still dividing, as a matter of fact, although controlled by the genes."

Travis smiled. "You make it sound awfully simple." And as he said it something like a sledgehammer hit him on the head.

He saw a circle with 23X in the middle of it. The Venus mirror, the diagram the old man had drawn! "Dr. Leaf!" he exclaimed. "I just remembered that diagram the old man drew. Remember? It had the 23X in it. Doesn't that have something to do with all this?"

Dr. Leaf stared at him blankly for a moment, then his eyes lighted slowly.

"You're right," he said with sudden realization. "The first case. Dr. Collins, the intern—yes, I remember that!" He became thoughtful. "Funny, I never thought of it in that sense. 23X. Now, why would the old man draw that?"

"He couldn't mean an ovum caused all this."

"Not unless he went back to his beginning."

"If anything, Doctor, from what you've said, he'd have been smarter to have drawn a plain Y."

"No, no," the doctor said, wrinkling his brow. "There was this circle, too. That would mean 'female.' A female has 46XX chromosomes, though." The doctor seemed to be talking to himself. "Unless . . . unless . . ."

"And this Betty Garner," Travis said. "Have you heard about my showing the diagram to her? She turned pale when she saw it, wanted to know where I got it."

"There's just the barest chance, Travis," Dr. Leaf said. "But it couldn't be. It's just not possible, that's all . . ."

"What's that, Dr. Leaf?"

"A haploid. It can be done in plants, some animals. No, it must be something else." The little doctor walked back and forth in sudden study in the corridor, oblivious of the commotion farther down the corridor. "But what if it were true?"

"You're talking over my head, Doctor," Travis said. "What's a haploid?"

"You're a diploid," the doctor returned, then added hastily, "No offense. It just means each cell of your body is composed of pairs of chromosomes—twenty-four pairs in each cell. One set from your mother, one set from your father. You could, of course, be standing there if you had only one set. No, maybe you couldn't. But a woman could. A haploid woman. A woman created with only a single set of chromosomes. Parthenogenesis. It can be done in biology, but nobody has tried it with humans. 23X instead of 46XX. Also provided there are no 'blank' genes so she'd be missing an arm or a leg or a brain. . . ."

"You're still way ahead of me," Travis said.

Instead of answering, Dr. Leaf turned to the room where Dr. Wilhelm was. They saw that he was in a restless sleep. They also noted that his flesh was just a shade darker than when they had come.

Dr. Leaf walked to a shiny cabinet, opened the door, studied the bright instruments inside. He took several, put them in his pocket, reached up and took down a microscope in a plastic hood. He put this under his arm.

"No sense in waking him now," Dr. Leaf said. "Now come along. We've got work to do. We're going to find out if there is such a thing as a haploid woman."

Where before the doctor had been slow, methodical and seemed more prone to thought than action, he now became a bundle of energy. He wrapped the microscope in a sheet and they stepped out in the corridor, made their way down the hallway, dodging between the cots with gray men in various stages of the sickness, some of them gasping, others just staring stupidly at the ceiling. Others groaned and turned and twisted as Dr. Wilhelm had done. One was laughing, quite out of his head.

How can one human being do this to another? Travis asked himself. But he remembered some things he had seen which were just as bad. World War II. Men torn with shrapnel. Men squashed like bugs beneath the tread of a giant tank. He had seen an antipersonnel mine make a man a raving idiot, robbing him of all compunction, of all desire for living, a man hit in the most vulnerable spot.

But what about the A-Bomb? Perhaps it was necessary. But it still had been the creation of man for use against men. The ultimate engine of destruction? No, there was a worse one. A little black box. It had a little machine in it. A little tube. . . .

Man's inhumanity to man! Would civilization never learn? Or is war and the killing of one' another just another adjunct to nature? A necessity? Would man become biologically extinct if he didn't have the release offered by killing his fellow men? But then why did he have a brain but to reason with, to see how horrible his destruction would be?

They reached the ground level which was more crowded than when they came. There were gray men in the lobby now. No place to put them. Some were moaning on the floor, others sitting up against chairs, their faces expressionless, their eyes without hope. Their women crowded around their men, some weeping softly.

Dr. Leaf and Travis hurried out of the hospital to the courtyard parking area, got in the doctor's car and were out on the street before they noticed the change.

The policemen were gone, the streets were dark. The hospital was the only lighted area. Everything else was black. There were no street lights, there were no lights in the houses. Light from the hospital extended halfway down the block.

A few cars were moving around at high speed, recklessly. Men were running. Women were running. The doctor put-his car in second gear.

"Something's happened," he said. "The lights are out. The thing has roused the city, all right. We'll probably have a tough time getting back to the city hall."

The car roared down the street.

"Look out!" Travis yelled a few minutes later. The doctor brought the car to a screeching stop inches from a man lying on the pavement. They got out of the car.

"Help me," the man moaned. "I'm  sick." In the headlights of the car he half rose. His face was a lead gray, his lips brown. His eyes were dilated; the cornea seemed bright against his dark skin.

"I don't know what we can do for you, fella," Travis said.

"Just kill me," the man said. "I'm going to die—"

"There's one!" The yell came from out of the darkness halfway down the block. Three men ran toward them, passed them up and started to get into the doctor's car.

Travis, stunned by the strange action, suddenly found his legs, whirled in time to grab the door handle of the car before it slammed shut. He jerked it open with such force the man who was hanging on to it was spilled into the street.

Travis dodged around the open door, dived for the man who had settled himself behind the wheel. He caught him just as the doctor had opened the other door and they sprawled out of the driver's side of the car.

The third man found the doctor and started to work on him. Travis pounded his man's head on the running board; the man, his back arched backward over the floor edge, was at a disadvantage. Finally the man weakened, lay still. Travis shoved him into the street, grabbed the keys out of the ignition and went out to help the doctor, who was lolling in the street with his assailant.

Travis never reached him. The first man jumped him from the rear and they fell to the street, the man's arm around his neck, cutting off his breath. Travis gave a mighty dig with his elbow and the man relinquished his hold long enough for Travis to get his forearm under the arm around his neck, push it up and away from him. He scrambled to his feet, dodged a tackle, fell on the man and held him on the ground while he twisted his arm he-hind him. The man swore violently.

The two figures on the ground near him parted. One still lay on the street as the other got up. In a moment Travis saw it was the doctor.

"What's all this about?" he asked the grunting, twisting man, a firm hold on his arm.

"We just—wanted your car," he panted. "We wanted— to get out of town—before we got the plague."

"You go ahead and walk out of town, then," Travis said, shoving him away from him.

There was another wild yell down the block. Out of the blackness came the sound of running feet. Travis and Dr. Leaf jumped into the car, Travis at the wheel. The doctor locked the doors on the inside.

They backed away from the man on the pavement in front of them, then swung out around him.

"Poor devil," the doctor breathed. At that moment several men jumped on the car. One of them hit the window by Travis's head with a heavy object and Travis could see the cracking glass. He put the car in second, gave it the gas and snaked down the street. The man on his side did not fall off, so Travis rolled down the window, stepped on the brake, at the same time shoving against the man. The man fell on the street.

"Rioting," the doctor said. "They're afraid. They don't know what to do. They want to get out of town and no car. Maybe we'd do the same."

A shot rang out. A bullet clipped its way through a door window, went out the windshield, leaving a perfectly round hole. Once again Travis stepped on the gas.

As they turned corners they saw men in groups on the sidewalks as the headlights picked them out. Some ran out, tried to stop them. Travis hit several who tried to block their way with their bodies.

Other sights were horrible. Men were lying here and there. Sometimes Travis had to make detours in the street to pass them by. Some people had been plainly murdered, the blood attested to that. Whether they had been hit by speeding automobiles, beaten or shot, it was hard to tell.

Occasionally there was a woman. Once they passed a group fighting over a screaming woman. There were drunks, too. And there were broken store windows. Looting had begun.

"Turn out the lights and man reverts back," Dr. Leaf philosophized.

They passed car wrecks. Once they went down a street that was impassable because a group of men had set up a road block, hoping to catch a wandering car. It was only through Travis's deft hand at the wheel—a hurried reverse and an acceleration and beating off men on the side of the car—that they escaped.

And there was once a sight that caused his blood to boil, his hands to grip the wheel tightly. A whole family lay in a gutter, dead.

"God forbid!" Dr. Leaf murmured as they passed the ghastly scene.

It took them more than a half hour to get to the city hall. It was a welcome sight, a beacon light, for there the lights were still glowing.

As they ran the car into the rear area, two burly women stepped from behind other cars. They had guns in their hands. Police stars shone on their blouses.

"I'm Dr. Leaf," the doctor said. "This is Mr. Travis. We want to see the mayor."

Although the two women regarded them suspiciously, they allowed them to enter the city hall.

"Thank God you're all right," the mayor said as they entered the council chambers. "I was wondering if everybody but me had been killed!" He rose and came to them. "All hell has broken loose. But listen!" He smiled as he waved to a radio on a table. It was playing music faintly. "We can't get Chicago, but that music is coming from somewhere. The buzz is gone!"

There were nothing but women standing around the council chamber now. They all wore stars and carried guns at their sides. The phones were ringing and other women were answering them.

"There was nothing else to do but let the women take the jobs, as you can see," the mayor said. "I waited a while for you, Travis, then phoned the papers explaining that we were shutting off electricity in all parts of the city except the hospitals, the water plant, well, all the public buildings. That was some time ago. The women we've recruited are patrolling the buildings now."

"Didn't the radiomen work out?" Dr. Leaf asked.

The mayor shook his head. "This thing happened all of a sudden, it seems. Reports from a few were coming in, but then they stopped. Like everybody else they all probably became ill and went to the hospitals. That's when I decided to cut off the power. It also cut off the machines. No more buzz. But it looks as if we're too late."

"Where's Captain Tomkins?" Travis asked. "And Chief Riley?"

The mayor was sad. "Gone. Gone with the rest I don't see why I don't get it. I saw them fall all around me. Sergeant Webster was the last to go."

Travis looked at the city map. It was filled with redheaded pins, hundreds of them, and the man who had been sticking them in was gone. He looked at the data board. The last total was 3,567. Nobody was marking up any more.

"There are nothing but crazy men outside," Travis said. "We were lucky to make the trip from the hospital."

"I know. I've heard." The mayor wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. "We've outfitted more than twenty squads of women with riot guns, tear gas guns and rifles. They're out patrolling the city now, trying to restore some semblance of law and order."

The mayor turned to a young woman of about twenty-five who stood near the battery of phones. "Miss Hanson," he said. The girl came over.

"This is Miss Mary Hanson. Our new police chief, since most of the men are gone. Miss Hanson, this is Dr. Leaf of the state health department and this is Gibson Travis, of the Star, who has been helping us out."

Miss Hanson smiled, showing perfect teeth. Then she went back to the phone girls.

"The Courier is supposed to be printing an extra now about the lights going out, if they can find enough men to run the presses and set the type. The paper will be distributed by as many carriers as they can round up. The boys, you know, have been just as vulnerable as the men. They may have to get girls to deliver the papers."

Dr. Leaf interrupted. "Mr. Mayor, do we still have the body of that girl, Alice Gilburton, in the girls' room?"

The mayor scratched his head. "I think so. I don't think anybody's had time to take her away yet. Why?"

"You'd better come along, then," Dr. Leaf said. "This is going to be interesting. Ever hear of a haploid, Your Honor?"

"No, can't say that I have." The mayor followed him from the chamber. "What's that?"

"I may be able to show you one," Dr. Leaf said. "I don't know." After he got his equipment from the car the party went to the jail section of the city hall, entered the girls' room section.

Dr. Leaf lifted the blanket. There were only pillows beneath it.
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"That's strange," Dr. Leaf said. "Now with all that has been going on, who has had time to take away a girl's body and put pillows in its place?"

"Sort of proves it, don't you think, Doctor?" Travis said.

"Proves what?" the mayor wanted to know.

"Proves that an old man in Union City Hospital, the first gray patient, knew what was going on," Dr. Leaf said. "He drew a symbol which meant a haploid woman, a woman structurally the same as any other woman except for a certain biological difference, a difference in cell make-up."

"But if you say she's the same as any other woman—" the mayor started to say.

"Outwardly, yes," Dr. Leaf said, "but inwardly God only knows how different she is."

Captain Mary Hanson stepped into the cell. "Anything I can help you with?" she asked.

"Yes, Mary," the mayor said. "Did you see anyone come in here and take the girl, the dead girl, that was in here?"

She shook her head. "I didn't even know there was one here."

Travis's old elation grew from a pin point in his stomach and raced to his head! It was the way she had said it. It was a hunch. It was a shot in the dark.

"How did you know we were here?" Travis asked matter-of-factly.

The girl with the captain's badge shifted her weight. "I heard some voices, wondered what it was all about." Travis saw her eyes on the doctor's microscope, wondered if she guessed what it was, wrapped as it was under a sheet.

"Are you a haploid?" he asked suddenly.

The girl's eyes glimmered for the merest fraction of a second. "What's a haploid?" she asked slowly and carefully. All too slowly, all too carefully, Travis thought.

"Never mind," the mayor said. "Let's go down and try to figure this out."

The four left the jail cell, walked back to the council chambers. Travis thought it significant that Mary Hanson, the last one in, closed the door behind them. His muscles tensed.

"What did you want to do with this Alice-what's-her-name?" the mayor asked Dr. Leaf.1

"I brought along a microscope from the hospital," Dr. Leaf said. "I was going to take a sample of her flesh and put it under the microscope, stain it and see how many chromosomes she had, if that answers your question. Now we're back at the beginning again." He wore his wry smile again, but his shoulders sagged, his eyes were weary. Travis guessed he had really counted heavily on examining the girl to prove his point.

"What did you want to show, Doctor?" It was the girl police captain again. She sat down at the table next to the doctor's microscope.

Suddenly the mayor's fist hit the table. "Who turned off my radio!"

"The cord's been pulled out of the socket," Travis said rising to plug it back in.

"Don't start the radio, please," Captain Hanson said.

Travis turned to her in surprise. "Why not?"

"I want that radio going," the mayor said firmly. "Otherwise we won't know if they start up those damned machine again."

"It bothers the phone operators, Your Honor," Mary Hanson said. "We thought it best if they weren't disturbed answering these phones. They've been working steadily for a long time. The radio—"

"I want that radio, damn it," the mayor demanded.

"Very well," the girl said. "I'll do it." She snatched the plug from Travis's hand, stooped to plug it in, missed her rooting and fell heavily against the table and radio cord, pulling the radio along the table top, sending it crashing to the floor.

"Oh, my God!" the mayor cried.   -

"I'm sorry," the girl said. "It was an accident."

"Was it?" Travis said, getting up. "Miss Haploid."

"I wish you'd stop calling me that," the girl said heatedly. "Or else explain what it means."

"You know damn well what it means."

"I certainly do not."

"It was an accident, Travis," the mayor said. "She fell. She was excited. Hell, you can tell she's no haploid."

"Yeah? How?"

"She's— Well, she's just like any other girl," the mayor said lamely. "There's nothing wrong with her I can see. I'm a pretty good judge of human nature."

"It's not a question of human nature, Mayor Barnston," Travis said, "if she's not a haploid we'll see. She wouldn't object if Dr. Leaf took a sample of her flesh to examine under the microscope, would you, Miss Hanson?"

"It won't hurt," Dr. Leaf said. "Then it will clear you and we can stop all this nonsense."

"I don't see why I should," the girl said disgustedlv. "I volunteered for this job. I thought that was enough to prove I am as patriotic as the next woman. Now you are accusing me of being a—a haploid or something."

"Simple way to settle the matter," Travis said. "Then no more accusations."

"Oh, very well," the girl said, sitting down. "What's it all about?"

Travis eyed her as Dr. Leaf explained that he was going to take a small sample of flesh from her ear, stain it and examine it under the microscope. He thought she was breathing a little faster than a girl should in such a situation. Besides, she didn't seem to really be listening to the doctor; her eyes danced around and she was blinking as if she were thinking fast.

They were silent as Dr. Leaf cut a tiny section of flesh from her ear, put it on a microscope slide and stained it. In a few minutes he put the slide under the microscope, was preparing to look at it.

The girl got up. A gun was in her hand.

"Let me have the slide, please," she said.

All sound in the room ceased. All eyes were on the girl. The women at the phones turned around, slowly got to their feet. The doctor, bent over the microscope, his hand on the mirror, looked at them. The mayor looked surprised. Travis stood taut.

Then the girl reached over, took the slide, dropped it on the floor. She stepped on it.

"Why did you do that?" Mayor Barnston said softly.

"There is something strange here," she said. "All the rest of the men are gone but you three. Only a few minutes ago Sergeant Webster collapsed downstairs. He was the last."

The girl's eyes were narrow with suspicion. "How do  I know you three aren't responsible for this whole thing, blaming something you call a haploid?"

"Why did you wreck the radio?" Travis asked.

"It was an accident." Mary Hanson moved around behind them. "Now go to the door. Will one of you girls open the door, please?"

The three moved to the council chamber door. A girl stepped from among those by the phones and opened the door. They marched out into the hallway, Mary Hanson behind them. She prodded them toward the jail section.

"Where are you taking us?" the mayor asked.

"You can spend your last few hours in the cell where Alice Gilburton died," she said.

"I thought you never heard of her," Travis said. The girl said nothing.

As they started down the hallway to the jail section they I were to pass a stairway that led down to the main floor of the city hall. Suddenly Travis collapsed to the floor.

"Up, you fool!" the girl cried, coming up to him and kicking him in the ribs.

"I—I can't," Travis mumbled in a surprised voice. "It's the . . ." He groaned, dropped his head into his hands.

The girl bent over to raise his head by the hair. As she did so Travis shot an arm up and a leg out, caught the girl, I set her off balance. She fell to the floor and the gun clattered down the hallway. The three men raced for it. Travis picked it up.

"Stop them!" the girl screamed, struggling to her feet. Women exploded from the open council chamber doorway.

Travis, Dr. Leaf and Mayor Barnston jumped down the steps three at a time. At the bottom a woman ran out of an office, started to draw a gun. Travis made a long leap, hit the floor next to her, bowled her over.

There were shots from the second floor now. Travis heard a groan, looked around to see the mayor's mouth open in a large "O" as he toppled to the floor.

Travis and Dr. Leaf did not pause. In a few moments they were through the doors to the building, the glass in the door tinkling as it crashed behind them, broken by slugs.

A policewoman came running up to the steps of the City hall to see what the commotion was. Before she had a chance to decide what to do, the men had disappeared into I the night.

They ran several blocks in the darkness before they stopped to catch their breath in an alleyway.

It was then that the stillness of the city descended upon them. It was a deafening blanket of darkness that shut out all sound and light, though there was an occasional shape to be seen here and there about the street, illuminated by the barely perceptible light of night.

Dead men, most of them. Dead or dying. Once it had begun, the scourge had been inexorable, unrelenting in the way it marched in ever-increasing circles from the grocery store, impelled by the deadly beams emanating from Alice Gilburton's machine.

Hardly had men time to trace it down and discover what it was before they started to fall, one by one, and then in increasing numbers.

Travis longed for a cigarette as he and the doctor huddled against a brick wall beneath a fire escape he could dimly see above them in the alley. But he did not dare show a light.

"They were haploids, or at least many of them were," Dr. Leaf breathed.

"I had that feeling the moment I set eyes on Mary Hanson," Travis said. "But if she and some of the others were, then they do have a point: Why are we still alive?"

"I don't know."

"Maybe we're not male after all."

The doctor grunted for an answer.

"She got out of it cleverly enough," the doctor said after a few moments. "She didn't want to take the test. That was a plain giveaway, but it still doesn't prove it beyond all doubt. If there are haploids, I wonder now many of them there are."

Before Travis could say anything they could hear a car moving along a neighboring street. In a moment they saw, in the plate glass windows of stores across the street, the reflection of lights on an automobile as it turned the corner.

Both men flattened against the wall, held their breath as the car, in second gear, gathered speed as it came around the corner. It shot down the street and they could see women in the car. Suddenly, as the car was even with the alley, one of the women shot a flashlight beam at them. Car brakes screeched.

"Haploid patrol!" Both the doctor and Travis jumped from their hiding place, sped down the alley.

The car's gears clashed, then the driver stepped on the accelerator and it backed  up, turned and came forward down the alley in a rush.

The two men were outlined in the headlights. Their shadows made long gyrations in front of them as they neared the end of the alley. Bullets rang and whined around them as they turned the corner to the other street. The shots made glass tinkle somewhere across the street as the two men ran.

The speeding car careened out of the alley and down the street after them, tires screaming on the pavement.

It's going to be the end, Travis thought, unless . . . The doctor must have had the same thought, for he turned in at a doorway flush with the sidewalk. It opened. The two crashed upstairs three steps at a time. They could hear the car stop outside. The door at the bottom opened behind them.

Travis turned on the top step, saw a figure silhouetted in the open doorway, lights from the car illuminating the stairs. He aimed with the pistol he had taken from the floor of the city hall, had a moment's uneasiness (Don't shoot a woman, some inner voice shouted at him), then he pulled the trigger. The woman dropped. Others were rushing up to her.

The two men ran down the hallway, past doorways behind which candles must have been burning, for keyholes made little dots of light down the dark way. They gained the rear entrance, fled down some rickety stairs to a rear areaway.

This way," Travis said when the doctor made a motion to run toward the alley from which they had just come. They ran through a passageway out to another street. Reflections from windows on the other side of the street showed activity on the adjoining street.

They ran away from it.

When they stopped this time it was not in an alley. Many store fronts had been broken out all along the street. They walked through a broken plate glass window, hid inside a store behind a counter until they recovered their senses.

Several times they saw the ceiling of the store brighten as a car crept down the street. They also saw the light from a spotlight that was thrown in the store. But no one ventured in. At other times it was so quiet even the slightest change in position seemed to echo through the night.

They lay there in the blackness for a long time deciding their next move. They both agreed they should not be there in the morning. If it were true that haploids had taken over things they did not want to be found on the street, either. Besides, they needed to warn other cities, inform other sources of what had happened in Union City.

"If we could get to the Star," Travis said, "we could do at least one thing."

"What's that?"

"The Star is on a nationwide wirephoto circuit. It's a leased wire that goes from New York to Chicago, completes a circuit throughout the entire country, including principal cities in the West. You can pick up the wirephoto phone in the Star and break into the line over which a wirephoto is transmitted. You can talk to practically any place you want."

"That's the answer," Dr. Leaf said. "What are we waiting for? Which way is the Star?"

By fits and starts Travis and Dr. Leaf made their way down the streets which now seemed magically deserted. There were no gangs out now. They stepped over corpses, detoured around car wrecks, avoided places where glass from store windows lay shattered on the walks. Several times they encountered others wandering around in the night, but both parties usually ran before they bumped into one another.

Once they met a man walking down the street talking loudly to himself, half praying, half babbling about nothing, He did not even notice them as they passed him by. Another time they passed a man sitting quietly on a curb, smoking a cigarette. He said nothing as they approached him.

"What are you doing?" Travis asked him, keeping a safe distance.

The man drew on his cigarette. His face lighted with the glow of it.

"I m waiting to die. They're all dead but me." He gave a cackling laugh. "Would you like to kill me? Go ahead. Kill me if you want to. It's all right. It doesn't matter."

"Don't you feel ill?" Dr. Leaf asked.

"No, not yet. But I've seen them go." He laughed again "Death's just playing a little game with me. Oh, he can fool me. I've seen him work. One minute you're here and you think you won't go and the next minute you're turning gray and dying."

"We're not dead yet," Travis said. "Maybe we won't be. Maybe you won't be."

"Are you Death? Have you come to take me away? I'm ready. Please take me with you." The man got to his feet. "Please take me now. I don't want to wait any more." He started for them.

Dr. Leaf and Travis moved away, losing the man in the darkness. As cars came along they dodged into stores. They were near the Star building when a car rounded a corner on another street, illuminating a man walking toward them.

He was an old man. When he saw the light he started to run, but a volley of shots from the car felled him. He lay in the street, quivering, as the car went down the street.

"You can't tell me they're not haploids," Dr. Leaf said.

"I'm not arguing with you," Travis said, pushing lightly against the front door of the Star building. "I don't think regular women would do a thing like that."

The door opened. "Come on," he said.

Together they crept up the marble steps of the Star building, their guarded and light tread seeming to make a thunderous roar in the stone stairwell. Once Travis bumped into something on the stairs. It was a body. He did not wish to discover whose it was, so they kept on.

When they got to the second floor Travis said, "I know where some flashlights are in the photo lab. Let's go there first."

They went down a corridor to the photo lab- and entered it. Travis went to a cupboard, found two flashlights in working order. He shined one of them around experimentally, was startled to see a figure reclining in a chair. They both shined their lights on it. "Hal Cable!" Travis cried.

The chief photographer of the Star sat, a blackened, ulcerated figure, his eyes still open, two empty fifths of whiskey beside him. Travis felt ill. "Poor Hal," he said, turning away.

"Friend?" Dr. Leaf asked testily. "Yes. My best friend."

They made their way from the laboratory out into the corridor, covering the flashlights with their hands, allowing only a pin point of light to show the way.

The editorial rooms were a mess. Papers were strewn everywhere. Several men lay on the floor, blackened. Another figure Travis knew every bit as well as his own was crumpled on the floor at the universal desk. It was the city editor, Cline.

Travis did not wish to examine him closely. "Let's take a look at the wire room," Travis said. Dr. Leaf followed him as they stole across the room to the glassed-in office that contained the teletype machines.

As they entered the room Travis was gratified to hear a familiar sound. It was an ever-so-faint clicking noise. He took the top off one of the teletype machines, put it on the floor as quietly as he could. He then reached around, withdrew the cap from a relay. Light from his flashlight showed the rapid back-and-forth movement of the relay arm.

"Chicago's still sending," he said. Then he ripped the last message from the teletype, the printing operation of which is accomplished by local power. He spread the long sheet on the floor.

"They stopped working here a little after 10:02 p.m., Dr. Leaf," he said, examining it under the flashlight. 

"How can you tell?"

"This was the last message." Together they read the story.

FIRST LEAD RADIATION (URGENT)

CHlCAGO-(AP)-MYSTERY RADIATIONS WHICH CUT OFF RADIO AND TV RECEPTION HERE THIS MORNING

THREATENS TO WIPE OUT CHICAGO'S MALE POPULATION UNLESS FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION PATROLS FIND ALL THE SENDING UNITS.

LAST WORD FROM UNION CITY REVEALS MO THAN A THOUSAND RESIDENTS OF THAT STRICKEN CITY ARE DYING TONIGHT AFTER TWO DAYS' EXPOSURE TO THE DEADLY RADIATIONS.

A HUNDRED PATROLS, MANY OF THEM INCLUDING LOCAL RADIOMEN PRESSED INTO SERVICE BY THE FCC AND DEPUTIZED BY THE SHERIFF'S OFFICE, ARE SCOURING CHICAGO FOR THE LITTLE BLACK MYSTERY BOXES FROM WHICH THE WAVES ARE SAID TO EMANATE.

THOUGH EVENTS HERE ARE FOLLOWING THE PATTERN SET IN UNION CITY NO SINGLE CASE OF MEN TURNING GRAY HAS BEEN REPORTED BY THE MAYOR'S EMERGENCY DEFENSE COMMITTEE SET UP THIS MORNING TO HANDLE THE CRISIS.

AN ORDER EVACUATING THE CITY IS BEING DRAWN UP IN CASE PATROLS DO NOT LOCATE ALL SOURCES OF THE WAVES, THE MAYOR'S COMMITTEE SAID AT. 9-P.M.

ANOTHER ORDER IS REPORTED IN THE HANDS OF ALL POWER COMPANIES IN THE CHICAGO SERVICE; AREA WHICH WILL CUT OFF ELECTRICAL POWER WHICH IS POWERING THE MACHINES IF THE SOURCES ARE NOT FOUND IN THE NEXT FEW HOURS, THE COMMITTEE SAID.

AN ORDER WAS ISSUED AT 6 P.M. WARNING ALL RESIDENTS TO CLEAR THE STREETS. ONLY RADIO PATROLS, POLICE CARS AND EMERGENCY VEHICLES ARE FREE TO MOVE.

THE 6 P.M. ORDER FOLLOWED NEWS FROM UNION CITY DESCRIBING THE NATURE OF THE WAVES WHICH ARE SAID TO ATTACK MALE CELLS.

CHICAGO NEWSPAPERS ARE ISSUING EXTRAS AND DELIVERING THEM DOOR TO DOOR INFORMING EVERYONE OF THE NEW ORDERS. VOLUNTEERS AT THE TELEPHONE COMPANY ARE CALLING LISTS OF PEOPLE WHO MIGHT NOT BE REACHED BY NEWSPAPER DELIVERY, EXPLAINING THE ORDERS BRIEFLY.

WAC UNITS ORIGINALLY SCHEDULED FOR UNION CITY HAVE BEEN CANCELED. THE UNITS HAVE BEEN ORDERED TO CHICAGO INSTEAD.

RADIATIONS WERE REPORTED IN NEW YORK, COLUMBUS (O), MINNEAPOLIS, PITTSBURGH, SAN FRANCISCO, LOS ANGELES AND WASHINGTON (D.C.) LATE THIS MORNING. MORE THAN 100 OTHER CITIES HAVE REPORTED RADIATIONS SINCE NOON.

MALE POPULATIONS OF SMALLER CITIES HAVE FLED TO THE COUNTRY AREAS WHERE THEY ARE SAID TO BE SAFE FROM THE EMANATIONS.

(PICKUP 4TH GRAF: A MILITARY SPOKESMAN, ETC., ETC.)

CX 10:02P

"What time is it?" Travis asked.

The doctor shined a light on his wrist watch. "It's 12:10."

"If the radiations began in Chicago this morning they won't be having much trouble yet No wonder they're still sending."

Travis walked over to a corner of the telegraph room, picked up the special wirephoto phone. "This phone won't be affected by the power cutoff here," he explained.

"Chicago, Union City. Chicago, Union City," he said into the phone.

"Union City!" The voice at the other end was surprised. "What the hell's happened there? We've been trying all night to get through to you. Who's this?"

"Gibson Travis. I'm calling from the Star."

"This is Burton. All hell is breaking loose up here. The FCC and ham radio boys have located a lot of those boxes, but they don't have all of them by any means. They found girls carrying them around. Imagine that! Girls! They explained, though, that somebody was paying them to do it and they didn't know what they were doing. But hold on— what's going on in Union City?"

"About those girls—" Travis started to say.

"Still the same old Travis, eh?" Burton laughed. "Always an eye for the women."

"Listen, Burton, this thing's serious."

"Of course. Listen, Travis, what's happened out there? The last we heard Cline called in and said the men were dying off like flies. Is this radiation thing that bad?"

"There's hardly a man left in Union City," Travis explained. "They've turned off the electricity, but that hasn't stopped them from keeping some buildings supplied with power. The machines are still sending out their waves from them."

"What's the death toll? Who's dead? Anybody important?"

"Anybody important? Listen, Burton, I'm telling you they are all dead. Mayor Barnston was shot, Chief of Police Riley, Captain Tomkins, Cline, Hal Cable—"

"For God's sake! Cable, too?"

"Yes. They're all gone."

"Are you kidding me? I can't believe—"

"Burton, I want to tell you about those girls."

"O.K., go ahead."

Travis did not speak. There was pressure, as from a finger in his back. A woman who held the gun at his spine spoke almost an inch from his ear.

"Put it down," she said.

He slowly dropped the phone into its cradle, turned around. Dr. Leaf stood a few feet away, a flashlight beam shining in his face. A beam was now thrown at Travis. There was a shuffling of feet.

"We have orders to bring survivors in," the woman breathed. "I don't know why we shouldn't kill you."

"Haven't you killed enough of us?"

The answer was a hard slap across the mouth.

"Shut up!" the woman ordered. "Now get moving. There will be a girl ahead of you with a light. Others of us will be behind you. It's pretty obvious you and others like you are immune. Move!"

Travis's heart gave a jump. Until this moment he had not thought of it. Immunity! For a moment a surge of optimism stirred him, but then as he walked behind the girl with the flashlight he lost it. If the haploids wanted to kill innocent males for some reason, then they would have no compunction about killing two more.

They emerged on the street. A car, its motor running, was parked in front of the building. He stood by, waiting for instructions and Dr. Leaf stood next to him.

"Don't stand there like a couple of statues. Get in the back seat."

That voice. He had heard it before. As he climbed into the car he made out the features of the girl in the front seat.

"Hello, Rosalee," he said.

The girl turned around in surprise, saw him. "Go to hell," she said.

"All right, shut up, everybody," ordered the large woman who got in after them. Two of the women stood on the running boards. The car started to move.

They moved through the city streets, dodging objects in the way, speeding on the clear stretches. At first Travis thought they were headed toward the city hall, but after they passed the turn they would have taken he gave up guessing.

The car kept to the boulevards, then headed down a main street that became a state highway outside of town. they sped past the last houses of the city, built up speed on the open road. There were no other cars.

After twenty minutes the car turned into a driveway flanked by large bushes. They passed under a white arch which bore the legend: FAIRCREST SANITARIUM.

They continued down a winding road that led ultimately to a curved parkway in front of a large white hospital-like structure.

The girls got out, motioned with drawn guns for Travis and Dr. Leaf to go ahead of them. They were not to head for the main entrances. Instead, they were signaled to walk across dewy grass to a sidewalk running along the building to the rear.

A few steps down the sidewalk the guards indicated steps going down. The two men descended. A girl came down, unlocked the door. It opened to a large lighted room. Travis and Dr. Leaf were catapulted into the room, powered by shoves from behind.

The door clicked closed behind them.



TWELVE

There were many men in the room; some were alone, others gathered in groups. Some stood, others sat down. All looked at the newcomers curiously.

The basement was a storeroom and laundry for the sanitarium. There were barred windows high in the walls a little lower than ground level. The only other door was one opposite Dr. Leaf and Travis. Boxes, some of them empty, others full, were stacked about the walls, leaving the center clear.

Most of the men who were sitting down were on the boxes. Others sat on the edge of tubs used for washing which lined one wall almost across its entire length. There were a few old chairs, an old mattress, several pieces of furniture or machinery covered with dropcloths. A lone electric bulb hanging below the floor joists served as the only source of light. It cast eerie shadows.

Travis and Dr. Leaf walked over to the laundry tubs, sat down on a board platform that jutted out from under the tubs. The situation was strained until someone said, "Say, Travis! And Dr. Leaf!"

Travis turned his head, saw one of the men on the mattress who had just raised his head.

"Bill Skelley! We thought you were dead!" Travis was up and so was Bill. They met halfway across the floor and shook hands.

"Well, it's good to meet someone you know," Bill said, a broad grin on his youthful face. He shook hands with the doctor. Then he introduced them around the room.

"This is McClintock,Charlie McClintock."

"Pleased to meet you," Charlie said.

"And this is Marvin Peters, and Powers—Gus, isn't it?— and Tony Webb, and I've forgotten yours ..."

"Perry Williams."

"That's right. You see, we've been here together only a few hours. And this is McNulty, Jacob McNulty, if you please, and Margano, Kleiburne and Stone . . . and here's our youngest, little Bobby Covington." He introduced a boy of twelve who extended his hand.

In a few minutes the two newest prisoners had acknowledged introductions all around. There were twenty men and two boys—twenty-four males altogether, counting Travis and Dr. Leaf. Everyone settled down again, some trying to sleep, others taking up conversations that had been interrupted by the entry of the last two.

"What's it like out there?" Bill asked, sitting beside Travis on the washing platform, extending a package of cigarettes.

"It's hell," Travis said, taking a cigarette. He smoked it and told Bill about Dr. Wilhelm's theory, about the conditions in the Streets, the girls at the city hall, his attempt to tell the men at the Associated Press office in Chicago about the girls there who were carrying the machines around.

"It's pretty plain now," Dr. Leaf said later during the discussion that followed, "that the machine in the Winthrop Street house wasn't turned on full power. It only took those in the neighborhood and those very slowly. The one found in the girl's room was much more deadly. The ruin in town attests to that We thought we were going to have a longer time, but it caught up with us before we got started."

"That's what we thought, too," Bill said. "I thought we had plenty of time to run down the black boxes. I sent out all the radiomen in the trucks and then one by one they began to drop off sick.

"As soon as we lost some men I got into a truck and went out myself. I actually tracked down two machines before a group of women in a police car stopped me and took me prisoner. It was about 9:30 then. They took me to the county jail and threw me in with a lot of other men. I tried to explain to the women I wasn't a looter, that I was a radioman trying to locate the dangerous radiations, but they just laughed. In fact," he said, "one of them had a mighty good right." He rubbed his jaw.

The men in the jail were succumbing one after the other. All I did was wait for myself to go. I never did, of course. It was a long half hour before the women came back. They seemed surprised to find I was still alive, had a conference on what to do. Then they brought me out here." He lit a cigarette. "I listened to your explanation of these women, these haploids, as you call them. They don't look different from other women to me."

"They're not," Dr. Leaf said, "except in cell structure. The same thoughts, the same organs, the same everything, including the same ambitions. I rather fear the ambitions are responsible for this. As I see it they consider themselves something new, which they are, and probably think themselves superior, which a lot of minority groups have done in world history. I think they're out to eradicate every Y chromosome in the world and every man with it."

"It's reasonable," Bill said, rubbing his stubbled jaw again. "What you said about Dr. Wilhelm's theory of the Y chromosome makes that part of it seem simple enough. But what about our Y chromosomes? How do you account for the fact that we're not affected?"

Dr. Leaf shook his head. "It may be it will take longer with, us. Or just as it seemed so impossible in the beginning that a single ray could have created all this havoc, so will the reason for our immunity, if we are immune, be a simple matter when it is explained."

Travis looked around the room. "Twenty-four of us, survivors of a city of 60,000. It's incredible that we should have survived, yet here we are. Perhaps there does exist in each of us a seed of survival. If we could only discover what it is!"

The man who had been introduced to them as Charlie McClintock turned to Travis.

"These women want to know what it is, too," he said. "I'm pretty sure of that. The first guys in here were given a pretty thorough going over, I understand. What were you telling me about that, Margano?"

Margano, a dark-haired man who was stretched out on the mattress, raised his head. "I was the first," he said. "These babes brought me in, stripped me and put me through the wringer."

Dr. Leaf was interested. "Just what did they do?"

Margano sat up. "Oh, they just put me on the scales, tested my blood pressure—they put that thing around my arm, just like in the army, blew it up like a balloon. They measured my height, took an X-ray and then they made me urinate in a bottle. I had a hell of a time doing that. The damned girls kept standing there watching me." He grinned embarrassedly. Several men laughed.

"Did they do anything else?" the doctor insisted.

Margano was thoughtful, rubbed his nose, narrowed his eyes, and looked at the ceiling. "Yeah, I think so. Oh, yeah, they took a blood sample. They listened to my heart, too, examined my teeth and one of them babes put on an outfit and looked down my throat. I think that's all. No—one more thing. They cut off a piece of my ear." He put his hand up to a bandaged place on his ear.

Dr. Leaf grinned. "Thought you might be a haploid, eh?"

"Yeah. I heard you guys talking about that. There was one woman in charge upstairs during the whole thing. She seemed to be the big cheese. Everybody jumped when she said anything. They kept calling her Dr. Gonner or something like that."

"Gonner?" Travis asked, startled. "Could it be Garner?"

"Yeah," Margano nodded. "That's it."

"Was she a cute blonde, about so high, pretty face, quite a figure and—"

"You're on the wrong track," Margano laughed. "This was the opposite. An older woman. Gray hair. Two of the scariest gray eyes I ever saw. She'd look right through you."

Dr. Leaf sank back on the wooden platform. "That test you had doesn't mean anything. Pretty standard anywhere."

"I didn't get the test," Charlie McClintock said. "All I got was a blood test."

There were cries of "Me, too."

"Wait a minute." Travis was on his feet. "You were the first, Margano. That right?" Margano said it was. "Who was second?" Marvin Peters spoke up.

"What kind of a test did you get?" Travis asked. "Just like Margano's. The works."

"Who was third?"

Kleiburne stuck up his hand. "They found me raising hell in; front of the Beer Barrel Tavern. I saw all the guys going out like lights, so I decided to end it all with as much demon as I could drink. I had hardly got started, though, when they picked me up in one of their patrol wagons, dumped me in the basement of the library with a lot of other guys. Two of us, McNulty over there and I, survived out of that bunch. The rest went gray and turned up their toes. The girls came back and took us out. If we'd been smart we'd have pretended to be dead. I'm sure several others did.

"They brought us here and started to give us the tests just like Margano and McClintock. In the middle of it this gray-haired old bitch came in and says, 'Never mind the rest, girls, just test the blood.' That's all they did with us."

"Fourth? That's you, McNulty. Fifth?"

Stone raised his hand. "Just blood."

"Sixth?"

Gus Powers coughed. "Same here."

"Seventh?"

Perry Williams put up his hand. "They didn't do nothin' with me. Just tossed me down here."

The rest of them spoke up. None of them had been given a blood test.

"O.K., Dr. Leaf," Travis said. "Does it mean to you what it does to me?"

"I think so," Dr. Leaf said excitedly. "At first they give every man a thorough examination because they don't know why any of them should still be alive. Then they find something. It must be in the blood. The old woman referred to needs a couple more tests to make sure. They do make sure. Then they don't need to test any more."

"What is it, then?" Bill asked.

"It's right here," Travis said. "What's your blood type, Margano?"

"In the army I wore dog tags with an AB on them."

"O.K. How about yours, Kleiburne?"

"AB."

"Peters?"

"AB, I think."

"McNulty?"

"I don't know."

"How about yours, Stone?"

"Type AB. Could it be anything else?"

"Pretty obvious, isn't it? Anybody here whose blood type isn't AB?" No hand was raised.

"That's it, then," Dr. Leaf said. "It's reasonable, too. We're really in luck."

"In luck?" Travis asked. "What do you mean by that?"

The doctor adjusted his glasses, smiled wryly. "Let me explain it this way. The Y chromosomes, like all other chromosomes, consist of long strings of genes packed together like little discs. Like a roll of dimes. All of the Y chromosomes containing the blood genes A, genes B, or genes O, are susceptible to the gamma radiations we have spoken of.

"Now in these cells which contain the Y chromosomes and the forty-seven others are certain substances produced by these genes known as antigens. These antigens form no protection in ordinary blood, but the combinations of the antigens produced by the genes A and B in blood type AB produce, among other things, the very antigens that must render us all in this room immune to the same radiations that have been killing off the others.

"The antigens are simply nitrogen-containing carbohydrates, but don't ask me now they form a protective shell against these emanations. Let's just be thankful they do the job. No wonder the female hormones, the krebiozen and other substances we tried didn't work."

"But what's this about being in luck?" Bill Skelley asked impatiently.

"I'm getting to that," the doctor said. "The AB type blood could be immune just as people without a specific tasting gene can't taste a certain substance, like phenylthio-carbamide—PTC, we call it—it's a substance in point. Some can sense its bitter taste, others can't. Now about this being lucky. Travis, what is the population of Union City?"

"About 60,000."

"Then we are in luck. Assuming half of them are women and assuming I'm remembering the figures correctly, there must be about 1,800 men still alive in Union City!"

"Impossible!" Travis exploded. "We didn't see anybody."

"No. I'm serious. AB type blood is the rare type. As I remember it, about six percent of the people in the U.S. have this kind of blood. Around 1,800 of them could be in hiding in the city. Of course some of them would be old men, some would be small children. I suppose some are the unborn. But there is a nucleus to fight this thing, if they all survived."

"A nucleus now cowering in buildings, or being picked up or shot by the haploids. You remember how that squad of haploid police disposed of the old man on the street."

"That's true," the doctor said. "They may be cowering because they aren't familiar with what's going on as we are. If we could only inform them!"

"Yeah," McClintock said. "Let's just walk out and inform them. Tell these babes we're getting out of here."

"Hell, we've been all over this room," Bill said. "They've got guards posted all around with guns."

"Well, let's not give up hope," Travis said. "Maybe we can think of something."

The inside basement door suddenly burst open, hit the wall behind it a resounding whack and as it rebounded a white hand steadied it. Half in and half out of the room stood a tall woman with gray hair and a glint of mad hilarity in her eyes. The lips of the thin face were drawn down in disdain, her eyebrows heavy, her head erect and proud. Her hair was a sort of pompadour, her complexion almost colorless. She had the look of an ascetic. She was clad in doctor white and several young girls behind her were similarly attired and armed.

Margano was right, Travis thought. Her eves are scary. So that was Dr. Garner! The gal who could look right through you. It made Travis's spine tingle the way she was looking at him. He wondered if Betty could be her daughter.

"So you think you'll think of something, eh, Travis?" The lips registered a sarcastic grin. "Just when do you think you'll do this?"

Just then a thin man detached himself from the group. It was a man whose name Travis had forgotten. He was unkempt, looked as if he needed a good meal. Then Travis realized he and the others looked like that, too. The man went to her nervously.

"Please, ma'am," he said in a squeaky voice, "let me go back. I was on the way to the drugstore to get my wife some medicine when I was picked up. She's sick, my wife is."

For an answer the woman clouted him with the back of her hand. The man sank to his knees.

"Please, please," he begged. "It's only for my wife I'm asking. She'll die." He started to sob, put his head in his hands.

Dr. Garner aimed a well-placed kick that hit his hands, cracked his head back, sent him sprawling on the floor.

"For God's sake!" she said. "Get rid of that sniveling old man. The next thing you know he'll be vomiting on the floor."

Travis felt his muscles grow taut. His fists clenched so that he could feel the fingernails biting into the flesh of his palm. Blood pounded in his head. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw several of the men inching toward the woman.

"Steady, boy," Dr. Leaf breathed in his ear. There were two shots. The man on the floor jerked and twisted as the slugs hit him. There was another shot. He lay still. Two women came into the room, dragged him out, trailing a long, bright line of crimson. Travis felt almost ill. Several of the men turned away.

"Nice AB blood on the floor," the woman said, scanning the faces in the group. "Wonderful blood to have, we understand." She turned to Dr. Leaf. "An interesting comment you made about antigens, Doctor," she said. "I suppose it sounds something like cloak and dagger, but we have wired the basement for sound. It may amuse you to know we have been listening to your conversations down here. It used to be a place we'd send patients when we couldn't think of what else to do with them." She smiled sweetly.

"You'd be surprised at some of the things they called us down here."

The woman came into the room, walked around looking at the men. "The X factor in our little equation. That's what you all are. According to Dr. Leaf there ought to be many like you in Union City. Well, if they're all like you I guess we have nothing to fear." She stopped in the middle of the room. "In case you are wondering what is going to happen to you all, I will set your minds at rest. You'll all be dead by morning. Since you now know why you are alive, you must also realize we are not bringing in any more of your brothers. They are being eliminated wherever we find them in the city.

"As far as how you will meet your end, I don't know. That is one little detail you might be thinking about. Perhaps some of you might have some suggestions to offer. What about you, Doctor? Do you have any suggestions, any favorite ways to die?"

The doctor did not answer. She approached him.

"You have some semblance of intelligence and balance," she said. -Then she turned to Travis. "Perhaps you two would like to see a real laboratory. A place years ahead of the times. You will not of course live long enough to see the culmination, the rule by a haploid race. . . ."

"So, it is true—"

"You've said the word yourself, Doctor. Of course it's true. Come along. It will be interesting explaining it all to you. There is a remote possibility you two might even appreciate what you are going to see." She turned and walked to the door, Travis and Dr. Leaf following her. She let them go through the door first. Two women guards with drawn guns stepped to their sides.

"Never mind, girls," Dr. Garner said. "I think they'll be harmless.. Just follow us around at a distance. If either starts anything you might act, but otherwise give them some air."

The three of them sat in Dr. Garner's office, just as if it were an afternoon call, except for the guards at the door. The office was a plush affair with soft, indirect lighting. She had tea brought in. served it with cookies.

"I've brought you here first because I think you need some background for what you're going to see. One lump or two, Dr. Leaf?"

"No sugar, please."

"I'll take a lump," Travis said.

The woman stirred her tea. "Do you remember Dr. Tisdial, Doctor?"

"Tisdial?" The doctor was thoughtful. He brightened. "Yes, I believe I do. He was a well-known biologist at Eckert, if I remember him right. A geneticist."

Dr. Garner smiled. "You have a good memory. Yes, Dr. Tisdial taught for many years at Eckert. He was a relatively young man when I met him. I was a student of his." She looked beyond them now, a mood of soft remembrance in her ordinarily hard eyes. "I was rather infatuated with him. He was considerate of me, He asked me to become his secretary when I graduated. I became more than that. I became his wife."

She sipped her tea. "Dr. Tisdial and I were very happy. Together we would spend long hours in the laboratory side by side. He taught me everything he knew. He had a brilliant mind."

She put her cup down and a strange and faraway look came in her eyes. "I had a brother, too. He was so young. So sweet. So helpless. His name was Ronny. Ronny Garner. He was fair haired and good looking and I wanted him to have everything he dreamed of in this world and I did everything I could to help him get it.

"He was an artist. He painted the most beautiful pictures I ever saw, started when he was a kid. He was always drawing me a picture. He called me Kitty; my real name is Catherine. Here, Kitty,' he'd say. 'Here's a picture for you.' Oh, I loved him."

Her eyes swept to them and they lost their softness. It was odd the way her eyes had the property of clearing and brightening into a hard core of light gray with the back iris, all surrounded by white cornea that gave to her whole eye a look of madness.

"And then the army. They took him away. The night before he left, Ronny came to me and said, I don't want to go, Kitty. I don't want to kill anybody. I love everybody. I love every living thing." He sobbed on my shoulder and I tried to comfort him. Dr. Tisdial came in and saw us there, Ronny's head on my shoulder, crying his heart out.

"Dr. Tisdial didn't understand. And when I tried to explain, he just said, 'Somebody's got to go and kill the Kaiser!' I tried to make him see how Ronny was different, but he'd give me that 'I'm disappointed in you' talk. From then on things were different between Dr. Tisdial and me."

The office was quiet. So quiet you could hear her breathing as her eyes grew glittery and narrow.

"The next morning Ronny was gone. I'll never forget the tragedy written on his sensitive face. Three weeks later he was dead. He died in an army camp. He died because he didn't fit into this mad world. Then is when I made my decision. Men and all their madness must go.

"For centuries men have been the cause of all the wars, of all the bloodshed, the cause of all the ache and pain in every mother and sister who was forced to see her son go off to war to be killed, or to see her son or brother go off to kill, kill, kill and come home with a chest full of ribbons.

"It was going to end. And I was going to make it end. I saw an instrument with which I would wipe out the male animal, the animal who had brought so much misery to himself and to the world's female population. What could a woman do as long as there was a man in the world? The male was the dominant one. Woman could only deceive and trick to gain her end. This was to be ... no more. If, in his passing, man was to suffer a thousand agonies, it was meant to be as his penance for the thousand agonies he had caused his mother."

Her face glowed from a weird inner light now as she swept on. "There was to be a new race. The basic laws were to be changed. Why should a man and a woman come together to have a child? I would change the fundamental law. I would make man unnecessary. I would wipe out the stumbling block of civilization. Levers and motors were to replace the muscles of men. I would create a haploid race. A race without worry of sex and its manifold frustrations.

A race without childbirth. A race whose only thought would be the improvement of itself to the end of time. A single race with no barrier of color, race or creed, a race with only one thought in mind: to rule itself, work for itself and improve itself. A race of superwomen of which this is only the beginning."

She broke off and glanced at Travis and Dr. Leaf closely, as if daring them to betray a flicker of amusement or horror. There being none, she went on.

"How, may you ask, did I know I could do this? Dr. Tis-dial is the answer. Little by little I got out of him details of experiments he had conducted, ideas he had along certain lines. Later he found out what I had in mind, helped me conduct my own experiments just out of scientific interest. But it was never the same between him and me after the night Ronny left for the army.

"I have read only recently of the astounding work of Dr. Gregory Pincus with his 'multiple ovulation' technique ' She laughed. "It was in 1918 that Dr. Tisdial and I worked out the details of that. But we weren't telling the world about it. It was a sort of hobby with us. The injection of certain hormones increased the number of eggs released from the ovaries at each monthly ovulation.

"The next step was flushing the eggs from the mother. We solved that in short order. It was a simple trick of mechanics. The really hard one was storing the eggs. The secret was suspended animation at a temperature near absolute zero. Together we built one of the first deep freeze units for this purpose."

"This is amazing," Dr. Leaf murmured.

Dr. Garner smiled at him tolerantly. "An understatement, Doctor, as you will soon see. There was no reason to presume an ovum couldn't grow into an adult woman without benefit of fusion with a sperm. The only thing a spermatozoan does is stimulate the growth process once it enters the cytoplasm. Virgin reproduction is nothing new; I don't have to tell you that.

"You no doubt have read about such things as the development of sea urchin, starfish, worms, snails and even frogs without being fertilized by a male, Mr. Travis. I'm sure the doctor has. The fatherless young produced are as healthy as those arising the usual way.

"What does the male sperm contribute? The other X chromosome or a Y chromosome and 23 other chromosomes. They aren't necessary. As a matter of fact, the male's part in the game is weakness. Males are the weaker sex, not only before birth but afterwards. Any biologist will tell you that. They are more susceptible to defect or death while being born, they are more often miscarried and more often die before or immediately after birth or enter the world defective.

"More Y-bearing spermatozoa meet the egg than X. They win the first race, create a male, but lose the rest of the way through life. From birth on the males drop out at a higher rate than the females. The hormonal balance has a lot to do with it."

Dr. Garner went back to her tea, drank a little of it. "To get back to the story. It wasn't too long before Dr. Tisdial noticed that I had more than a passing interest in parthenogenesis. He objected to my experimenting with growing an ovum in an artificial placenta, stimulating growth by a sudden drop in temperature and piercing the cytoplasm with a sharp needle—a delicate operation, incidentally, but one we have mastered.

"It was in 1920, when I set up my own laboratory to carry on in the face of his opposition, that we separated. He went his way, I went mine. I was occupied with growing haploids, gentlemen. I grew them by the hundreds, by the thousands. They are still being grown today.

"It was only a few months ago that Dr. Tisdial sought me out, having run on to some of my work in the technical journals. I have to sell ideas and inventions once in a while to get the funds I need to carry on the work. He came out here to pay a friendly call and was aghast at what he saw, he said.

"Imagine that, gentlemen," she said curling her lips down, hate in her eyes. "The mind of a man 'aghast' at the possibility of a better world. The mind of the same man undisturbed at the thought of war. The mind of the same man who helped create the atom bomb. It's an impossible thing, how a man will justify his action.

"Since he did not approve, there was nothing else to do but keep him here, to keep him from spoiling the plans more than twenty years in the making. I kept him here under lock and key. Then one day he escaped. He fled into town to find me in the house on Winthrop Street, where we turned out thousands of those black metal boxes. There he nearly ruined everything after an accident with one of the machines. He had a fatal dose of radiation, went out of his head, ran out of the house. We had to dismantle everything, burn the house down."

"Then it was Dr. Tisdial," Travis said. "He was the first gray patient."

"That was Dr. Tisdial," she said without emotion.



THIRTEEN

Faircrest Sanitarium was a white, frame T-like structure with the tail of the T running several hundred feet back from the wide front. It was into this section of the building that the party moved, Dr. Garner explaining the sights as if to distinguished visitors.

"The sanitarium in the front part of the building is actually a wonderful place to recuperate," she said. "As a rest home for the nervously or mentally ill, hundreds of people have found in it relaxation, recovery, and hope. It has proved t6 be a profitable enterprise. But this rear part of the sanitarium has nothing to do with the front part, as you will see.

They walked down the brightly lighted corridor which was flanked by large, well-lighted cubicles divorced from the hallway by glass from the floor to the ceiling. White-clad women were busy within them, some working with charts and diagrams, others with shiny laboratory equipment. Still others worked over electronic devices—electrical contrivances with dials, gauges, tubes, and wires. Some of the workers looked up in surprise as soon as they saw the men.

"A few years ago, because of our increasing activity all over the world, we had to change some of these little laboratories into business offices. The reports from our haploids everywhere are received here."

The doctor inserted a key in a wall. A thick metal door slid slowly open and a breath of warm air was wafted to them. Once inside the corridor within they saw a large double glass panel with a door at one side. From inside the glass in front of them to the next wall fifty feet away were glass retorts of graduated sizes. They nearly filled the enormous room, leaving only a narrow aisle between.

"The artificially fertilized ovum is placed in the smallest retort to begin with," Dr. Garner explained. "Inside is a physiological saline solution, the equivalent of body fluid in its chemical constituents. The correct osmotic pressure and diffusion pressure are maintained as the cells develop in vitro. There is segmentation almost at once. The cell, you see, quickly buries itself in the thickest part of the solution as it would in the wall of the uterus. It is continually bathed by the life fluid of the placenta and soon starts to absorb nourishment.

"As the growing cells are transferred from the smaller to the progressively larger retorts you can see the beating heart, the beginnings of a nervous system, the sprouts that become limbs. The whole creation is thrilling to me, even after these many years." The doctor's eyes were bright.

"As with a real mother, there is no connection between the growing haploid and her mother material. They are separated by only a membrane of tissue—the placenta. The embryo gets food and oxygen from the solution, gives up its waste products to it. When the time comes for birth the child is merely plucked 'out of her retort, spanked much the way it is done in regular childbirth, and a new haploid is born.

"Each one is given a name and a serial number and the birth site is recorded, for there are several such laboratories in various sections of the country, though none is as elaborate as this."

"What a pity it all is," Dr. Leaf said. "What a pity that you could not have turned your great talent to constructive things."

"I could not expect you to understand or sympathize, Doctor, since it is your sex that is to be eliminated."

"But annihilation! Your discoveries would certainly benefit mankind!"

"Mankind? Yes, mankind." Dr. Garner's eyes blazed. "That is the trouble with you men. Everything centers about you. Even the words. A woman must even assume a man's name in the world during part of her life. You have subjugated women—the biologically superior counterpart of the species—ever since the beginning of time."

"It was -necessary," Travis volunteered. "In the beginning the family's existence depended on the strong arm of the man."

"Yes, and now that arm is no longer necessary," Dr. Garner replied. "Now there are machines to perform the laborious tasks."

"Your thinking," Dr. Leaf interposed, "is not logical. Also it was not only the strong arm but childbirth that put a woman down. What could a woman do when she was pregnant?"

"Pregnancy is no great handicap," the woman retorted. "Except perhaps the final month. Possibly not even then. Women have allowed themselves to be hopelessly pampered. There will be no more pregnancy, except for normal women who have a wish for it or if it should be necessary to grow haploids within the haploids."

"But to annihilate—to kill indiscriminately—"

"Don't be childish, Doctor. You yourself in the laboratory have killed. This is merely the survival of the fittest." Her eyes gleamed with fanatic fervor. "And we are the fittest. You are the weaker. You would kill us all, you and your atom bombs. Actually, we are saving civilization men would destroy in his insane pursuit of war."

Dr. Leaf's face was flushed, but he did not pursue the subject further in the face of her growing anger.

"What happens," Travis asked, leading the subject back to the row on row of growth receptacles, "what happens when the child is born? Where does she go? Who rears her?"

Dr. Garner turned back to the birth room. "We have nurseries. Most of the girls are adopted sooner or later by someone. We keep a record of every one and when the girl is old enough she is sought out and told the truth. This happens anywhere from age fifteen to eighteen, depending on the girl. Sometimes it is quite a shock to her. Sometimes it is not. Most have, strangely enough, suspected they are not like other girls."

"Suppose," Dr. Leaf said, "the girl doesn't fall in with the plans you have for her?"

The woman smiled. "There are many choices. Suicide for one. If she does not have the courage for that we see to it that the girl vanishes without a trace. If a girl comes from an influential home, where she is apt to have money or be in a position to help us tremendously, there is also menticide."

"Menticide?" Travis said. "What's that?"

"A term invented by Dr. Joost A. M. Meerloo, Mr. Travis. It is the synthetic injection of one's own thoughts and words into the minds and mouths of the persons you wish to control. It destroys free thought and makes servile, mechanical instruments of their inviolate thought processes. It sounds terribly technical; modern psychiatry, however, makes this possible through sheer repetition of a thought, an idea, under duress. It makes the mind unwilling to accept any reality other than that extended by the person wielding the influence. It has not failed us yet."

"And these girls have lived in our world as normal human beings for a long time," Travis said. "Some for as long as thirty-two years, is that right?"

"Yes, there are a few that old. But they have been poised for some time, ready to strike. We have thought man might destroy himself through wars, but he has not done so yet. We can wait no longer, since a war of the magnitude he has planned might very well annihilate us as well. We are speeding things up with the little black boxes. Haploids around the country have had them for weeks now, waiting for today.

"Another thing that might interest you. A haploid cannot have a child, except an artificially inseminated ovum already activated, since because of the reduction division in the ovaries her 23X chromosome cell would divide into an 11 chromosome and a 12X chromosome cell, neither of which will accept a 23X or 23Y sperm cell. She is sterile. This does not stop her from marriage, however."

"How is that possible?"

"To a true haploid sex is only a function to be endured, a stupid, unnecessary function she must perform until the time she is emancipated. A haploid finds little real pleasure in it, for she is conditioned to hate men, to look forward only to the day she is freed of the shackle, the day men are eradicated as the inferior sex they are."

She laughed. "Have you ever wondered why there are so many childless married couples today? Many who seem to be frantically searching for the reason for their sterility are in reality haploids building up a case for adoption. She must keep up the act so that in the end, through her urging, she and her husband—to satisfy her mother urge, she tells him—adopt a child. A haploid, of course. The haploid wife always checks with us first. It solves the adoption problem for us in many cases; it's all part of the plan.

"And have you ever wondered why certain nice-looking girls prefer being old maids? Hatred of the males makes them unable to even consider marriage for appearances' sake or for the cause of haploid adoption. They cannot emotionally compromise. They are the best haploids, for they live only for the day when they will be free of men, free to construct the new world they have dreamed of. That day, of course, is not far distant now. The fact that men with AB blood will apparently stand in the way I do not consider too serious a factor. We shall root them out."

"What about normal women?" Travis asked.

"What about them?" the doctor snapped back. "Spineless creatures. Because you made them so. After the men are gone, if she wants to have a child she still can. We'll plant a fertilized ovum in her or we'll fertilize her own and implant it. The mother's own haploid child will be her image.

"If there are women who don't want to go along with the plan they can merely die out. If they actively oppose the program they will have to be liquidated. But I'm not worried about that. Weak creatures as they have been made to be, they will go along."

The doctor opened the metal door to the corridor again and the cool air of it seemed clear and healthy to Travis. What he had heard had been shocking and just a little sickening. They followed her down the hall. She stopped before a window.

"In there," she said, pointing to a porcelain and chromium wall, "are deep freeze units we developed years ago. Ova from women as far back as twenty years are locked in suspended animation in there. Billions of them. We'll never run out."

From farther down the hallway came a clack-clack noise Travis instantly recognized. Teletype machines. The woman doctor noticed his interest.

"Our communications center," she said, walking to the room. They went inside. It was a large room filled with desks and teletype machines and women. There were the usual hostile glares by the busy haploids.

"It's all right, girls," Dr. Garner said reassuringly, going to a long table on which many of the long teletype reports were spread. She picked up several of them.

"Our Chicago office reports the FCC is unable to keep up with the new placements of gamma ray machines. The authorities have turned off the electricity, but our girls are very capable in converting battery current or portable generators into doing the job.

"As soon as the men start dying there will go up the usual call for women volunteers. That's where the haploids come in. They will always be the volunteers. We have thousands of them in WAC units ready to do their work in the stricken cities."

Dr. Garner laughed again and put down the report. "Do you realize we have nearly a half million haploids between the ages of eighteen and thirty-three all the way around the world? The only country we haven't penetrated is Russia and some of her satellites. What chance has man?"

She indicated the report. T laughed because it says the

U. S. has announced that its plans to test a new and terrible weapon that could destroy an entire country in a split second has been put off because of the current menace. Sheer bluff. The U. S. is afraid Russia might strike now that our male population is diminishing. Let them strike. We'll destroy them, too."

"Dr. Garner," Dr. Leaf said, "what happens when one of your girls gets caught? When Alice Gilburton was caught, for example, she killed herself with some form of poison."

"Yes, Dr. Leaf, it was empithenal, something we developed right here. Each haploid carries a small vial of it to be used when she gets into an impossible situation. A swift, painless death as soon as she bites into it."

At that moment a girl pushed into the room and nearly bumped into the group. Dr. Garner gave her a stony stare.

"Miss Pease!" Travis exclaimed. It was the nurse he had known in the hospital, the one who had worked under Mrs. Nelson, the supervisor.

"You two know each other, it seems."

"Yes, Dr. Garner," the girl said, coloring. I had to block his way out of Dr. Tisdial's room so he couldn't chase Betty."

"So that was it!" Travis cried. "You blocked my way!"

"I had forgotten about that," Dr. Garner said, looking at Travis with new interest. "You're the one who could have recognized my daughter. I sent her after you—"

"Your daughter?

"A haploid," Dr. Garner said stiffly. "I picked her out of the 1929 vintage. Where is Betty?" she asked Miss Pease. "In the filing room, I think."

"Go get her, please."

When Betty came out of the small room just off the main communications room she stopped in mid-stride when she saw Travis. Then she came on.

She looks beautiful in her white suit, Travis thought. Then his heart gave a wrench. A haploid. But haploid or not she was an attractive girl, a girl it still warmed his heart to look at. How could you be a haploid, he said to himself, with those eyes, that wonderful blonde hair, that red mouth? Then he gave a start. It didn't matter, really. If the doctor's plans were carried through he would be gone soon. Unless the girl still had thoughts of helping him.

"You know Mr. Travis, Betty," her mother said.

"Of course." She betrayed no feeling.

Dr. Garner smiled slightly as she looked her daughter straight in the eyes. "Now perhaps we both can think of a suitable way to dispose of him and his friends."

"I'm sure we can," Betty said coldly.

"There's no need to talk about it down here," Dr. Garner said. "We will discuss it back at the office."

They had just entered the corridor again—the five of them, including the two guards who had accompanied them all the way—when a girl rushed out of the communications room and called for Dr. Garner.

"I'll be up there in a moment," the doctor said. "You go ahead."

The group walked slowly up the corridor, the men in front, the guards immediately behind them, Betty Garner to one side. She walked stiffly and self-consciously. She said nothing.

What was she thinking? Travis asked himself. Does she intend to help? Or is she finally convinced the haploids are really going to create a new and better world? I've got to find out while I have a chance, before the old woman comes back.

At the office door he turned to her. Her eyes were cold.

"Could I speak to you alone, Betty?" he asked.

She eyed him severely. "I don't see why it should be necessary."

"There's something you need to know."

She stood undecided for a moment. Then she turned to the guards. "The rest of you wait out here. I will speak with Mr. Travis."

Travis's heart jumped as they entered the office. She closed the door as he turned to her.

"I know what you want," she said before he could speak. "You expect me to help you. I cannot."

He started to reach his arms for her, but she moved away to behind the desk.

"Please," she said. "None of that. My mind is made up. I admit your appearance has unnerved me. I frankly never expected to see you again. I don't see how you survived. But of course I've heard about the AB blood. It will make our job more difficult."

"But Betty, you're so unlike those others. I saw kindness in your eyes once. There's really a gentleness in your nature. You can't conscientiously be a part of a thing .like this!"

"How do you know what I can be a part of?" Her blue eyes were flashing. "You know so little about me, really."

"I know you're a haploid, if that's what you mean. But I tell you I don't care. Does it mean anything to you to know that I love you in spite of everything?"

"It's easy to make a speech," she said testily. "Easy when your life depends on it."

Travis sighed. "I'm not thinking of that. What I'm thinking is that if you love me, then you know this thing should not be. It's contrary to the laws of nature."

"A fine one you are to talk about the laws of nature," she retorted. "Dr. Garner is right. You and men like you would kill us all because of some foolish vanity."

"I don't deny wars are ungodly and uncivilized. But the fact that there are wars proves it is natural. Even ants have wars."

"And you said our program is contrary to the laws of nature. I suppose if your appendix flares up we ought to leave it alone and not take it out! No, Travis, men are a blight on the earth. They are the diseased portion of the world's population."

"You talk like Dr. Garner. I can't believe that you really believe that hogwash."

"It may be hogwash to you," she said sternly, "but it isn't to me. You can't talk about it because you're a man and therefore prejudiced."

Travis was gratified to see the red spots of color appearing on her cheeks.

You really don't believe that," he said.

She looked at him. Her lips were set firmly. But her eyes did not convey the same determination.

Travis walked around the desk, took her savagely in his arms, kissed her.

In a moment she was in his arms again, holding him to her.

"Travis," she breathed. "I had thought of you. I—I prayed for you. Thank God you're alive. I'd hoped you'd kiss me."

"I have thought of you, too," he said tenderly. "Why didn't you go with me when I asked you to?"

"They would have found me. Oh, you don't know how organized they all are. They would have found us both and killed us."

He released her. "How can we get out of here?" She shook her head sadly. "What I said was the truth. I'm not going to help you."

"For God's sake, why not?"

"Oh, Travis," she said wearily. "You don't know how much Dr. Garner means to me. This is her life. She has lived and breathed every minute for this very night. I could not betray her now."

He pushed her from him, held her away from him. "She's insane, darling. Can't you see that?"

"I don't care what she is. She has been good to me. She believes in what she feels is right."

"But she alone holds this whole thing together through a dream of her own, through her promises of selfish gain, through the fear she instills, through a ruthless rule of the haploid race she has created. Do you think the world would be better off if things went the way she wants them to go?"

"Oh, I don't know, I don't know!" Betty put her hands to the sides of her head as if she were trying to keep out his voice. "I've thought and thought about this and I get nowhere."

"Do you think the haploids would be happy in a world without men? Don't you think some day you all might regret the decision you had made to rid the earth of the male population?"

"I've heard some of them talk, I'll admit," Betty said. "There are some doubters. But we all owe it to Dr. Garner. She brought us into the world. It was through her that we were able to live and grow. She is our leader."

"A leader who will probably rule with an iron hand. Do you think war and strife would end with a single race—a haploid race?" He shook his head. "I don't think so. There's just enough of man in every woman, haploid or not, to breed conflicts."

He took her in his arms again. "Can't you see, darling, I'm not thinking of just us. I'm thinking of all humanity —even the haploids. They could be happy."

She broke away. "What you're asking is that I turn traitor. I can't do that."

"All right," he said heatedly. "In the meantime there are millions of people who are going to be saddened. Little babies just born with doting mothers and fathers, turning gray and filled with red blotches and turning cancerous just like the old man—"

"Don't! Don't! I can't stand that talk!"

"Have you seen any of them? Do you know the torture-they go through? Oh, it's not just the men. It's the little boys with the slingshots, the kids who go to the store for their mothers, who play Hopalong Cassidy, little bright-eyed hopefuls who have innocent hearts and innocent minds. Those are the living things Dr. Garner is really destroying. The men don't matter.

"Oh, sure, the men are going, too. But it's worse for the children. Children just don't understand. There'll be the little sister who'll look at her little brother and see him there in his cradle or crib, with his gray hands and face, his labored breath, his pleading eyes. The mother and the sister can't do anything but sit there and watch the little tyke die."

"Oh, Trav!" She was in his arms, her head buried on his shoulder. "It's awful, I know."

"It's in your power to help them," he said softly, stroking her hair. "Not just for us. For them. For the children. For the mothers. For the fathers."

He released her again and she hung her head, her long blonde hair grazing his arms. Suddenly the office door started to swing open and Travis hurriedly dropped the girl's arms and moved away.

"Dr. Garner's coming," one of the women guards said, entering the office. The other guard and Dr. Leaf came in, Dr. Leaf looking at Travis curiously, saying nothing. Betty sat in a chair next to the desk. Travis sank into another chair and lit a cigarette.

Dr. Garner strode into the office, took her chair behind the desk.

"I'm happy to report, gentlemen," she said, "that the -first gratifying results are in from Chicago. The men are getting frantic." She rubbed her hands. "There are similar situations in most of the other big population centers. We'll kill them all there first, then move out to lesser populated areas."

She looked at her watch. "It's 2:20 a.m. Pretty soon now it will be morning." She looked first at Travis, then at Dr. Leaf. "It seems I made a promise about the morning. The guards had better take you two back to the cellar. We'll think of something, won't we, Betty? There must be something AB blood is vulnerable to, even if it is something as basic as a bullet."



FOURTEEN

The gloom in the cellar seemed to seep in from under the basement windows, from cracks under the doors, from the monotonous glare of the single light bulb much as if the haploids had invented a new radiation that depressed the spirit and created a feeling of hopelessness. The men sat around, talked out, staring dejectedly before them.

The novelty of cards had worn out, there were no more efforts at humor, no more talk of hope. The two who had been upstairs recounted their tour of the place. It was only interpreted as meaning the haploids were sufficiently organized to do away with them any time they wished; it only meant the doctor was prepared to keep her promise about the morning.

Though Travis had tried to be cheerful, he, too, finally succumbed to the contagion of despair and found himself sitting cross-legged on the floor, his back against a wall, staring stupidly across the room to the opposite wall. Scenes of the past few hours crowded together in his head. The sense of imminent danger, death by morning, the urge to escape, the remembrance of how pretty Betty's lips were, the thought that the world ought to be told of the identity of the haploids, the scenes in the streets in Union City, Mayor Barnston's falling to the floor inside the city hall, his mouth opened to utter a sound that never came—they all wound in and out of his mind like a winding path, hard to follow and confusing.

A week ago I was taking it easy in a hospital, he thought. I was relaxing after ten years of nerve-wracking newspaper experience, taking penicillin shots for my sinuses. I had never heard of a haploid. All I had to do was worry about what I was going to do with my year off. Well, the haploids have decided I'm not to have that year, I guess. It looks like there are only a few hours left.

He began to wonder how the radiations were coming along in Chicago and the other big cities mentioned by Dr. Garner. Unless they were stopped, unless people were given instructions, based on the knowledge acquired firsthand by Gibson Travis and Dr. Leaf, the whole world would be torn apart..

Travis had no doubt the haploids intended rooting out every last man so that no male could exist to ruin their plan. Then they would grow their own civilization like a hothouse plant, using fertilized ova either in retorts or in the haploids themselves. There were probably enough eggs on ice for thousands of years.

He tried to visualize what it would be like. Men would be unknown then. If the haploids permitted true history to be known, what would the ensuing generations think of men? And if, by chance, one group of men were to survive somewhere, think of what a furor their appearance would create in the world of the haploids! They would probably be looked upon as anatomical wonders, anachronisms! The thought of union with such a being would probably be abhorrent to a haploid several thousand years removed. I'm for it," he heard someone whisper.

Travis awakened from his reverie, looked around and saw Bill Skelley talking in low tones to a small group. He went over.

"You're for what?" Travis queried, also in a whisper.

"Breaking out of here. If that woman means what she says, if we're all going to be dead by morning we might as well make a run for it."

"Maybe that's just what the haploids are hoping we'll do," Dr. Leaf said. "Maybe that's what she meant when she said we'd all be dead by morning because she knew we'd try to do something if she told us that."

"But if we all worked together and made a run for it, maybe one of us could get through," Bill continued.

"It's an idea," Travis said. "But what would the one person do who escaped?"

"If I escaped I'd try to get down the road here about thirty miles. There's a friend of mine down near Fostoria who has one of the biggest amateur radio rigs in the country. I'd blast this on the air so fast—"

"But," Travis said. "Suppose you weren't the one?"

Bill shook his head. "I don't know. Somebody else could beat it there and tell him about it, maybe."

"Perhaps your friend wouldn't believe a stranger."

"Maybe not. But surely he must know something is going on."

The plan did not move the men to immediate action. They still were glum. Travis looked at his watch. It was 3:30 a.m. Dawn in the summer comes around 5:30 or 6, he guessed, though he reflected he was never in position to pay much attention to it when it did come, should he be awake at that hour.

"I can't stand it!" a voice screamed. It was Perry Williams. He rose and put his hands to his head. "If they're going to kill us why don't they do it? I can't stand this waiting. I waited for death in town. I waited and it never came. I nearly went mad waiting for it. And now I'm waiting for it again. It's more than a man can stand. I can't stand it any more, I tell you! I can't stand it! I can't! I can't!"

Travis went over, took the man by the shoulders, shook him.

"Let go of me! Let go! Let go or I'll kill you!" the man screamed, now threshing around with his arms.

Travis let him go. Perry Williams wheeled wildly, swung a fist at Travis's jaw. Travis stepped aside, planted his knuckles squarely on the other's jaw. The man toppled to the floor, lay still.

"He acted just like I feel," Charlie McClintock said. "Scared to death." There were grunts of assent from some of the other men. "Maybe somebody ought to put me out so I could rest." There were some laughs at this.

"Bill's right," Travis said quietly. "We ought to do something. We'll go crazy like Perry Williams if we have to sit around like this. Let's try to figure it out."

The men gathered in the center of the room. After a few minutes it was agreed one of them would pretend to become violently ill. The men would raise such a fuss thumping on the rafters and everything else some of the haploids would be forced to come down and into the room. They would then jump the haploids.

"Some of us will be killed," Travis said. "Some of us will not. We'll try for their guns. Once we have a gun we're in a better position. Those of us who are left will run through whichever door they enter. We'll keep going as long as we can. If some get outside we'll scatter, to meet at Bill's rendezvous. What's that place, Bill?"

"Ernie Somers' place," Bill whispered. "Just follow Route 180 south about thirty miles. You'll find his name on a rural mailbox. It's a white farmhouse on top of a hill about a block back from the road. Tell him I sent you and give him all you know so he can send it out right away. He'll have trouble, he won't be able to penetrate cities where the haploids have started the waves, but he can contact other hams in out-of-the-way places."

"Concentrate on getting the information out that all AB men are immune," Dr. Leaf added. "They'll be able to do battle with the haploids."

"I don't want to throw a monkey wrench into the works," Charlie McClintock said, "but I don't think any of us will get out."

"Maybe not," Bill said gravely, "but I'd rather be on the offensive than the defensive."

The will to action subsided once again as the men sat around, each weighing his chances under the proposed plan.

Suddenly there was a tap at one of the windows. It was only the softest of taps, yet the men jumped and looked at one another in surprise. Travis walked quietly to the barred window. He could see someone crouching just outside in the small pit in front of the window. He could also see a leg, a thigh. It was a pretty leg. His heart did a flip-flop and he hurriedly undid the window latch, raising the window. Betty Garner poked her head as close to the bars as possible, put a finger to her lips.

"I—I changed my mind, after all, Travis," she whispered. "I came to give you this." Betty handed him an automatic through the bars. "I took it from the arms supply." She handed four more through the window. "All I could carry," she explained.

"Good girl," Travis breathed. "If we succeed in letting the world know about this you will not be forgotten."

"I felt better as soon as I decided to help you," she said. "It was . . . as if something had washed me clean for the first time in a long time. What are you going to do?"

"We'll create a fuss to get some of them down here," he said. "Or do you have a key?"

"I have a key. You'd better not create any disturbance. It's the key to the outside door. I took it off the ring upstairs." She handed it through the window. "Now here's what you do: Form two groups and be ready. There are two trucks in the garage about a hundred feet down the driveway here. Each will hold two in a cab and ten in the rear. I'll get one of them and drive it up to the door here.

"The first group ought to come out at that time, rush for the other truck in the garage. Then the second group will come out and get into my truck. I want you in mine, Travis." She smiled. "Here's the key to the other truck. I'll give you five minutes."

She was gone.

Travis closed the window, turned to the men. In a few moments they had divided themselves into two units. Three of the automatics went to the second group, two to the first. Travis would climb in with Betty carrying an automatic. Bill Skelley, carrying the other, would get in the rear of the first truck with Dr. Leaf, the two boys and six of the older men, since the first truck would be more likely to escape. The second group, led by Charlie McClintock, would run for the other truck.

Hope, which had been dead for so long, now glittered brightly in every eye. Travis stood by the door, the key inserted in the lock, ready to swing the door open when the truck stopped outside. They took their places. Those with guns gripped them firmly, stood with tense faces and bodies. They were like statues. Not a word was said.

The men caught their breath as they heard a truck being started faraway. The engine coughed several times, then took hold. Then they could hear it in gear as it approached the basement entrance.

Was it a trick? Was this the way Betty and Dr. Garner had decided they should die, making their getaway? Easy targets running down a driveway or getting in a truck? Travis gritted his teeth. I don't believe it is a trick, he told himself. I cannot let myself believe it is.

The truck crunched to a stop outside the door; its engine sounded like a tractor so near was it and so quiet did they want it to be. Travis turned the key, swung the door open. There was no one in the areaway or on the steps to the driveway. The first group rushed out through the open doorway. There were no shots.

"Hold it!"

Travis whirled around with his group, saw three haploids, automatics in their hands, standing by the other basement door.

Perry Williams made a dive for the outside. One of the haploids, a grin of triumph on her face, moved her gun slightly. It exploded in a single shot that found its mark. Perry staggered, hit the side of the doorway, collapsed to the floor.

"Fools!" the haploid said, moving toward them. The men, who had been frozen to the spot, now became a frenzy of motion. The haploids had been too confident, did not see the weapons, did not react quickly enough when they did.

The men struck and the weapon of one haploid clattered across the floor. In a moment the haploids had regained their composure, fought like cats against the charge. A shot rang out... Then two. Jacob McNulty, one of the older men, clutched his arm, jumped around, grimacing in pain. Bill stood with a smoking automatic in his hand, fascinated at the crumpled haploid before him.

Travis was battling with the girl who had shot Perry Williams. She was a burly brunette who used teeth and fingernails to good advantage. She also knew how to swing a gun around to do the most damage. It was all Travis could do to dodge the full force of the blows.

It was odd to Travis, this fighting a woman. It almost sickened him. It was only the thought of their ambitions, of their already bloody record and his own life that made him pull no punches.

The two fell to the floor and struggled there, the woman swearing violently at him as they fought. Travis grabbed her hair, pushed her head forcefully against the cement floor. Then she lay still.

Three of the older men had tackled the remaining haploid, were working her over in the center of the room. They silenced her in a moment and joined the group around the door.

Travis, now breathing hard, stood to one side as the others ran through. He could hear them clambering in the truck as he raced up the stairs. He saw the last man swing around the end, then he pulled open the cab door and jumped inside. Betty was there with an automatic in her lap, her hands tense on the wheel, wary eyes on the building. As soon as he was in, the truck lurched forward.

There were more shots. Travis turned to look through the rear window of the cab. He and the others in the rear of the truck watched the drama down the driveway. Suddenly the entire area was bathed in light. They could see women running from the sanitarium now, guns in their hands, headed toward the garage.

A truck crept out of the garage. Faster, faster, Travis yelled. Betty thought she wasn't going fast enough so she gunned the motor. The other truck lumbered along the driveway, haploids closing in in a semicircle, shooting at the occupants. Suddenly the truck did not seem to be moving. The men spilled from it, etched in black and white on the driveway, three automatics blazing away at the haploids. Several girls fell. One by one the men were dropping. Suddenly they were out of sight as his truck careened around a corner of the building.

"Travis!" Betty yelled.

He whirled around in time to see a group of about ten haploids running out of the front of the sanitarium, rifles and automatics in their hands. They ran toward a curve in the driveway and as the truck headed toward the spot it was evident the haploids would get to it first.

They neared the group milling about in the middle of the road, confidence on the haploid faces, guns raised for action. Travis reached over and blew the truck horn. The trick worked. The haploids' reflex action, like anyone else's, caused them to become unsteady for a moment. Their aims wavered. A volley of shots ripped around them, but only one came near, drilling a hole in the windshield, burying itself in the metal in the rear of the cab.

They were within ten feet of the group when Travis leaned out of the open window and shot in their general direction. One of them fell. The others did not move. Betty lowered her head, kept her hands tense on the wheel, her foot on the gas. The truck roared through the group, knocking them aside with sickening thuds. Travis looked back to see them scattered along the road like tenpins.

The driveway curved farther away now toward the road and the truck was traveling fast. There were several shots from behind them. One of the bullets thudded into the truck body behind Travis's head. He looked just above him. A slug from a rifle was stuck there, its nose peeping through the hole. Another bullet hit the truck somewhere, ricocheting harmlessly.

Betty leaned on the wheel, turned south on screaming tires. There were thuds as some of the men were thrown against the other side of the truck. Betty increased the truck's speed, wind whistling against the windows.

"The other truck didn't make it," Travis said, putting his gun in his lap.

"They'll be after us," Betty said. "They'll come after us in passenger cars. We've got to turn off this road."

Travis opened the window to the rear of the truck.

"How's everybody back there?" he asked.

"McNulty's got a bad arm," Bill Skelley said, "Otherwise nobody got hit.

"Who we we got back there?" Travis pushed himself up to get a look through the window but it was too dark to see.

"The two kids, Bobby Covington and Dick Wetzel," Bill said. "Then there's Marvin Peters and Gus Powers. Kleiburne and Stone are just under the window by you. Dr. Leaf is working on McNulty's arm. And Margano. Almost forgot about him. He's sitting here next to me."

"Got any cushions up there?" Travis recognized the shape and voice of Dr. Leaf near the tail gate. "Pretty bumpy for McNulty back here."

Travis gave him the leather cushion under the front seat, passing it through the window.

"Don't you think we ought to take a side road, Travis?" Bill suggested. "They'll be after us and they'll surely catch us in this thing if we stay on this road."

"We were just talking about that, Bill."

"I don't think we've gone past a white church yet. There's a gravel road on the left there. Better turn down it. You go about a mile to another gravel road parallel to this one that goes clear down to Fostoria. Used to take it to get away from traffic."

"We'll take it. In the meantime keep your eyes open for pursuit." Travis turned back to the front and closed the window. "Want me to drive?"

"Don't think we should stop now, do you?" Betty said. "If I know Dr. Garner, she's right behind us."

There was no reason to change; Betty handled the truck like a veteran. Her gas pedal was clear to the floor, the tires making a steady whine on the pavement as the truck hit the seventy mark. She was tense, bent over the wheel, her hands taut, her knuckles white. Even in the dim light from the dashboard Travis caught the light in her bright blonde hair. The profile was almost angelic. The nose was just a trifle turned up, the chin cute, the lips full. Quite a contrast to the other haploids he had seen, except perhaps Rosa-lee Turner. Perhaps that is why Dr. Garner picked her out of the "1929 vintage" as she had said.

There came a sharp rapping at the window. Travis looked up. Bill's face was there. He opened the window.

"Car coming up fast," Bill said. "We still have a half mile to go to the turn south."

"There's nobody else on the roads," Betty said. "They must have seen us turn off."

"It's either fight as we go or try to turn off after a curve," Bill said. "If we go beyond the next road there's a sharp curve and a lane beyond it. If we could get that far we could turn off there and hope they go past."

"Let's give it a try, Bill," Travis said. "Give it everything it's got, Betty." He looked out the rear window, could see headlights a mile down the road. Occasionally they became lost in the dust churned up by the truck's speed down the road. When they appeared again they were always closer.

"We just went by the road," Bill yelled. "Now there's a curve and right at the end of it is a lane on the right. Turn in there."

Betty eased up on the gas on the curve, put on the brakes near the end of it, swung the truck to the right down a tree-sheltered lane, bumped down it to a clearing a hundred feet from the main road. She turned out the truck lights, turned off the motor.

Instantly the men jumped out of the truck, gathered at the rear of it. In a few moments a car whizzed around the curve, its headlights blinking through the trees. The group dropped to the ground. The car raced by the opening at the end of the lane and the engine throbbed powerfully as the driver built up speed.

"Back in!" Travis yelled. Everyone jumped back in the truck. At Betty's suggestion Travis took the wheel, turned the truck around, headed for the road. They were almost there when another car swung around the curve at break-neck speed and swept by them. Travis lost no time, gunned the engine and, the tires spitting gravel behind them, they climbed out on the smoother road, headed in the direction from which they had come.

"Second car's turning around," Bill yelled. "Step on it!"

Travis swung the truck around the curve, built up speed on the straight section, slowed down for the turn south, then gave it the gas again. It wasn't enough. In the rearview mirror and in the mirror at the side of the truck he could see the twin headlights of a car gaining on them.

When it was within fifty feet of them the first shots were fired by their pursuers. They went wide of their marks. Now the boys in the rear of the truck started to fire their only gun. Betty opened the window and handed her automatic and Travis's back to them. The shooting began in earnest, then. The window was pierced by a bullet that traveled through the windshield, too. Suddenly the lights of the car behind them veered crazily and a joyous shout went up from the men in the rear of the truck. The headlights disappeared.

Then Bill was at the window again. "None of us hurt," he said. "They couldn't hit the broadside of a barn, thank God. Didn't I see long antenna masts on both those cars. Betty?"

"Yes, Bill," Betty answered. "Dr. Garner thought of everything. They'll be broadcasting our position to the other cars they have."

"And the other car will be on our necks in a minute," Travis said.

"There are lots .of places to turn off," Bill said, glancing back to see if any cars were coming. Then he continued. "I suggest we turn off one of these side roads and find a lane and hole up there for a while. It's not too much farther to Ernie Somers' place, but we might not be so lucky with a scrape with another car. Why don't you look for another side road, Travis?"

"O.K." Travis slowed the truck slightly, picked up an entranceway down the road, turned into it. They traveled several blocks, then turned on another road, zigzagging their way deeper into the countryside until they took a final turn that led into a deeply wooded area where branches and bushes scratched the side of the truck. They continued down this to a fork where both road branches were practically impassable, then stopped.

The silence was deafening. With the truck lights out, the woods looked unreal under the moonless sky. There was just enough light to show the trees as black, slender pillars holding up a star-strewn sky.

"It's all right to get out," Travis said to those in the rear, "but don't go more than a few yards from the truck. And keep those guns handy."

Betty and Travis joined the group stretching beside the truck. They agreed their pursuers were probably racing up and down all the roads, possibly even the side roads and that it would be best to take a chance on at least fifteen minutes where they were, hoping the haploids meanwhile would start scouting other roads and other areas.

"Of course the sooner we get on the air the better it will be," Dr. Leaf said, "but actually we do have some time to spare."

"How do you mean that?" Travis asked, putting his arm around Betty who put her head on his shoulder.

"Well, I figure the radiations take about thirty-six hours to do their worst. You remember the emanations started in Union City about, 10 a.m. Thursday. Around suppertime Friday it began to affect the men. By 10 p.m. Friday many of them had died or were dying. By midnight it was almost complete."

"The teletype bulletin we saw in the Star telegraph room said that Chicago emanations didn't start until Friday morning,"Travis commented. "You mean then they have a margin of safety?"

"Yes, judging as I say by what happened in Union City it ought to give them until around 6 p.m. tonight, Saturday, before anything really serious happens."

As they talked they could see their breath in the dim light. It was chilly and Travis felt Betty shiver. He had no coat to offer her.

"We would have seen it on the- bulletin if any other city was threatened earlier, wouldn't we, Travis?" Dr. Leaf asked. "What about that, Betty? You were in the communications room at the sanitarium."

"Chicago was the first city after Union City," she said. "But all the large cities are getting it now."

She was shivering badly, so Travis took Betty back to the cab of the truck where it was warmer. He sat with her. She cuddled up to him in the circle of his arm, her head on his shoulder.

"What are you thinking about?" she asked softly.

"How beautiful you are."

"You didn't have to say that."

"I know it. But it so happens you're the girl I am in love with."

"The haploid, you mean," she said ruefully. "What's the difference? You and I are going to be married."

"You want children, don't you?" She tried to make it sound casual.

"Sure. Don't you?"

She looked at him in surprise. "But certainly you know—"

"Yeah, I know. Look, I want you to forget that phase of it There are a lot of women who can't have children and they're not haploids. Supposing we got married and one of us turned out to be sterile?"

"You mean adopt some?"

"That's what I mean. You'd make a wonderful mother, Betty."

A tear fell on his hand. "Here." He gave her his handkerchief. "It's been through a lot, but you're going to need it."

She blew her nose. "I don't know why I love you. No other haploid I know loves a man. But I think I loved you from the moment I saw you in Union City Hospital as I was on my way to put Dr. Tisdial out of his misery."

"Dr. Garner mentioned Dr. Tisdial as her husband. She said she had a falling out with him, that he came back after many years and was disgusted with what she was doing. She said she locked him up in the sanitarium."

"That's only partly right," Betty said. "My mother—I've always referred to Dr. Garner as my mother and Dr. Tisdial as my father, since they reared me. My mother has had, well, she had lapses of memory. She hasn't been herself. Maybe you're right. Maybe the word for it is insanity."

"She told me about her brother."

Betty nodded. "That must have twisted her mind something terrible. We've all heard it time and again. She tells it well. The girls have all been impressed and the story helps them see things just the way she wants them to."

Travis took a cigarette Betty offered him."Why do you say she isn't right in what she says about Dr. Tisdial?"

Betty sighed, leaned back against him. "She fancies he left her back around 1920, when she started producing the haploids. That was merely the time she began calling herself by her maiden name again. Actually, he never left her. He was at her side all the time. He was her husband. He loved her very much. Oh, they'd have spells of happiness, then they'd quarrel violently. Father and I used to have long talks and he'd always say he hoped he'd get her to change her mind. We were very close, Father and I.

"In the end I think even he considered her not quite right mentally. But he loved her too much to have her committed. Besides, the babies she was producing had to have homes. Her whole happiness was tied up in the work with the haploids. Again and again he tried to steer her in other directions, but she wouldn't yield. Toward the end she treated him shabbily." Betty blew her nose again, dabbed at her eyes.

"When she invented the radiation machine Dr. Tisdial decided to act. He told her if she didn't destroy it and drop the idea he was going to the police. She then had him locked up in the sanitarium while she manufactured the sets in Union City. A lot of the haploids worked there, lived upstairs.

"I visited him often in that room in the basement where you and the others were kept. He seemed old and sad and resigned. He often pumped me for news of the latest events. One day I noticed he had a peculiar glint in his eyes. The next thing I knew he had escaped. Mother was beside herself for fear he'd run right to the police. Many of us spent many hours searching for him, but all he did was go to the place on Winthrop Street and try to break up the machines.

"He was too late. Too many had already been sent out to places all over the country." Tears flooded her eyes then. "He went quite mad when they locked him up on the second floor. They had another man they kept in the basement. As long as he was healthy they figured nothing was wrong as they tested each machine. I've forgotten who the other man was."

"It was Chester Grimes."

"How did you know?"

"The police found out through fingerprints. Go on."

"Well, one day Dr. Tisdial smuggled one of the machines upstairs. It was actually a throw-out. It didn't work very well. He plugged it in, anyway. The next thing you know he's gone and this Grimes man is running around the basement, turning gray, howling with pain. They found the machine, turned it off, but the damage had been done. The work was almost over, anyway, so the place was dismantled that night. The police surprised several of the girls at work the next morning. They got out without being seen, but they had to set fire to the place because they had left some things in it."

"I found Rosalee Turner's filing card there," Travis said. "I looked her up at that real estate place."

"My mother heard about that. But really the first thing she heard about you was the fight you had with me in the hospital. Gladys Pease, the nurse at the hospital, told her. So she gave me the job of eliminating you, since she said it was my fault that the whole thing occurred. She didn't know how I felt about you. Neither did I at the time." She snuggled still closer, patted his forearm.

"I'm glad I didn't do it, now. When I met you on the street that time I knew I couldn't do it. But I tried again anyway in your apartment. By that time I had not only you but that fellow, Hal Cable, on my list, for he saw me, too. I'm just a washout at murder."

"Your companions aren't," Travis said grimly. "They got Hal Cable with radiation."

"I suppose," she said softly. "It's all a grisly, horrible mess. I can't see now how I could think it was the solution to the world's problems. It's a cliche, I know, but two wrongs don't make a right. Men are bad, but so is the haploid dream. Perhaps in a few hundred years mankind will have progressed beyond wars and his inhumanity to man."

"You mentioned Dr. Tisdial," Travis said. "Why did you try to kill him?"

"I argued with Dr. Garner about him. If he was in as much pain as Chester Grimes, I argued, he ought to have the privilege of a swift, easy death instead of the slow radiation. She must have felt a spark of something toward him, for she said it would be all right. The Pease girl phoned us from the hospital as soon as he was brought in there."

"It was he who told us about the haploids."

"Dr. Tisdial? You mean he was conscious?"

"Conscious enough to write a symbol for female and 23X in the middle of it for an intern, Dr. Collins. I showed it to you in the apartment, remember? We didn't figure it out for several days."

"They were so fearful you had found something that Dr. Garner was very angry that I hadn't killed you. I was afraid she'd find out how I felt about you, so I was taking chances when I saw you after that. I had real trouble getting away to warn you about getting out of town, for it was just at the time Alice Gilburton and others were getting final instructions on how to operate. The haploids were all alerted to take over as soon as the men started to die and I was no exception."

"Whatever happened to Alice Gilburton?"

"Mary Hanson—she was the one the mayor appointed chief—kept us informed by telephone from the city hall. Dr. Garner told her to get rid of Alice's body because somebody might get the idea of examining her, if there was anybody left to do it.

"The mayor ordered the power turned off in all the buildings except the public ones. Haploid volunteers merely plugged in the wave machines in the public buildings, then, since volunteer women—the haploids—had taken over the town. The same system has been worked out for every other community in the country. Union City was merely to serve as the model."



FIFTEEN

The truck sped through long shreds of mist that slowly rose from low places on the countryside. The east had turned from black to blue and now a faint tint of yellow appealed. Morning clouds changed soft, dark, gray colors as they flowed slowly in long strings across the eastern sky.

There were two worries: the gas supply was nearly exhausted and the passenger car that had been following them was staying safely back out of firing range.

I think we can make it," Bill Skelley said through the open truck window. "You turn right up here. Take the road west for about half a mile. You'll see Ernie Somers' place on the left just before you get to the hard road."

Travis let up on the gas, turned the corner, settled down for the last half mile run. He saw in the mirror that the car behind made the turn, too.

The truck jounced into the lane that led up to the Somers place, a two-story white frame structure set far back from the road. He ran the truck clear up to the back door before bringing it to a stop. In a moment they had all jumped out and Bill was hammering on the back door. Travis, turned to see the haploid car slide to a stop in the road at the lane entrance.

The men were surprised to see a woman come to the door so quickly. With some hesitation, Mrs. Somers opened the door. Bill pushed it all the way.

"Where's Ernie?" he demanded.

"Upstairs," Mrs. Somers replied, startled.

"I can't stop to explain," he said, passing her through the door into the kitchen. "This is an emergency." Once inside he turned to the group outside. "You people come in. Travis, tell her why we're here."

Bill disappeared and then he could be heard bounding up the stairs. Travis set McNulty to watching the car of haploids while he and Dr. Leaf gave their attention to Mrs. Somers, who stood there uncertain, watching others taking over her house.

But it appeared Mrs. Somers knew a little about it already. And then Travis noticed for the first time that she was clad in a house dress, not a nightgown. She explained that Ernie had sat down at his amateur rig Friday night after supper and had not left it since. She had stayed with him. He was still contacting hams all over the country from his radio room on the second floor.

"We've heard from all parts of the country," she said. "There's some kind of interference and riots have broken out in some cities. The air is full of rumors about Union City. Some of them claim every man in the city—"

"Another car's pulled up outside," McNulty called from a kitchen window. Travis and several of the others rushed to the window. As they watched, haploids got out of the second car and a third car turned in from the hard road.

"We'd better get upstairs," Travis said. "Some of you men stay down here and keep an eye on those haploids."

What did you call those women?" Mrs. Somers wanted to know as Travis headed for the stairs with Betty and Dr. Leaf.

"Haploids, Mrs. Somers. You'll be hearing a lot about them before long."

They found Bill Skelley talking to a sleep-starved man of middle age who wiped a lock of scraggly red hair out of his eyes as he was introduced.

"He's been talking to hams all night," Bill said.

"So I hear," Travis said. "Is there any amateur radio man in the area listening?"

Ernie scratched his head. "There's Judd Taylor. He's right In town. I've talked to him several times during the night. Why?"

"Has Bill told you anything about the haploids?"

"Oh, he's been trying to get me to put out a May Day call," Ernie said, smiling embarrassedly. "Heck, I can't do that. I might lose my license. It has to be a disaster."

"Godammit, Ernie," Bill exploded. "I've been trying—"

"This," Travis said gravely, "is worse than a disaster.

This is the life or death of the male civilization, it's that simple."

"But I don't understand."

"Listen, Ernie," Bill said. "We've been pals a long time."

"Wait a minute, Bill," Travis interrupted. "Ernie, there are right now out on the road in front of the house about twenty women who would rather kill us than let the message we have go out over the air. They are haploids, haploid women who are trying to annihilate every man on the face of the earth. Those of us in the truck were condemned to death by them and only managed to escape through the help of Betty Garner, here.

"But what I consider more important than that message Bill wants you to send right now is the call I want you to make to Judd Taylor. I want you to tell him to send every able-bodied man he can round up here as soon as possible. He's to tell them to come armed. If you won't do it Bill will put the call through. We're going to need help. Desperately."

"All right," Ernie said, still unconvinced, "but Judd is going to think it's awfully funny asking for help to fight women. I don't think he'll believe it."

"If he doesn't believe it, let me talk to him," Bill said. "I think I met him once."

"What they're saying is absolutely true, Mr. Somers," Betty said. "Those women out there won't stop at anything."

"I don't know why I turned radio amateur," Ernie said resignedly. "I should have stayed down in the basement with my bacteriology outfit."

He made the call. At first Judd Taylor refused to believe Ernie Somers, but under the influence of Travis, Betty Garner, Bill and Dr. Leaf, he was being convinced.

Then the set went dead.

"The haploids have cut the electric wires," McNulty called from downstairs. Those in the radio room ran out to a window in the hall in time to see a haploid descending a power pole, the one from which three power wires had been stretched to the house. The wires now lay draped over the truck, their coppery ends in the long grass.

"There's your answer," Travis said to Ernie. "Now all they have to do is come and get us."

"They must have seen the antenna on the house," Bill said. "Or maybe they picked it up on their radios in the cars. Anyway, they've got us now."

"Oh, no they haven t," Ernie declared, narrowing bloodshot eyes and setting his lips stubbornly. "There's a portable generator in the basement the radio club uses on field days. But before Bill and I get it I see there's another little matter that needs to be tended to." He turned to his wife. "Maybelle, I want you to get out the guns. Looks like there might be trouble."

Mrs. Somers, her face pale and drawn, went down the stairs with her husband and Bill Skelley. While the two men wrestled with the generator in the basement Mrs. Somers' brought out two .45 automatics—army souvenirs, she said—three shotguns, a .30-.30 deer rifle and a .22. That, plus the four automatics they already had, gave everyone but the women and the radiomen a weapon. Travis stationed McNulty in the living room at the south window, Kleiburne also in the living room at an east window, both with automatics. Margano was placed in the kitchen at the north window, with the deer rifle and Stone at the parlor west window with an automatic.

On the second floor bedrooms he distributed Bobby Covington with a shotgun, Dick Wetzel with a .22, both in the same room, Powers and Peters in each of the other bedrooms with shotguns.

Travis then sent Betty and Mrs. Somers back to the second floor radio room with Dr. Leaf. Then, automatic in hand, Travis walked to the north window with Margano to see what was going on.

There were a half dozen cars of haploids on the road now. The women were huddled around one car, evidently in conference.

Suddenly they turned, looked at the house. Then one of them left the group and started walking in the bright morning sunlight to the house.

"Don t anyone fire," Travis said loud enough for everyone in the house to hear. "Let's see what she wants."

Halfway across the grass the haploid stopped. She was a buxom girl, an automatic in her holster, her arms folded across her chest, her stance one of defiance.

"Your friends are all dead," she shouted. "Unless you come out, we will attack. If you come out we promise you a fair trial. If you don't you will have to take the consequences."

"A fair trial by haploids?" Margano shouted. "Don't make us laugh."

"Are you coming out or not?" the girl asked, annoyed.

"Not only 'no,' but 'hell, no,'" Margano shouted back, thumbing his nose at her.

From somewhere among them a rifle cracked. The bullet hit the window sill next to Margano's head and wood splinters cascaded to the floor. The girl intermediary turned and ran back. There was another conference among the haploids. Then, as Travis was making the rounds, checking ammunition and locking the doors, a loudspeaker sounded out by the haploid cars.

"Gibson Travis," the loudspeaker voice said. "This is Dr. Garner. What the girl told you was the truth, that you would be given a fair trial. Actually, I'm willing to go further than that with all of you, although I don't have to, since you're powerless to do anything but starve in there now.

"If you will all come out and surrender, including Betty, I will see that you are freed to go where you like, to do whatever you wish to do. I do not make promises very often. When I do, I keep them. What do you say to that?"

"What's the catch?" Travis shouted.

"Hey!" Margano cried. "You don't mean you're considering that, do you?"

"Hell, no," Travis said. "I'm just stalling for time."

The answer was not long in coming.

"You will be free, as I said. But you will have to submit to a vasectomy, a simple, painless operation that will insure your sterility."

"You intend to continue your program of annihilating the men, then," Travis replied.

"There is no turning back now. But I refuse to discuss that. I am making you all an offer. What do you say?"

Margano sighted down the barrel of the .30-.30; the report was deafening. Travis guessed he hit the glass windows of one of the cars, but the results could not have been more chaotic. The haploids rushed every which way, diving for shelter. Soon they all had found hiding places.

The haploids did nothing. The bright morning sun continued to shine cheerfully on the grass, on the trees, on the barn and on cattle grazing in a near-by field. Birds twittered in trees, a squirrel scurried along the ground, bees were busy in flower beds not far from the windows. The minutes mounted and the two radiomen labored under the load of the portable generator, finally managing to get it to the radio room. Travis made another routine check of McNulty, Kleiburne, and Stone on the first floor, ending up by Margano at the north window.

"They must be going to starve us out like they said," Margano said.

"Maybe so," Travis said. "But by that time we'll have the message we want on the air. Dr. Leaf is standing by to broadcast as soon as they get the generator hooked up."

The sound of the portable generator ended the peace, as Travis feared it might. From the very first sound of the warm-up cough of the gasoline engine heads began to bob out by the cars.

Suddenly the shooting started. In rapid succession the windows on the north side of the house went out, crashing in sheets to the floor. Next came mirrors, kitchenware, glass, dishes. —

"Every damn one of them must have a gun," Travis shouted from the place on the floor where he crouched.

"They don't like that generator, it seems," Margano said, grinning, showing a gold tooth Travis hadn't seen before.

The shots ceased. Travis risked a look out the window, saw something white moving near one of the cars, shot at it. A volley of shots came in retaliation, all whipping around the window, showering his head with wood splinters. Then it was quiet and he could hear the gentle whine of the generator upstairs.

"Hey, Travis!" It was a voice from the top of the stairs. It was Gus Powers. "I see them sneaking around out there. I think they're surrounding the house."

"O.K.," Travis said. "Get back to your post and save your fire until they get close enough to hit, if they rush."

"So they're going to rush us," Margano said.

"Looks that way." Travis inspected his automatic, made sure it was ready to go.

A lone automobile horn sounded from the roadway. Instantly there were cries of "Here they come!" throughout the house. Travis looked out the window with Margano, saw haploids closing in from all directions. They didn't run. They just ducked from one concealment to another. But they came on without hesitation. There was no fire from either side.

Then the automobile horn sounded again and the haploids left their cover and ran for the house. There was a staccato of fire from the house now and many of them fell, but there were enough haploids to keep the diminishing circle unbroken. They plunged on, screaming in frantic voices as they came, holding their rifles in the air, their faces grim, their eyes bright with action.

The morning was cool, but sweat started to ooze from Travis's forehead as he took aim, fired, and saw one haploid after another fall to the ground. Margano's face was rigid as he moved the gun for shot after shot. Then the haploids reached the house. The first girl to come through the window Travis hammered with the butt of the gun, pushing her insensible body back through the window.

But then another plunged clear through, oblivious of ripping flesh on the jagged edges of broken glass. Margano tackled her. Another came through and Travis swung at her and missed.

She rose, leveled her rifle, fell heavily to the floor as Travis caught her in a body roll.

They wrestled across the floor, the girl cursing hoarsely, both fighting for an advantage. Travis heaved his bulk upward, managed to get his gun hand loose, whipped his .45 upward and then down. She went limp.

He scrambled to his feet, started for Kleiburne, whom he could see through the doorway in the living room disentangling himself from a haploid.

Another came through the window behind him, slugged Kleiburne with her rifle before Travis could intervene.

Suddenly the woman who had hit Kleiburne fell as McNulty, whom Travis had thought dead on the floor, sent a slug into her.

Immediately there was a rifle crack from the window behind Kleiburne and McNulty collapsed to the floor, his head hitting the carpet with a dull thud.

The haploids were coming in so fast now that Travis and Margano, who had bested his assailant, rushed through the kitchen to the parlor and the stairs. They found Stone at the stairs, firing as any face appeared at a west window.

"Too many!" Travis shouted at Stone as he and Margano went by. "Let's get upstairs."

All three backed up the steps fast, firing, and even as they did so the odd thought stuck in Travis's head that the stairs squeaked.

They were near the top when one of the haploids appeared at the bottom of the stairs and with a surprisingly cool aim, despite the resounding flashes of gunfire leveled at her, shot Stone through the head.

Stone gasped, toppled forward, falling slowly down the stairs. The girl, stunned from half a dozen slugs, sank to her knees, bewildered, as if to receive Stone's body. She fell forward, her head hitting the stairs as the man's limp form twisted over her to sprawl awkwardly beyond her.

"They'll rush us in a minute," Margano panted in despair when they reached the top of the old stairs.

"We can watch the stairway from the bedrooms," Travis said. "Kleiburne, in there with Powers. Margano, over there with Peters. I'll go in with the kids."

From their vantage points in the bedroom doorways all three could see the stairs. They stood there, getting their breath, gun arms tense, the smell of gunpowder smoke drifting up from the stairwell, an acrid, remindful smell that served to tighten the muscles in their trigger fingers.

There was movement downstairs—a sound such as mice might make in paper. There was another sound, the faint hum of the generator in the radio room. But no one came up the stairs.

"Car pulling up," Bobby Covington cried from the window in the bedroom Travis was in.

"More of them," he muttered. "They're going to make sure of the job."

"No—it's men!"

"Men!" Travis jerked to go to the window, thought the better of it. 'You sure it's not haploids, kid?"

"They're not worried about anything," Dick Wetzel, the other boy at the window, said with concern. "They're just standing around their cars on the hard road, looking this way."

"Now they're climbing the fence," Bobby called excitedly.

"Yell for them to look out," Travis ordered.

It wasn't needed. There were shots from the lower floor, an answering cry from the men. Travis tore himself from his post in time to see the men scattering. The gunfire and cries brought the others stationed on the second floor to Travis's room, since no other window opened to the west.

"Saved by the U. S. Cavalry!" Margano said wearily. .

"Judd Taylor's men," Travis said thankfully. "Didn't think he'd believe us. I hope they're armed."

As if in answer, the men between the house and the fence started firing at the house from behind bushes and trees. Those at the window ducked. Answering fire came from downstairs.

"Let's go down," Travis said, rising. "We can sandwich the haploids between us and those guys out there."

The group in the room turned to follow Travis. They piled up behind him as he stopped mid-step in the middle of the room.

Dr. Garner stood in the doorway, an automatic in her right hand. Her eyes glittered in fury, her face was flushed, her straggly hair in disorder around her head. She was having difficulty in getting her breath.

"Drop them!" And when they didn't instantly comply she repeated the command. "Drop the guns. Quickly!"

The weapons clattered to the floor.

"Kick them over to the north wall. Now move out by me through the door. There will be no hesitation. Move!"

The group, having no choice, moved dazedly past the woman.

"Into the radio room. Fast."

Those at work in the radio room glanced up when Travis entered, followed by the others.

"Is it all over?" Betty asked, running to him. Then she stopped short, seeing his expression, catching sight of the others. She fell back momentarily, then gasped when she saw Dr. Garner and ran to the door.

"Get back, Betty," Dr. Garner cried through clenched teeth. "We've lost the battle downstairs. I don't intend to lose this one. Get out of the way!" She stepped forward.

"You're mad, Mother!" Betty cried. "What good would it do to kill us all now?"

"You're just like your father—"

"You mean Dr. Tisdial—"

"Your father. A haploid would have been loyal. But you have your father's stamp."

Betty's fingers gripped the woodwork, her knuckles white, her astonished eyes on her mother's face.

"Are you going to move aside?" The words had a cold finality.

Still Betty did not move.

The gun came up a little as the forefinger tightened on the trigger. Travis held his breath, clenched his teeth as the action of a second seemed to drag to long minutes. Even the shots heard with such frequency downstairs a few moments ago were spaced farther and farther apart and seemed now, in this crucial moment, to have stopped altogether.

The sudden thuds were not gunfire. They were footsteps —men's footsteps on the stairs—many of them.

Dr. Garner's eyes widened as the sound enveloped them all. She turned her head slightly, rolled her eyes to the stairway. In the merest instant they became charged with hate. She swung her gun around, the .38 exploding in action.

The answering slugs whipped the wind out of her, the series of blasts knocking her first this way and then that, backwards, gasping, her cheeks sunk now to deep hollows, her .38 firing erratically. Then it all stopped.

Dr. Garner, first angry, then wondering, her eyes unseeing, her mouth slack, crumpled to the floor.

Travis took Betty by the shoulders, turned her, held her shaking body to his.

Dr. Leaf looked up from Ernie Somers' microscope, the old wry smile back on his face, his eyes twinkling.

"I see forty-eight chromosomes," he said. "Want to look?"

Travis grinned. "I'll take your word for it."

"Oh, darling," Betty cried as she turned to Travis, pulling his head down to hers.

He kissed her soundly.

Dr. Leaf pushed the microscope back on the table.

"Our work is really just beginning," he said. "If you can come out of it long enough, Travis, I'll tell you about it."

Travis and Betty sat down at the table. There was movement all through the house as cleaning-up operations had got underway. Judd Taylor's men had come in handy all the way around and now, as good neighbors, they were helping restore some semblance of order to the besieged house.

"We put on the May Day call," Dr. Leaf said. "The FCC picked it up. Some place called Grand Island, I think. Ernie knows. Well, anyway," he continued, lighting his pipe and inhaling gratefully, "they got in touch with Washington, only it wasn't Washington. There were radiations there and the President and all the bigwigs moved down the Potomac, I guess.

"Every male in the United States is getting a blood test. All AB men are being inducted in the army to fight the haploids. Every woman will have to register and have a biopsy. The haploids will be rounded up and just what they will do with them I don't know. That hasn't been decided yet. But the AB men will enter the cities in regular army units to take them over and set up registration stations. Woe be to the woman who doesn't have a registration card!

"And another little thing," the doctor said, fumbling with some papers on the table, sucking on his pipe as he did so. "Ernie typed this out as he received it. Orders for commissions."

"Commissions for what?" Travis asked. "My boy," Dr. Leaf said, chuckling. "You are about to become a brigadier general in the army of AB men."

"A general!"

"Yes. Now raise your right hand and repeat after me— and then you can do the same for me. I'm a brigadier, too, you see."

"There's no time to lose." The doctor consulted his wrist watch. "According to our radio conversation, the army plane will be here in twenty minutes."

"Travis!" Betty cried woefully. "You're not going to leave me now!"

"Miss Garner," the doctor smiled, "there's no rule about wives as far as generals are concerned. I'm sure you can go with him, that is, if he wants you."

"If he wants me!"

Travis beamed. "I don't believe there's much question now about how I'm going to spend my year."

"Better make that years, darling."

The End
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