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Certain death was every man's lot as the Green Plague swept the world into a common grave. But that was before a coward and a fool tried to escape in a sabotaged spaceship ...
 
-
 
              "IT WOULD appear," Mallory said, "that chaos is the order of the day." He stood at the window of the Carlton penthouse, looking down into the dark heart of Manhattan. A few street lights still burned, but they were the exception rather than the rule. The big, blazing neons of Times Square had been off for many nights.
 
              "Your folks have all taken off for Luna? All your relatives?" The question came lazily from where Terry Parnell lounged in an easy chair with a bourbon and soda in his hand.
 
              "Oh, yes. Aunt Helen and her family left Bridgeport this afternoon. That makes a clean sweep."
 
              "Can't understand why you didn't go with them."
 
              Mallory continued to stare down forty-three floors into the dark canyons below. He laughed, not with humor, but with an odd nervousness; almost like a child, Terry thought; a child on its first visit to the zoo. Mallory said, "The spirit of adventure in me, I guess. Didn't want to miss the show. Can't you imagine what's going on down there—and all over the world? It's—well, fascinating."
 
              "Yes," Terry said, in the same lazy voice. "The ones who fear death are cringing in dark corners awaiting the inevitable. Those who don't give a damn are roaming the streets, killing, raping, looting, getting drunk—having the time of their lives."
 
              Mallory shivered. "I'll bet as many are dying from violence as from the plague. I wish it were possible to go down and walk among them—safely, that is. What sights there are to be seen! What stories to take to Luna!"
 
              "I have no urge to do that," Terry said. "I came too close to the actuality. If I hadn't been lucky enough to find you still here—and with a ship of your own—I'd probably be down there with them right now."
 
              Mallory turned from the window and came over and poured himself a drink. "You certainly took a big risk, old man—not jetting off from Newark with the rest of your clan^"
 
              "It wasn't from choice I can tell you. No adventurous spirit kept me here. I didn't make the port in time, and with the mobs moving in, they just had to go off and leave me."
 
              "You were lucky to find the monocopter."
 
              "I was lucky to have gone to school with you, too; and lucky to have seen your light up here."
 
              Mallory smiled and clapped his college friend genially on the shoulder. "Well you were certainly welcome, old man. When you set down, I was getting a bit lonesome. Guess I was regretting my foolish-ness. I'll be glad to have you aboard."
 
              There was a moment of dead silence while the cool night breeze stopped and the palm leaves in the patio hung motionless. And, timed to this moment, a thin, desperate scream rose from the street below, to die in a sound of choked agony.
 
              "Some poor female getting—"
 
              "—whose luck ran out," Terry said sharply. lie was vaguely annoyed at what sounded almost like relish in Mallory Carlton's voice.
 
              Mallory laughed and lowered his eyes. "Guess the mad abandon of the times is getting me. Of course, if we could do anything for her, we would."
 
              "Oh, certainly," Terry said. "And by the way—don't you think it's about time we jetted off ourselves? Where is your ship, anyhow?" The thought of the suffering, the violence, the pattern of animalism down below, dampened his mood, and he was reacting in the only way a member of the fortunate wealthy class could react. Get away from it. Flee from unpleasantness. Turn away from those not so lucky.
 
-
 
              Of course, wealth had not been the deciding factor in this world tragedy. There were plenty of rich people down there—and all over the world—taking their chances—dying right along with the poor.
 
              Only the wealthy who were within the select inner circle were the lucky ones. Those in touch with the industrial, scientific, and political powers who had foreseen the catastrophe and prepared the haven on Luna.
 
              The vast pattern of treachery, intrigue, and manipulation behind the project would have filled a dozen volumes. First, the scientists and chemists had discovered and classified the plague that would rise up out of the earth as a result of vast misuse of atomic knowledge. Then, through political channels, the industrial leaders had been contacted and, as £ result, the Lunar development program had been quietly given new direction. Thus were the Lunar havens built.
 
              But it had not been easy. Masterminding born of desperation and the urge for survival had sparked the undercover activities that had bridged racial and international hatreds and rivalries.
 
              Certain Russian leaders, while publicly shouting for war, had been secretly meet-ing with English, French, American leaders, and also those from other nations in a hypocritical liaison for individual survival.
 
              Thus, a minority worked for its own safety, and its pattern of operation had been composed of doubletalk, half-truth, outright lie and—when necessary—systematic murder. Leaders allowed on the inside had to be screened carefully because there were a distressing number of honest and sincere men in every nation and in every branch of endeavor. Naturally, if the screening board made a mistake, those entrusted with the vital work of assassination had to correct it.
 
              So the tight, inner organization had been formed and was a monumental success. So much so that even when the advance guard of those billions who would die, began dropping off, the inner-circle was ready to vacate the plague planet.
 
              And the final phase of the operation had been carried out with amazing success. On the night when the President of the United States died of the dread green plague, the last contingents of lucky ones jetted off from Newark and Bridgeport.
 
              "How many do you think got away to Lunar?" Terry asked.
 
              Mallory glanced down in surprise. "Why, the entire fifty thousand, or close to it," he said. "But I'm afraid you're mind's wandering, old man. You asked where my ship is and I don't think you heard me when I gave you the answer,"
 
              Terry laughed. "No, I didn't."
 
              "In a cove near our Nantucket place. Well hidden. No one will find it, so there's really no rush. We're above the contamination range."
 
              "But what if people start climbing up here?"
 
              Mallory smiled. "That's been taken care of. The elevators were wrecked and all the doors sheathed tight. They'd have to blast their way up and there would be no reason to."
 
              "Hmmm," Terry said, vaguely. "Everything was certainly taken care of, wasn't it? Not a detail missed."
 
              "Of course," Mallory said. "That's the reward for having brains and resources."
 
              "And being a chosen one—"
 
              Mallory slapped him again on the shoulder. "That's right. We lucky ones must stick together now. What say we head for the kitchen and have something to eat before we go?"
 
              "All right."
 
              As they left the patio, Mallory said, "Blast it! I wish they'd have figured out a vaccine for the plague before they left."
 
              "So the world could have been saved?"
 
              "No. Then we could go down and wander around and see some of the sights. Lord! A city gone mad must really be something to see!"
 
              "I'm satisfied as things are, Terry said. "Let's eat."
 
              An hour later, they were on the 'copter platform, ready to head for Nantucket. Mallory said, "We'll use your 'copter. Wait a minute."
 
              He ran to his own 'copter and was back in a few moments. Terry asked, "What did you do?"
 
              "Wrecked it, of course. Pulled some parts out of the motor and threw them over the edge."
 
              "Smart," Terry said. "We mustn't give anyone a break."
 
              Any inflection in his voice was missed by his companion.
 
-
 
              Mallory's jet was a aqua job; a three-man rocket with cobalt fission—fueled to make Lunar ten times over. In the pilot room, Terry studied the multiple controls and said, "How did you figure on handling this ship alone? Even with the two of us, it will be tough."
 
              "Nonsense. It's all practically automatic and the course is already charted and photographed on the tape. One of us just has to keep awake to see that nothing goes wrong."
 
              "What's it set for?"
 
              "Eleven and a half hours. We'll get overhead and then split it into six-hour watches. No need of losing sleep now that we're a team."
 
              "Fine." Terry sat beside Mallory and watched as the latter jockeyed the rocket out into open water. He felt the acceleration as Mallory touched a button and a white-hot rocket tail bloomed out behind, boiling the water around it and leaving a wake of rising steam as the rocket idled out toward the point of integration.
 
              Mallory, after getting the ship in motion, snapped on the automatic pilot and the microsecond timer took over to veer course seven degrees for interplanetary angle, raise the nose gradually for orbital range, and raise speed imperceptibly for correct meeting of all three.
 
              Forty minutes later, Mallory smiled and yawned. "Everything shipshape," he said. "Want to catch yourself a little sleep?"
 
              "You look as though you need it worse than I do. Suppose I take the first watch."
 
              "All right, if you say so." Mallory got up from his seat and looked out the port. "Poor old Earth," he said. "How does the saying go? It sowed its own seeds of destruction."
 
              "I guess that's about it. Nothing to do here unless the gauges and dials go wrong?"
 
              "No. Just see that they stay off the red. If there's trouble, call me."
 
              "Fine. There probably won't be."
 
              Mallory left the pilot cabin and Terry lay back in his chair and closed his eyes. The light still bothered him, so he lowered the bulbs until there was only a soft yellow glow in the cabin.
 
              His thoughts were mixed. The exodus had been a great success; a triumph of man's resourcefulness and ingenuity. Of course, only a fragment of mankind had been saved; but after all, the impossible could not be accomplished. In matters such as these the basic law—survival of the fittest—came into play. Regardless of man's progress, the laws of the jungle still prevailed.
 
              Terry felt he should be happy as a part of the exodus—thankful at being one of the lucky ones. But somehow he felt a little guilty about it all—as though he had betrayed his own kind. He thought of what was going on back in Manhattan—in London, Moscow, Paris, Lisbon. In the cities and the towns and in the rural areas—all over the earth. He remembered the woman's scream that had drifted up to the penthouse. Truly, the law of the jungle was universal, so why should he feel guilty? The people down there would kill him and take his place if they could. The hell with it! He would go to Lunar and enjoy his survival along with the rest. Soon all this would be but a memory.
 
              He yawned, opened his eyes, saw that four of the gauges had swung far over into the red sections of the dials. He sprang from his chair and turned up the lights. "Mallory!" he yelled.
 
-
 
              Sweat poured off Mallory's face. There was fear in his eyes. "I don't understand it. Everything seems to be okay and yet the ship isn't acting right. We're going into a tight arc."
 
              Desperately, he clawed among the controls. But his efforts served only to greaten the error of flight into which the ship had fallen.
 
              "Better keep your hands off them!" Terry said sharply. "If you don't know what you are doing, you'll only make it worse."
 
              "But what can be wrong? It never acted like this before."
 
              "Are you sure the tape is feeding in right?"
 
              "The tape?" Burdened by sudden fear, Mallory's mind had dulled and his reactions slowed.
 
              "The tape in the monopilot where the trip-guide is photographed."
 
              "Oh—oh, yes." Mallory snapped the lid off the bright chromed box and peered inside where the tape should have been unreeling in concert with all the other pilot mechanisms.
 
              "Is it okay?"
 
              "Good God, no! Look!"
 
              Terry leaned over Mallory's, shoulder and looked into the' box. On the surface of the tape, he could see the long, irregular scratches as though from a fingernail.
 
              "Sabotage!" Mallory gave a groan. "Someone found the ship! Some dog-in-the-manger who couldn't fly it himself and didn't want anybody else to be safe." Mallory turned to Terry with tears starting from his eyes. "Who could have been so mean—so cruel? Isn't there any decency left in the world?"
 
              A feeling of distaste flared in Terry. "Relax! You're jumping at conclusions. It looks like carelessness to me."
 
              "It's not. It was one of those stupid clods down there who didn't want anyone else to live if he couldn't!"
 
              "Well, what difference does it make now? Whatever the cause, the damage is done."
 
              "And with no scout ships to find us, we'll arc through space until we die!"
 
              "I don't think so. It doesn't appear to me that we're out of the gravitational pull yet."
 
              "That's almost as bad! It means we'll go back down and crash!"
 
              Terry couldn't resist a jibe. "Then you'll get your wish."
 
              "What wish?"
 
              "Didn't you say you'd like to see what's going on down there?"
 
              "That's a pretty rotten thing to say—"
 
              "I'm sorry, but let's face facts. I'm pretty sure we're rocketing right back to Earth."
 
              "In God's name! What can we do?"
 
              Terry felt a surge of pity as he saw the stark terror in Mallory's eyes. "We'll just do the best we can," he said. "I think it would be a good idea to put on pressure suits."
 
              "What good will that do?"
 
              "It might lessen the shock of the crash. That is, if we're lucky enough to, keep from hitting head-on. In that case, the ship will explode and it won't make any difference."
 
              The terror in Mallory's eyes increased. "Explo—don't say that! Don't even think it!"
 
              "Stop being childish! We've got to face it."
 
-
 
              Mallory stumbled to a cabinet nearby and opened it to reveal three crash suits. He pulled two off their hooks and handed one to Terry. Then he fumbled with the hooks and zippers on the one he'd kept.
 
              "I'll help you," Terry said, with some contempt. "Didn't you ever get into a suit before?"
 
              "Of course, man! But I'm scared. I'm scared sick and I don't care who knows it."
 
              Terry helped him in silence, then got into his own suit.
 
              And now there was nothing to do but wait. They sat, two grotesque, helpless figures, waiting for what would come. Terry was able to combat his own fear by visualizing, and pitying Mallory. He knew what Mallory was going through—the agony of mind—and his own difficulties seemed lightened in comparison.
 
              After a while, they got up as one man and looked out the port. Dawn had come to the western hemisphere and they could see the mottled globe of Earth growing as they rushed toward it.
 
              "Better not look," Terry said.
 
              "But I want to see," Mallory replied. "Guess that's always been my big weakness—curiosity. Always wanted to see what was going on."
 
              "Sometimes curiosity is good."
 
              "When I was at school I used to sneak out once in a while and walk the streets just to see what the other half was up to."
 
              Mallory was obviously trying to stifle his terror by pushing it aside. Terry reached out and laid a clumsy, gloved hand on his arm. "Maybe we'll be lucky," he said.
 
              "Maybe."
 
              Twenty minutes later, Terry said, "Better fasten your helmet."
 
              Mallory was surprised. "Why do that? We're in an oxygen zone."
 
              "I was thinking that we might hit water. Then we'll need the oxygen in our units until we surface. This rocket could dive two miles down into the ocean."
 
              "You're right. We'd need a lot of pressure, too, in that case."
 
              "Set it as high as you can."
 
              The crash came suddenly, before they realized it was imminent. The Earth seemed a long distance away. Then it bulged up abruptly in front of the port and Terry had only time to raise an arm before the dreaded contact was made.
 
              He never knew quite what happened. There was a blur of retching pain; a mental blackout; chaos of the body, the mind, of all creation—then nothing.
 
-
 
              After what seemed ages, Terry's mind cleared and he realized he had—instinctively or otherwise—hit the automatic hatch control and that the mechanism had worked.
 
              He and Mallory had been thrown some distance from the point of crash and he could see the ship, half buried in the slime and ooze where it had crashed.
 
              We came down in a swamp, he thought. His first reaction was a feeling of thanksgiving. But this soon became tempered with anxiety as the problems of the moment asserted themselves.
 
              A swamp. Quicksand, possibly, and two men—helpless in bulky pressure suits—bogged in the center of it. The suits would protect them all right, but to what advantage as they were sucked under the mire? It would preserve them only for a horrible slow death by suffocation.
 
              Buried alive!
 
              The irony of it struck him as he noted the ooze had pulled him in over his hips and was rapidly crawling higher. A short distance away, Mallory was even more helpless, the deadly mire of the swamp almost up to his armpits.
 
              What a colossal joke! They'd boarded a ship and set out for the moon. They'd ridden to the skies on the crest of man's inventive genius—only to end up trapped in mire beneath the surface of the very planet from which they'd sought to escape.
 
              Terry laughed. There was hysteria in the laughter, and perhaps the sound of it was what cleared his mind, because he saw now that Mallory would not die a long, agonizing death in the swamp ooze. The glass shield of Mallory's helmet was broken and he was sinking lower and lower as the mud pulled at his suit.
 
              With effort born of supreme desperation, Terry tore loose from the grip of the swamp by throwing himself headlong toward Mallory. Lying thus, prone on the mud, the buoyancy of his suit exerted some effect. It lifted enough to clear his feet and he lunged again toward his trapped companion. Five tearing strides brought him near enough to give aid, but what form the aid would take was another matter.
 
              He could not even begin to pull Mallory loose from the ooze-grip. If he tried, he would only succeed in miring his own bulky suit beyond hope of salvation.
 
              A single long chance remained, and Terry went swiftly to work on the shoulder plates of Mallory's suit. Either the clasps were stuck or his own efforts were impeded by panic, because the clasps refused to give.
 
              Then Terry, with sharp, mental effort, steadied his mind. Take it easy, he told himself. This is routine. Any fool can lift a shoulder piece from a pressure suit. It's built to be lifted. The calming effort paid off, and in a few moments—just when the ooze was ready to flow into the smashed helmet—Terry lifted it away; driving himself six inches down into the mire in so doing.
 
              "Okay, boy," he said. "Lift yourself out. Haul up and leave the suit. Climb! Climb out of it."
 
              Mallory, sick with terror, looked at him dully, until Terry reached over and slapped, his face. This seemed to bring him back. In sudden desperation, he began climbing out of the pressure suit, clearing it just as the released air allowed the swamp to press it flat together.
 
              Terry put his arm around Mallory's shoulders and said, "Okay, let's go ashore. Easy does it. Lay out flat and roll. Don't fight too hard. Take it slow."
 
-
 
              They lay on the swamp edge, in the long grass where they had been fighting off exhaustion, getting their breath back, beginning again to live.
 
              "Where are we?" Mallory asked, struggling to a sitting position.
 
              "Does it matter?" Terry asked. "We're alive. That's the important thing."
 
              "Uh-huh, but I want to know where we are. I want to look around."
 
              Terry smiled weakly. "Still curious, eh? There are some peculiar traits in you, Mallory. Anybody else would be satisfied just to be alive, but you want to know how it happened."
 
              Mallory looked at his friend, an odd expression on his face. "We did almost die, didn't we?"
 
              "That's a fact."
 
              Mallory turned and looked thoughtfully across the swamp. "Terror is a funny thing," he said.
 
              "What's funny about it?"
 
              "I—I don't quite know. The way it works, I guess. I remember being so scared I was sick."
 
              "It was natural to be scared."
 
              "I suppose so, but I can't help thinking that maybe the agony of the fear was worse than the agony of dying would have been."
 
              "That's a strange thing to say."
 
              Mallory laughed a little sheepishly. "I guess you're right, but strange things have been happening to us. Maybe that accounts for it."
 
              "Could be."
 
              "Where do you think we are?"
 
              "I'm not sure, but I've got a hunch we're somewhere south on the Atlantic seaboard."
 
              "Virginia? The Carolinas?"
 
              "Further south, maybe. Doesn't look like Florida, though."
 
              "Well, let's start walking and see where we come out. You feel up to it?"
 
              "I'm up to it, but I wonder if it's the smart thing to do."
 
              "What do you mean?"
 
              "Wherever we go, we're going to walk into the plague. At least this place is isolated—or seems to be. They never did find out whether the green death is contagious, but it seems to me our odds of survival are better by not going among people we might catch it from."
 
              Mallory looked out to where the jet tip of the space rocket was just disappearing under the mud of the swamp. In the dead silence it went down with a sudden sucking sound, as though the swamp were smacking its lips at the taste of this sizable prize. Then the mud settled over the spot, leveled out, and there was nothing.
 
              Mallory shuddered. "There, but for the grace of God, went you and I."
 
              "Where did you hear that?"
 
              "Read it somewhere. In an old book."
 
              Terry scowled. "I wonder if we should be proud of ourselves?"
 
              Mallory turned sudden eyes on his companion. "What do you mean by that?"
 
              "We're kind of a miserable pair in more ways than one, aren't we."
 
              Obviously Mallory did not understand. He shrugged and said, "I still vote for hiking out of here. I want to see where we are—what's going on."
 
              It was Terry's turn to shrug. "Okay. We might just as well die of the plague as starve to death. Let's go."
 
-
 
              It was eleven o'clock by Terry's wristwatch as they started off through the growth directly away from the swamp. They traveled for two hours, coming upon nothing but a repetition of what had gone before. The hours passed. They kept driving doggedly eastward, and it was three o'clock when they came to the first sign of civilization : an overgrown, twin-rutted road winding through the trees.
 
              "Looks like we're getting something," Mallory said.
 
              "About time. Let's stop and rest a while."
 
              "No, let's keep on going and see what we find."
 
              Shaking his head wearily, Terry followed his companion along the old road.
 
              "Doesn't appear to have been used for a long time," Terry said, some ten minutes later.
 
              "There may not be a soul within miles, but we ought to find out."
 
              But there was someone quite close, because, at that moment, a scream sounded through the trees, startling both men and jerking them alert.
 
              "A woman," Terry said.
 
              "And not far away."
 
              "She's in trouble."
 
              "It's on ahead—straight down the road." And Mallory was off at a run. Terry followed, both of them sprinting down the overgrown road to where it fed abruptly into a paved, two-lane highway. There was a line of trees close to the highway, with the road slanting sharply down to the concrete, and both men popped out of the trees so suddenly, they had to skid back on their heels to bring themselves to a halt.
 
              The scene of the trouble was directly in front of them. An incredibly ancient automobile stood on the highway. Terry thought that that model had been extinct for years but, evidently, here in the back country, old cars were still functioning.
 
              Beside the car were three figures, a girl and two men. The girl had long black hair and wore a gingham dress. The men—each holding one of her arms, wrestled with her and appeared to be trying to drag her toward the trees.
 
              They were bearded, dirty, evil-looking, and when the two newcomers jumped into sight, they stopped what they were doing and stood staring.
 
              The girl took advantage of the opportunity. She pulled away and cowered against the side of the car.
 
-
 
              Terry stopped and stood alert and waiting. But Mallory, without hesitation, lunged at the kidnapers. Caught off-guard as they were, he was able to get close and smash a fist into the face of the taller one before anyone knew quite what had happened.
 
              "Come on," Mallory yelled. "Get this scum!" He slammed a fist into the tall man's stomach, doubling him over. Then he kicked the man in the face.
 
              The man squalled in pain and backed away, as Mallory swung at the second man. Terry had come alive now, and was moving in. The second man, upon seeing his friend routed and he himself facing two enemies, broke and ran. The injured man wiped the blood from his face, fell down, got up again, and began running also. Soon they were out of sight among the trees.
 
              Mallory rubbed his knuckles in satisfaction. "The thing to do is attack fast," he explained, grinning. "That's half the battle. Hit them before they know you're around."
 
              The girl said, "Thanks for—for helping me. I don't know what I'd have done without you."
 
              She was pretty—fair game for a pair of maurauders in times like these. "What are you doing here?" Mallory asked.
 
              "There's a camp near here—just outside Lawrenceville, where they help people with the plague. I was going there, but the car broke down and those men came out of the woods."
 
              "What's your name?" Mallory asked.
 
              "Helen Davis."
 
              "Why were you going to this camp? I'd think you'd want to stay as far away from the plague as you could."
 
              "My father and mother died of it yesterday—back on the farm—so there was no reason for my staying there. I thought maybe I could help at the camp." She had clear blue eyes and brown hair that hung down over her shoulders. Terry hadn't seen hair like that in a long time: hair allowed to lie naturally. In his circle, the women seemed to compete with each other for new and outlandish hairdos.
 
              Helen Davis asked, "Were you two heading for the camp also?"
 
              Terry introduced himself and Mallory and then said, "Not exactly. Our ship came down in a swamp back there and to tell the truth, we're lost. You're the first person we've talked to since we crashed."
 
              "That's Mogul Swamp. A bad place to get lost in. You were lucky to get out."
 
              Terry asked, "You say your car broke down?"
 
              "It just stopped. I don't know what's wrong with it."
 
              Mallory walked over and lifted the hood. Terry followed him. They looked inside. Mallory said, "Got any idea how these things work?"
 
              "Not the slightest." Terry fooled with a few wires and then said, "Get in and kick the starter."
 
              Mallory did so, but there was no response. "Guess it just died a natural death."
 
              "The camp is only about two miles down the road," Helen Davis said. "We can walk."
 
              Terry and Mallory looked at each other. Helen caught the look and spoke with uncertainty. "That is—if that's where you planned to go."
 
              "I think not—" Terry said.
 
              "I think so," Mallory cut in decisively. "I'd like to see what's going on."
 
-
 
              It was a hot day and the pavement burned through the soles of their shoes. Helen walked between the two men and Mallory asked. "What—what happens when this plague hits? I've been wondering—"
 
              "Shut up!" Terry said sharply. "She said her parents—"
 
              "Oh, that's all right," the girl said, dully. "It's not—not so bad any more. The edge of horror wears off after you've seen a lot of people die."
 
              "It's all right if you don't want to talk about it," Mallory said.
 
              "You haven't seen any victims of the green plague?" She spoke with wonder and surprise.
 
              "Well, no—you see we've been—"
 
              She stared straight as they walked, her face expressionless. But Mallory could see that this was only a mask covering deep-down horror. "It's not a bad death, really," she said. "They just get tired—very tired—and have to sit down. There is sort of a buzzing inside them—that's how it's been described—and somehow their bones seem to shake loose. Then they grow pale and weaken until they can't move."
 
              "But the green—" Mallory began.
 
              "That comes later, toward the end. They turn green all over and the pain starts. When they begin hurting, death always comes within half an hour. That's what I meant when I said it isn't a bad death. It's so—so swift."
 
              "It must be horrible," Terry said grimly.
 
              "After they die, their bodies are very limp—that's the mysterious part of it. Their bones turn to jelly as though the stiffness had all been burned out."
 
              "I've heard no one ever recovers from it," Mallory said.
 
              "That's right. As soon as the weariness hits—and the weakness—you just lie and wait for the end. The Green Fire—some of the people around here call it."
 
              "And no one has discovered what causes it?"
 
              "It has something to do with radiation! You see, years ago, when they began making atom bombs, the waste materials from the uranium ore was buried in various places, around the country. Some of it had a half-life of thousands of years. They think the disease is some kind of a poison rising from those wastes."
 
              "Is it contagious?" Mallory asked.
 
              "No one knows. My folks died of it but, as yet, I haven't felt any symptoms."
 
              "You've had a pretty rotten time of it," Terry said.
 
              "No more so than others." She smiled without humor. "At least I'm still alive. That's supposed to be good."
 
              Mallory put a hand on her arm and said, "Take it easy. Things have got to get better."
 
              "They say the Earth will be completely depopulated."
 
              Terry said, "How can they know that when they don't know anything about the disease? Who can say for sure what will happen?"
 
              Mallory was about to reply when the attack came.
 
-
 
              The two strangers had evidently not given up after all. Obviously, they'd moved quietly along the edge of the road awaiting a fresh chance and had decided that this was it.
 
              They jumped swiftly into view, each one carrying a stout club and they tried to get in telling blows before Terry and Mallory could get set.
 
              The tall one swung a vicious blow at Terry, but the latter managed to turn away and take it on his shoulder. The falling club struck his arm but completely missed his head.
 
              Mallory sidestepped the second club as it came over in a vicious down-smash. The club hit the ground, leaving the thug off-balance, and Mallory kicked him squarely in the face.
 
              Blood spurted, and the man screamed in pain and rage. Mallory moved in swiftly and swung his fist at the man's head. He connected at the base of his skull and felt his knuckles go numb at the impact.
 
              The man went down, flat on his face, groveling in the dirt at the edge of the road, and Mallory turned to see Terry down also, with the other attacker raising the club to smash his head.
 
              Mallory picked up the other club and threw it in a blind, desperate attempt to save Terry. The move was partially successful in that the club hit the man in the ribs, hurting him and drawing his attention away from Terry.
 
              Mallory dived headlong in a football tackle and brought the man down. The latter's head struck the pavement with stunning force. Mallory pulled himself free, grabbed the club and swung it overhand and down—hard.
 
              There was the sound of splintering bone as the man's skull was crushed.
 
              The man with the smashed face had gotten up and was ready to move in again. But now he hesitated, stared wide-eyed at his partner, and took off swiftly into the underbrush.
 
              Terry got slowly to his feet and the three of them stood looking down at the dead body in the road. Mallory said, "Good God! I killed him."
 
              "Don't worry about it," the girl said, dully. "These are deadly times. You have to kill to survive. He would have killed you if he could have."
 
              Mallory dropped the club. •But to smash a man's skull—to meet someone you've never Been before—and kill him. It's—it's the way animals act."
 
              "You saved my life," Terry said.
 
              "Three of them came to our house," the girl said, "and my father used his shotgun. He killed one of them. The other two ran away."
 
              Terry brushed himself off and rubbed his injured shoulder. "I've got to hand it to you, fella," he said. "You've got what it takes."
 
              Mallory shrugged morosely. "If you mean I can swing a club over my head and kill a man—I guess you're right, but—"
 
              "I mean that we've stepped into a new world and you've landed on your feet. We were headed for Lunar—remember? Violence, disease, sorrow, were not parts of our lives. Now here we are in an animal world—where men have turned into beasts and you know how to handle yourself. I'd have stood there and gotten myself killed. You picked up a club and did some killing of your own."
 
-
 
              Then they started walking again. Mallory seemingly unaware of what Terry had been saying, stared straight ahead and muttered, "I wish I could figure it out."
 
              "Figure what out?"
 
              "This stupid disease. People shouldn't have to die this way. It's—it's indecent. It's monstrous that with all our scientific and medical knowhow, that men should drop in their tracks and die."
 
              "They knew about it," Terry said. "The medical men knew the plague was coming and must have tried to find a way to lick it. Otherwise the Lunar project wouldn't have been set up. They found there was no way to stop the green plague."
 
              "I wonder if they really tried."
 
              "What do you mean?"
 
              "A comparatively few people knew this was going to happen. Did the ones in the know try very hard? To lick a thing like this, you have to fight with your back to the wall. You must know you have to lick it—or else. The doctors who tried didn't have to fight that way because they knew they had an out. And maybe there wasn't enough time to work on the disease."
 
              "Maybe."
 
              Mallory scowled. "You can't tell me there's no cure for the green plague. Why, for every action, there's a reaction. For every weapon, there's a counter weapon—that's why the atom bomb was never used. And for every disease, there's a cure. There's got to be."
 
              "You've changed a lot," Terry said, quietly.
 
              "How do you mean?"
 
              "Why, only yesterday—last night—we were in your penthouse looking down on Manhattan. People were dying down there but it meant nothing to you—to either of us—except you were curious to see what was going on."
 
              "I'm still curious. I want to know what this plague is—what makes it kill—how to stop it."
 
              They rounded a bend in the road and saw a car parked off the cement, under a tree. Mallory stopped and stood alert. "Do you think they're friendly?"
 
              Helen said, "I think so. They're probably all dead."
 
              "Then maybe I'll see this disease at last," Mallory said grimly, and hurried down the road.
 
              Helen was right. There were three bodies in the car. A man, a woman, and one child. The man was still behind the wheel of the car. The woman and child were in the back seat. All were dead.
 
              "See?" Helen said.. "The sickness turns them a bright green. And notice how limp their bodies are."
 
              "As though the bones had turned to jelly," Mallory muttered. "Very peculiar.
 
-
 
              Terry was surprised at how casually Helen took it all. Then he realized this was because she had seen so much of the green death. He was conscious, for the first time, of how pliable and elastic people are. No matter how great the disaster, they adjust themselves and go on living. Panic, he realized, cannot be sustained indefinitely. He looked at the victims of the tragedy and said, "I guess the decent thing is to bury them—"
 
              Helen said, "We can't. There are too many. The ones we find this way, we just have to leave."
 
              "Here's another child," Mallory called. He'd moved to the other side of the car and they found him kneeling beside the body of an older child, studying it through narrowed eyes. He looked up and said, "Isn't that rather strange?"
 
              "What?"
 
              "This kid got out of the car—why? Notice how he's lying—on his stomach with his face and arms and hands pressed to the ground."
 
              "It's pathetic enough," Mallory said, "but I don't see anything strange about it. He died like the rest."
 
              Mallory kept staring and finally Helen asked, "What do you think is strange about it?"
 
              Mallory got slowly to his feet. "Oh, I don't know. Nothing maybe. It just seemed a little strange to me that—" He stopped talking in that vein and said, "Let's get on to that camp or settlement you spoke of. I want to see what's going on."
 
              Another half mile and Helen led them into a grove filled with tents, cars, and many people. A camp had been set up with the tents flanking a main street.
 
              There was an air of shock and doom about the place that the two men sensed immediately. It would have been apparent even though the observer had not known its cause. The people sat huddled in front of the tents and stared in silence as Helen led Mallory and Terry along the street.
 
              "Waiting to die," Mallory muttered. "Poor devils—sitting around waiting for it to strike them down. There was sobbing and moans of pain coming from the tents, giving unseen evidence of the horror that had been visited upon the people.
 
              As they came to the end of the street, a tall, bearded man stepped from one of the tents and came forward. He took Helen's hand and said, "Child! What's happened? Where are John and Vera?"
 
              "They died this morning."
 
              He laid a gentle hand on her arm. "I'm sorry, child—truly sorry."
 
              Helen turned and said, "This is my uncle, Silas Enders. He's a minister. These are some men who saved my life on the road coming here. The car broke down and two other men tried to take me."
 
              Reverend Enders nodded gravely at her companions. "It was good of you. I am grateful."
 
              Mallory said, "I had to kill one of the men." He spoke with careful casualness.
 
              Reverend Enders' eyes were clear and sharp. He said, "If you expect me to be horrified, I'll have to disappoint you. I've seen too much of death and suffering to be concerned over the slaying of a renegade."
 
              "But you have no way of knowing. Perhaps we're renegades ourselves. Perhaps we defended your niece from whim rather than gallantry."
 
              "Perhaps," Reverend Enders smiled, "but you brought her here safely. For that I give you my gratitude and bid you welcome."
 
              "Thank you," Terry said.
 
              "Is this a clinic you've set up here?" Mallory asked.
 
              "No. We have nothing to offer in the way of cure or medication. There seems to be no cure for this terrible plague. This is just a place were we give dying people whatever comfort we can. They come of their own accord—those who are afraid to die alone. I can do nothing but pray for them and try to give them courage to meet the end bravely."
 
              "You're sure they will all die?"
 
-
 
              The minister looked at Mallory with a calm face. "From what has gone before, we must believe they will. Not only they, but we—you and I, None of us is immune. It appears to be just a matter of time."
 
              "That seems a rather defeatist way to look at it," Mallory said sharply.
 
              Reverend Enders asked, "Are you a medical man?"
 
              "No, I'm not. But—"
 
              "Let me commend you for your courage. It is good to have someone face the future with more resentment than fear. Perhaps you will be able to instill a little of it in these people."
 
              At that moment, a plump, motherly woman appeared from one of the tents and hurried toward the group. She glanced at the newcomers, and the Reverend Enders said, "This is my wife, Jane. She bears a heavy load, here."
 
              Jane Enders acknowledged the introduction with a quick nod, then turned to her husband. "Little Artie Fellers just died and his father is down with the weariness. The mother is almost beside herself. Perhaps you could—"
 
              "I'll go at once," the minister said.
 
              As he left to move down the street of tents, Mallory fell in step beside him. "I'd like to go with you."
 
              "Of course, if you wish."
 
              They entered the tent from which Jane Enders had emerged, to find a child, bearing the deadly green tint, lying dead on a mattress. Nearby, lay a wan-faced man, and seated between them was a woman, crying and swaying from side to side in her grief.
 
              The minister knelt beside her and took her hand. He spoke softly, trying to comfort her. But Mallory paid no attention to the woman. He looked first at the dead child and his face tightened as he noted one small hand had reached off the mattress and clawed up a handful of dirt. He opened the hand slowly and allowed the dirt to fall out. Then, vaguely, his mind seemingly occupied with something else, he folded the hand and laid it gently on the child's breast.
 
              Now, he turned and centered his attention upon the ailing man. "Are you too tired to talk?" he asked.
 
              "I'm weary—mighty weary, young fellow. Don't think I ever want to move a peg again."
 
              "Did it come on gradually, or did you just suddenly know you were too tired to move."
 
              "It came kind of sudden-like, I think. Don't rightly recollect. Just too tired for any mortal good."
 
              "Is there anything you'd like?"
 
              "Can't think of nothing except to lie here and rest a bit."
 
              "Are you comfortable?"
 
              "Fair to middling I guess."
 
              "Do you think you'd be more comfortable if we took the mattress away and let you lie on the bare earth?"
 
              The stricken man considered this for a moment before he said, "You know, young fellow, I think you've got something there. I think I'd like that."
 
              "Because it would be more comfortable?"
 
              "Don't rightly know whether it would or not. But I've been craving for something and didn't rightly know what it was until you mentioned the bare earth. That's be cool. I think that's what I'm craving. Just to lie with my face to good old mother earth—to dig into her—kind of let her hold me to her warm breast."
 
-
 
              Mallory's face had lighted up, but there was still a puzzled expression in his eyes as he lifted the man off the pallet and laid him on the ground. Then he watched closely; he heard the sigh of contentment as he saw the man's hands claw at the soil. "Dirt," the man murmured. "Good plain soil."
 
              Then he appeared to drift off to sleep. Mallory sat watching him, unaware that the minister had led the sorrowing mother away. He glanced up when two men came to carry the boy from the tent.
 
              Time passed and he continued to watch the man. Darkness came. He found a lantern, lit it, and set it by the man's head, and continued the vigil.
 
              Finally the man awoke and Mallory noted that the thin hands clawed again at the ground, to dig up handfuls of earth and roll the soil lovingly in his fingers.
 
              "Are you in pain?" Mallory asked.
 
              "Yes. It's beginning to hurt a mite." The man seemed suddenly to realize that Mallory had been with him a long time. He said, "Young fellow, why don't you go and get a little rest yourself? It's been mighty nice of you to set with us, but there's a limit to how considerate folks can be. You've got to watch out for yourself, too."
 
              "It's been nothing—nothing at all. Tell me—is the pain increasing?"
 
              "Getting some worse, all right."
 
              "Where is it the worst?"
 
              "In my chest I think. Pretty bad in my chest."
 
              Mallory bit his lip, thoughtfully. The man said, "Little Artie—he died, didn't he?"
 
              "Yes—maybe it's for the best. He's not suffering any more."
 
              There was pain in the man's eyes. "Young fellow—it's a terrible thing to see your own child sicken and waste and not be able to do nothing about it. A terrible thing."
 
-
 
              An hour later, Mallory left the tent and walked slowly down the tent-flanked way. How many, he wondered, had died since he'd entered that place of death. He looked at his watch by the light of a bright moon and noted it was almost four o'clock in the morning. Enough time for death to strike many times over.
 
              At the Enders' tent, he found Helen, the minister and his wife, and Terry, sitting in a circle around a small oil heater. The minister said, "We were about ready to start looking for you."
 
              "I've been with Mr. Fellers. He just died."
 
              "Poor man," Jane Enders said, "just as well he didn't know his wife died an hour ago. I stayed with her."
 
              "Your friend has been doing a magnificent job," Reverend Enders said. "We finally persuaded him to rest a little."
 
              Mallory looked at Terry, whose face was caked with dirt. Terry rubbed blistered palms together and said, "I'm not much good at comforting people but a little work with a shovel is the least anybody can do."
 
              "He's been digging graves," the minister said. "In one of God's precepts, He instructed us to bury the dead. It is worthy service."
 
              "We have some soup, here," Jane Enders said, "you must be very hungry."
 
              "I have no appetite," Mallory said. Then he turned to Terry. "Let's take a walk."
 
              Terry got wordlessly to his feet and the two men walked out past the tents into the open meadow beyond. They did not speak for a while. Then Mallory said, "We've come a long way in a few hours. From a Park Avenue penthouse to a southern death camp."
 
              Terry said, "If anyone had told me—forty-eight hours ago—that I'd spend this night digging graves for victims of the plague, I'd have—"
 
              Mallory's eyes were turned to the sky. "They're up there, you know, safe on Lunar; far away from this."
 
              "The lucky ones," Terry said, but the true meaning was given by the heavy tone of sarcasm in his voice.
 
              "Cowards," Mallory said, ^traitors to their fellow men. Criminals."
 
              "We didn't regard ourselves as criminals when we were of the inner circle," Terry said quietly. "But for a little rocket trouble, we'd be up there now—and we'd resent anyone calling us criminals."
 
              Mallory doubled his fists. "I see what you mean, and I'm probably wrong in calling them names. But when I see the horror down here—the suffering.
 
              "One thing I can say truthfully—I'm glad the rocket went wrong. Come what may, I'll never regret being here and meeting these people."
 
              Terry said, "I'm of the same feeling, except that I can't be complacent about all this. I can't watch them die without resenting it; without feeling anger at the forces that brought on the plague; without being—well, mad at God."
 
              "But God had nothing to do with it. He didn't tell our forefathers to split the atom and contaminate the earth. He didn't preach the fear and hatred that made Mankind cover the world with garbage heaps of deadly refuse."
 
              Mallory's restless mind moved off on another track. "I watched Feller die. I thought for a little while, I had something, but I was wrong." Mallory stopped and gripped Terry's arm. "There must be a cure for this plague! There's got to be!"
 
              "The suffering is terrible to see."
 
              "It's unthinkable that the earth can be depopulated by this horror!"
 
              Mallory began walking again, but Terry remained where he was. Mallory turned and asked, "Are you coming?"
 
              His friend looked at him silently, then said. "No. I'm very tired. Quite suddenly, I want only to lie down and rest. Guess I worked too long in the graveyard."
 
              Mallory came swiftly back and looked into Terry's face. "Of course," he said casually. "You need a little sleep. We'll go back."
 
              He took Terry's arm. The latter accompanied him listlessly, probably not noting the tightness Mallory had striven to hide under his casualness. Certainly not knowing of the fear in Mallory's heart.
 
              Terry had been hit by the plague.
 
-
 
              Mallory could not remember when he had slept; nor did he care. He had gone through the period of sleepiness, deep weariness, and had come now, to the stage of dull endurance that sometimes carries men on indefinitely.
 
              He sat in a tent beside where Terry lay; kept constant vigil with the progress of the plague as it tightened its grip. He saw the paleness of skin increase, the pallor take on a dullness, and saw, finally, Terry claw out unconsciously at the dirt beside his mattress.
 
              That means something, Mallory told himself. Why do they all want to reach for the earth, to lie on it? Is it merely some animal instinct that comes to all men with death close by? He did not think so. He knew that nature is a wonderous intelligent healer of her children. He knew that animals, when faced with death from injury or disease, heal themselves, at times, by doing instinctively what nature tells them to do.
 
              Do men, he wondered, when faced with death, have the same instincts? If so, what clue lay in reaching for a handful of dirt? Should it be eaten? If so, why didn't the stricken put it to their mouths just as dogs instinctively eat grass for certain types of internal sickness?
 
              He gave over his ponderings when hit by a vast sense of inadequacy. Brilliant doctors and chemists and scientists had investigated the green plague and it had beaten them. So what right had he to even grope for a cure? It was absurd—pure presumption!
 
              He had been counting the hours—timing Terry's illness in relation to that of Mr. Feller. And the time came, finally, when Terry's pain should start. Mallory watched him anxiously, stirred him from his stupor of weariness. "How are you feeling, boy? Still tired?"
 
              "My body is beginning to hurt a little. Not badly, though."
 
              It was the first warning of the end. Soon Terry would be in agony. Then the death would come. Terry closed his eyes. Mallory reached out and took his limp hand and held it tight. Mallory lowered his head.
 
              He prayed.
 
              He prayed for a long time, and as he did so, the natural forces took over; his body demanded rest. He dozed. To awaken with a guilty start. He glanced at his watch and found an hour had passed. He cursed himself.
 
              Mallory could hardly force himself to turn his eyes to where Terry lay on the mattress. When he did, the result was surprise and shock.
 
-
 
              Terry's eyes were open. He was obviously conscious and in complete control of his faculties. "I feel better," he said.
 
              "You feel—better?"
 
              "Even the weakness is gone. There was pain for a while. It was pretty sharp. Then it began to diminish and went away completely. I feel guilty lying here. I should be up helping."
 
              "You stay right where you are," Mallory said. "I'll go and get you something to eat." He rushed from the tent and down the street until he found Reverend Enders turning a bereaved mother over to his wife. Mallory could hardly contain himself. He said, "Reverend—did you ever hear of a person surviving the plague?"
 
              The minister shook his head. "No," he said, sadly. "How is it with your friend? I was just going over to look in on him—but there are so many children—and mothers—"
 
              "He's beaten it. He's come out of it. He was even well into the painful stage—the last stage—then something happened to reverse the disease and he passed the crisis. He's well, I tell you! Go see for yourself!"
 
              "It seems impossible!" Reverend Enders muttered. "I hope it could be that we're coming to the end of this awful—"
 
              "How are the others. Are they coming down just as fast?"
 
              The minister's shoulders sagged. "Faster—if that's possible. When you told me the news, I dared hope for a moment, but we have to face reality. There is no ending to the plague. It goes on its course of depopulating the world."
 
              "How can we be sure?"
 
              "Because it has been established as not springing from life forms. That pitiful little bit, we know—that the plague is not the work of germs, but of radiation poisoning."
 
              "Then why did Terry recover?"
 
              The minister shrugged. "A freak occurrence. A case in ten thousand—maybe more. Why did Mr. Feller die yesterday when your time, or mine, may not come for days or weeks?"
 
              "Perhaps you're right, but I refuse to concede there is no hope."
 
              Reverend Enders smiled. "Then why did the scientists, the doctors, privileged and more fortunate than these, flee this globe and seek sanctuary and safety on Lunar?"
 
              The words startled Mallory. "Then it was known by the people?"
 
              "It was not hard to surmise what went on—what was behind the sudden shift in the Lunar Project. Especially when the plague struck and the rockets left the globe in a steady stream."
 
              "The rotten cowards!"
 
              "No, my son. To call them cowards is not fair. Given the opportunity to escape, you or I might have done exactly the same. The urge for self-preservation is a strong one."
 
              The kindly cleric's eyes were upon Mallory, and the latter saw how keenly they penetrated. Mallory flushed and could not meet the man's gaze.
 
              "You know about us—Terry and I—don't you?"
 
              "It so happens I saw your picture, with your father, in a newspaper not long ago. One of the inner group, so I judged your friend was also."
 
              "You must think I'm quite a hypocrite. Terry and I were headed for Lunar. Our rocket went bad—"
 
              "I prefer to think you came with us through deliberate intent."
 
-
 
              The two had been walking up the street of the encampment, Reverend Enders stopping here and there to give a word of sympathy, a smile of encouragement. Now they turned back, just in time to see Jane Enders hurrying toward them.
 
              They ran to meet her, seeing the worst in her eyes. They were not surprised when she said, "Silas—it's Helen. Her time has come."
 
              No word was spoken as they hurried back to the tent. No word, but in Mallory's heart there arose a great rage that this horrible cruelty could go on and on.
 
              In the tent, they found Helen lying quietly on the ground. She managed a smile. Seeking to comfort them, she said, "It's not bad, really. Just like being very tired after hard work." She looked at Mallory. "As I told you before—it's really not a bad death."
 
              The minister knelt and placed his hand on the girl's forehead. "You have nothing to fear, child. Would that everyone had led as fine and clean a life as you."
 
              Jane Enders cried quietly into her apron.
 
              Mallory ground his teeth.
 
              Helen laid her cheek against the ground. "It's so cool and comforting. The earth. The soil we live on—that supports us."
 
              Mallory saw her slim hands go through that familiar ritual—clutching at the soil, her nails digging it out, the ritual of rubbing it together in her palms.
 
              Somehow seeing this again angered him and he turned away abruptly and left the tent. He almost bumped into Terry as the latter approached. Terry grinned. "I feel wonderful! It's as if I hadn't gotten the sickness at all. I wonder if it works like some other diseases."
 
              "What do you mean?"
 
              "Once you've had it, you can never get it again."
 
              "No one can say, because you're the first one who ever recovered so far as we know."
 
              "Well I'll be damned! A billion to one shot!"
 
              "Helen's down now."
 
              "Oh, good God, no!"
 
              "And I doubt if she'll be as lucky as you were."
 
              "Poor kid."
 
              Mallory turned suddenly. "You say you feel all right? Strong and all that?"
 
              "Never felt better."
 
              "Then let's get going."
 
              "You want to leave the camp?"
 
              "Yes."
 
              "But why?"
 
              "Because I can't stand it any more," Mallory said savagely. "As long as we can't help, what's the use of hanging around? What good does it do to keep repeating 'Buck up and be of good cheer,' when you know the poor devils haven't got anything to be cheerful about? They're going to die, damn it! So what good's a lot of pious conversation?"
 
              "Okay," Terry said, simply. -Let's go."
 
              Mallory started toward the road in long strides. Terry called, "Hey—wait. Aren't you going to say good-bye to the Reverend, and to—well, to Helen?"
 
              "To Helen. That's a laugh. 'So long, Helen. We're hitting the road, haven't got time to wait around and see how you look all green!' Come on! Let's get the hell out of here!"
 
-
 
              They walked for a long time, without speaking, each occupied with his own somber thoughts. There was no sound but the even clicking of their heels on the deserted cement road.
 
              Finally Terry glanced at Mallory and said, "You've been pretty lucky yourself—not being hit with it."
 
              "It'll get us all," Mallory said, bitterly. "You'll be the last human being left on earth."
 
              After a lapse of silence, Terry said, "You think it was pure chance that made me recover, Mai?"
 
              "What else?"
 
              "Oh, I don't know. But I was thinking—if I hit the long shot, maybe you can too. What if you didn't get it at all? What if—among all the billions of people on earth, we were the ones who came through—two guys who were supposed to go to Lunar and didn't make it. Wouldn't that be weird?"
 
              "There aren't any odds long enough to quote on it."
 
              Terry lapsed into gloom. "Well, after all we aren't even sure I won't get- it again."
 
              Quite suddenly Mallory stopped. He turned to stare wide-eyed at his companion. "Maybe the odds aren't astronomical at all. Maybe it's the most natural thing in the world that I haven't gotten the plague and that you recovered from it. Come on! We've got to get back."
 
              Mallory began running in the direction from which they had come.
 
              "Hey," Terry called. "What has hit you, man?"
 
              "Come on! There's no time to talk now. Start running and save all your energy."
 
              Mallory did not slow down to wait for his companion. Terry trailed for quite a while, then gradually caught up as curiosity forced him on. "Can't you tell me about it?" he gasped.
 
              "No time—besides I'm not sure. It's just a wild idea."
 
              They had come farther than they'd realized and it was a good hour before they came in sight of the tent city. A few moments later, Mallory burst into the Enders' tent with Terry close behind. Both the minister and his wife were seated on camp stools beside Helen who was prone on the bare earth.
 
              "How is she?" Mallory asked between heaving gasps.
 
              The Enders' looked up in surprise. "The pain has set in," the minister said. "She was asking for you. We looked everywhere. She wanted to thank you for—"
 
              "No time for that now. Have you got a stretcher?"
 
              "A stretcher?"
 
              "Yes," Mallory barked impatiently. "A stretcher—to carry people on."
 
              "No—no. But—"
 
              "Then we've got to make one. Every minute is important."
 
              He rushed from the tent and came back a few moments later with two stout tree branches. "That blanket," he said. "It's got to be fastened to these poles. Only be quick about it!"
 
-
 
              Terry found the twine and Mallory was shaping the stretcher before Reverend Enders had time to speak. Now he asked, "What are you planning to do—move someone?"
 
              "Helen."
 
              "But why—what good—?"
 
              "It's a long shot, but I've got a hunch and I'm going to follow it through, no matter what anyone says."
 
              "My boy—if there is any chance of helping—"
 
              "I think there's a chance. Now, help me get her onto this contraption."
 
              Mystified, both Terry and the minister helped Mallory lift Helen onto the stretcher. Mallory asked, "How do you feel?"
 
              She smiled at him. "The pain is pretty bad, but at least it won't last long."
 
              He laid a hand on her head. "Honey, we're going to take you for a ride. It will be a rough one, so grit your teeth and bear it because we're trying to help—truly we are." He made a mock pass at her chin and smiled. "Okay?"
 
              "Okay—Mallory."
 
              "Good girl." He got up and said, "Grab that end of the stretcher, Terry. And I'd like you to come along, Reverend."
 
              "Of course. But where are we going?"
 
              "To a swamp—to Mogul Swamp—the place our rocket came down."
 
              The minister obviously wanted to ask more questions, but Terry and Mallory had picked up the stretcher and the latter had already started off, so Terry could do nothing but follow along.
 
              The Reverend Enders stood for a moment, completely at a loss—then he hurried after them.
 
              As he came abreast, Mallory turned his head to ask, "Is it very far? I mean—is there any shortcut through the country? We walked a long time and then came up the road. To tell the truth, I'm not sure I can find the place again."
 
              The minister said, "If Mogul Swamp is what you're after, it's three miles southwest. Leave the road right here and cut through the brush there. You came a roundabout way." He had evidently decided against asking any more questions—possibly because he felt he'd get no answers.
 
              The going was rough and the day was hot. They picked their way through the underbrush, doing their best to make it easy for the suffering girl. Mallory glanced back and asked, "How's it going, honey? Tell me—really—is the pain getting worse?"
 
              "Yes, it's—pretty bad, but—"
 
              "Faster,"' Mallory said savagely. "I was a fool for not remembering sooner. Now it may be too late even if I am right. Faster."
 
              They began moving at a dog trot, gritting their teeth against the punishment exacted by the heavy load and the hot day. After what seemed endless hours, the edge of Mogul Swamp came into view.
 
              They carried Helen to the brink of the dangerous-looking ooze and set down the stretcher. Terry immediately fell to the ground, exhausted. "I couldn't have gone another step," he gasped.
 
              Mallory said, "You've done fine. I couldn't have asked any more." He dropped to his knees and looked up at the minister. "Now—help me get her clothes off!"
 
              The Reverend Enders scowled. "My boy! Just a minute now. What—"
 
              "We're going to put her in the swamp. Please—quickly—I have a reason and this is no time for modesty and manners."
 
-
 
              Dumbfounded, but struck by Mallory's intensity, the minister knelt down and helped strip away the girl's garments. Mallory got to his feet. "Terry—you got to help me. That big limb there—the dead one—help me push it out into the swamp. We've got to have something to keep her from sinking out of sight."
 
              The two men pushed and tugged at the limb until it was out in the ooze. It sank halfway down—then stopped. Mallory said, "Good—it's shallow enough there so we won't have any trouble." He knelt down and put his arm under Helen's shoulders—lifting her up. "Now, honey—I want you to do something for me. Hold on to that branch and crawl out into the mud. Let it cover you clear up to your neck. We'll be here—we won't let you go under."
 
              Helen was in terrible pain—too much agony to notice that she was naked—and she did not question or resist. Mallory put his hands under her arms and helped her into the swamp, going in himself close behind her; holding her up until he had sunk well below his waist. He said, "There—now hold the branch with both hands and let the mud come up higher—over your breast—up to your neck."
 
              The girl sank in—first fearfully, then gratefully. "It feels good," she murmured. "So cool—"
 
              "That's fine. Now just relax."
 
              She obeyed and after a few moments Terry said, "Now—will you please tell us what this is all about?"
 
              "It's very simple," Mallory said. "You got the plague and recovered. I haven't gotten it. What did we do that no one else around here did? Our rocket hit in this swamp and we were up to our necks in the stuff."
 
              Terry was still mystified. "All right—you didn't get the plague—but a lot of other people haven't either—yet."
 
              "That's true. Your recovery may have been sheer accident. And maybe I'm slated to get it yet, but there was another thing. I noticed that the victims seemed to have an urge—an instinct, call it what you will—to get close to the ground." Mallory glanced at Terry. "That car we found on the road. Do you remember the little boy? How he got out and lay on the ground as though he wanted it to cover him? Did you notice how victims of the plague almost invariably clawed at the ground and rubbed the soil in their palms?"
 
              Terry looked slightly crestfallen. "No—to tell the truth, I didn't."
 
              "Well, I did, and it bothered me—it haunted me—that single common denominator of all the cases I saw. When Helen, got sick she wanted to place her cheek against the ground."
 
              Mallory stopped talking suddenly and seemed to droop as though a reaction from his furious energy had set in. It seemed also to set in mentally. He said, "Well, that's it. Sounds silly, doesn't it? And it probably is silly. Probably just a fool brain storm. But—"
 
-
 
              The Reverend Enders put his hand on Mallory's shoulder as the latter crawled out of the mud after making sure Helen was left supported safely. "I think it's one of the finest things I've ever seen, son. Right or wrong, you tried to do. something for others. Your credit cannot be measured by whether your idea works or not. Your desire to help is the true value."
 
              "After we're all dead?" Mallory asked somewhat bitterly. "That will help a lot."
 
              All three men suddenly turned their heads at a sound behind them. They had paid no attention previously, but now they saw that they had been followed. A woman and two men were kneeling in the underbrush within earshot.
 
              The Reverend Enders called, "Come forward. No one will hurt you."
 
              They obeyed slowly, with doubt and wonder in their faces. "You got a cure?" one of the men asked, unbelievingly.
 
              "We don't know," the minister said. "It's only an experiment. The chances of it working are very slim."
 
              The three continued to stare for a long moment. Then, as though operated by a puppet master who moved them on one string, they began walking slowly backward.
 
              The minister said, "Please stay with us until we find out. Don't go back until you know for sure. It would be cruel to fill all those people with false hopes."
 
              They did not seem to hear him. Their eyes were on Helen, submerged in the mud. They stared like people transfixed. Then, as one, they broke and ran.
 
              The minister sighed. "They will be here by the score, soon. The whole camp will come."
 
              "I suppose you can't blame them," Terry shrugged. They—"
 
              He was interrupted by a cry from Mallory. He pointed. The two men looked and saw that Helen's eyes were closed—that a very pale greenish hue was predominant on her set features.
 
              "She's dying!" Mallory gasped, and lunged out into the mud. He grasped Helen's wrist and took her pulse. "No. It's still beating. Helen! Helen! Can you hear me?"
 
              The girl gave no sign. Made no move. Mallory looked helplessly at the minister. "Her heart is strong, but—"
 
              "We can only wait, the Reverend Enders said quietly.
 
              Mallory stayed where he was. Time passed, and none of the three had any way of measuring it. Except that when they looked up again, they were no longer alone. Like silent shadows, the people from the camp had emerged from the woods and had formed a semi-circle around the swamp bank. There were no words spoken as they stood there waiting. The men and the women and the children. People carrying or helping loved ones already in the grip of the disease. Waiting, hoping.
 
              Then, in the tense setting, the miracle happened. So swiftly it was visible to the eye, the greenish tinge on Helen's face melted away. Rich color washed away the horror and resumed its place in her cheeks.
 
              Then Helen opened her eyes. "The pain," she said. "It's gone."
 
-
 
              A great cry arose and there was a sudden frenzy of action as everyone began stripping off his clothes and the clothes of those already stricken.
 
              Mallory lunged from the mud and raised his arms. "Wait! Wait! Don't dive in blind! You'll all be sucked down! Throw in limbs—branches—logs! Something to cling to!"
 
              They heard him and the men began stripping away the trees and bushes and flinging everything they could tear loose into the swamp. Then the people followed.
 
              The Reverend Enders said, "Someone must go immediately and spread the word. Other people must be told of this!"
 
              Mallory took him firmly by the arm. "First you crawl into that mud—you and your wife—and inoculate yourselves. We're not going to have you two drop in your tracks. You're too valuable."
 
              "You're the valuable one," the minister said fervently. "It was a blessed day when you came into our midst."
 
              Helen had been brought from the swamp and a sign of her recovery was the horror, with which she regarded her nakedness. But it made little difference, really. Nudity had become the order of the day.
 
              Mallory and Terry sat on a log and watched the activity. They had seen people seemingly past all hope placed in the life-saving ooze and walk forth cured. Terry said, "It's strange what a man thinks of at a time like this."
 
              "What are you thinking of?"
 
              "That man came up originally from the slime of the sea. He developed great technical knowledge and was pretty proud of himself. He learned how to make a weapon that was his eventual undoing. Now, in the end, he crawls back into the slime of Mother Earth to be healed. The round trip. And he finds he wasn't as smart as he thought."
 
              "You're a philosopher," Mallory said, grinning.
 
              Terry looked at his friend. "You haven't slept for a long time. You must be all in. How do you feel?"
 
              Mallory kept right on grinning. "I feel swell!" he said.
 
 
 
The End
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