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AUTHOR'S NOTE
The Boys Who Vanished is a science fantasy. While the original event, that of shrinking to minute size, is highly improbable in the light of existing information, nevertheless the adventures that befall the boys in the jungle of grass are really in support of "man against the elements." This story deals with the adaptation of these boys to this strange environment. All biological data presented are based on truth.
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1
THE HALF PINTS

TOMMY TAYLOR tugged at the pads and knew he must look foolish in a football uniform. Coach Oglethorpe had told him that the full gear weighed eight pounds, but in that uncomfortable moment Tommy thought he must have mis​understood, because it seemed to weigh more like eight tons. He walked awkwardly and self-consciously toward the play​ing field. The kneepads slapped his legs somewhere down near the top of his socks instead of where they belonged.
He tugged at the canvas duck pants to get the kneepads up nearer where they were supposed to be, but the elastic had long since lost its tension and they slipped down his legs again. A heck of an impression he must be making, even if it were only spring football practice.
When he saw his friend Billy Granger coming out of the field house, his worst fears were confirmed. Billy looked about as much out of place as he did. Billy's eyes were almost hid​den beneath the high dome of the plastic helmet, but Tommy could still see the distress in them.
"Hi," Tommy said, but he had to mumble it behind the mouth guard. He wasn't sure Billy had heard him, but Billy nodded his head in response.                     
"Crazy idea, us coming out for football, huh?" Billy said.
Coach Oglethorpe motioned for them to get into the calisthenics drill, and they bumped awkwardly across the field. If he saw their arms flailing in the baggy sweat shirts, he pretended not to notice.
The stiff shoulder pads popped and creaked and shifted sideways beneath the sweat shirt, but Tommy tugged them back into place.
When practice scrimmage did get under way, the two boys found themselves watching the play from the bench. Some​how, it didn't seem to matter any more, since they were aware of the snickers from their classmates. Their initial eagerness faded with each jarring tackle. Even some of the bigger guys didn't always get up from the ground right away.
Two boys were called from the bench, but they didn't last too long. One made an effort at a heroic limp as he limped to the side line.
"Hey, Tommy, he wants us to go out there." Billy's voice was scared.                                    
"Might as well get it over," Tommy said realistically. Billy, being somewhat more stocky than Tommy, was put into the line, while Tommy was waved back to the safety position.
The defensive line braced itself as the opposing quarter​back squatted behind the center, his fingers widespread to receive the ball. It was a power play, and Pete Grimes smashed into the line with lowered head. Tommy was dis​tressed to see it buckle under the impact, some of the boys sprawling ungraciously on their rumps. The big halfback burst over them like a Sherman tank.
Tommy braced himself for the tackle, but the stiff-thrust arm bowled him off balance as though he were a fly. He felt the uncompromising shock of the hard earth, and from a dazed sitting position he pushed his helmet back from his eyes in time to see Pete cross the goal line unmolested and still on his feet.
Tommy got up just as Pete came trotting back. The big halfback grinned.
"You better stick to science, Tommy. You do better with books." Pete broke into a lumbering trot, swinging his arms vigorously.
"Big horse," Tommy said under his breath. He resolved to stop Pete the next time. But he didn't. If anything, the result was worse. He clambered to his feet, knowing that Coach Oglethorpe was watching with worried eyes. The coach saw Billy Granger get up and hold his arm. He motioned them to the bench. They sat down gingerly and cupped their faces in their hands, not looking at anyone.
"That big ox makes me tired," Tommy said behind his hand loud enough for only Billy to hear.
"You and me both," Billy agreed.
"The big lug."
"Yeah, if we were as big as he is, we'd show him!" Billy said stubbornly.
"You bet we'd show him," Tommy agreed.
"But I'm not quitting. These guys all of the time calling me a brain. I get sick and tired of being called a brain. I'll show them!" Tommy said fiercely. He almost convinced himself.
"I'll show them, too," Billy said, although no one had ever confused his low grades with scholarship.
Tommy and Billy were among the first boys to shower. They were dressing when Pete and some of the others came clattering into the locker room, leaving trails of dirt and sod from their cleats. The players were supposed to remove their shoes outside, but they were careless about it.
Pete saw Tommy's shoulder pads on the floor by his locker and pointed to them. "Those the broad shoulders I saw a while ago?" He hawhawed boisterously, and some of the others grinned.
"Aw, go soak," Tommy returned, but his lips pressed to​gether. It didn't help his mood when Pete ruffled his hair as if he was some kind of a mascot. Pete threw out his chest and swaggered into the showers. He was well built, and he knew it. He never lost an opportunity to let others know it either. Tommy clenched his fists. Someday, yeah, someday, but which day? He shrugged in defeat and took his books from his locker.
"You ready to go?" Billy asked needlessly as he fell in step with him. Tommy saw his friend's eyes shift to the shower room, and he knew Billy was thinking about Pete Grimes, too.
They stepped over and around the piles of football gear on the floor. There was no use hanging around in here, unless it was to give Pete another chance to rib them, and they didn't want that. Pete's boisterous voice bellowed in the showers, and they closed the door on the sound.
The two boys walked down Ashcroft Avenue without talk​ing, each lost within his own thoughts. Now they were at the intersection where Rybold Street crossed through. They paused at the curb because this was where Billy usually left Tommy, but they kept standing there.
Billy's foot hovered over an ant that was scurrying across the sidewalk. He started to bring down his foot to squash it, but Tommy nudged him off balance.
"You shouldn't do that. No use taking it out on that ant."
"Yeah," Billy admitted, shamefaced, "but that's just how I feel, like an ant compared to Pete Grimes." The two boys watched the ant disappear over the curbstone.
"You know, Billy, if we were as strong in proportion as that ant is to its size we'd be just about the strongest persons in the whole world."
Billy looked at him in disbelief.
"No fooling. Ants are able to carry things a lot bigger than they are themselves. They're awfully strong."
Billy unconsciously flexed a sore bicep.
"Maybe there's something we could take to get strong like them, some kind of special food or something," Billy said hopefully.
Tommy grinned ruefully.
"Maybe, but I doubt it. I already eat all of the proteins, vitamins, and other stuff I can, but it doesn't seem to do much good."
Billy patted his slightly protruding stomach.
"I eat all of the carbohydrates I can, especially what's in candy. I'll soon be as big around as I am tall, leastways, that's what my dad keeps telling me."
"Say, mentioning your dad, when are you going to get him to take me up to the Research Center?" Tommy wanted to know.
"Aw, who wants to go up there? Nothing to see except a bunch of test tubes and other junk. Besides, you couldn't get into the laboratory where Dad works. They keep it locked."
"Locked? Must be something special in there!" Tommy exclaimed.
"Are you kidding? All they do is to make different kinds of animal medicines and supplements to put into hog and cattle feed. Maybe chickens, too, but I forget."
"Look, Billy, if we hurry up to the Center we might catch your dad before he starts home," Tommy said as he pulled at Billy.
"Hey, not so fast. Come on, let go, Tommy. Anyway, I think I remember Mom saying something about him going up to Chicago for some kind of a company meeting today, but maybe it was for tomorrow. Heck, I don't know, he might be there."
"Then come on," Tommy urged.
"They don't like people nosing around up there," Billy said as he tried to slow down.                        
"Yeah, but your dad is one of the big shots in the Research Center, and you know it. He'd let us in, I bet."
"I don't know about that. Dad's kind of secret-like when it comes to his work. Never talks about it at home. Says home is a place for a man to relax with his family."
"Well, we can at least try," Tommy persevered.
"O.K.," Billy grumbled ungraciously.
The Research Center was really an experimental labora​tory for the Harkin Biological Company. Its limestone build​ing was one of the beauty spots of the town, perched majestically on the brow of the hill. The broad walk was bordered by junipers, and in the summertime people took their Sunday walks through the crushed-stone paths around the huge flower beds bright with color. The company didn't seem to care about that, but getting into the building itself was a different matter. Few people in town, other than ones such as Billy's father who worked there, had ever been inside.
"We should go in on the Fremont Street entrance. That's where the reception room is, you know, where they expect people like salesmen to come," Billy said.
"But it's closer here on the Rybold Street side," Tommy argued, his step quickening as they neared the building.
"Aw, slow down. Hey, Tommy, what are you doing? We're not supposed to use this door!"
"Why not? It's open," Tommy said. He propped the all-glass door open with his foot so Billy could get in.
Billy looked uneasily up and down the deserted hall. Their footsteps echoed hollowly.
"Bet this is a spooky place at night." Tommy giggled.
"Aw, cut it out, Tommy. Keep your voice down. Shhhh!"
Tommy craned his neck to look at the smooth marble walls that reached to the high ceiling. Big glass windows, almost as high, flanked the other side of the corridor. Potted plants, whose shadows now made strange patterns in the waning light, stood silently by, almost as though they were watching the boys.
"This place gives me the creeps," Billy blurted.
The solid doors entering the corridor bore numbers, and in some instances names were stenciled on them, names that told what department they were.
"Those are the laboratories in there," Billy whispered, pointing at the doors.
"Let's peek inside."
"They keep the doors locked." Then as Tommy tried un​successfully to open one of the doors, Billy added, "See, I told you."
"Just the same, one of them might be open," Tommy said, trying still another door, but it, too, was locked..
"Will you let those doors alone?" Billy forgot to whisper, and his voice seemed to fill the long corridor. Both boys looked at each other, startled.
"Where does your dad work?" Tommy whispered, but his voice was strained by excitement.
"Gosh, I don't know for sure, but I think it's farther down the hall. Oh, come on, Tommy, let's get out of here!"
"Billy, wait!"
"Huh?"
"This door is unlocked. I'm going in."
"Hey, don't go leaving me standing out here all by myself!"
2
THE DISCOVERY IN THE LABORATORY
THE boys stood uneasily by the door, only the sounds of their heavy breathing reminding them they were some​where where they shouldn't be. Tommy was the first to say anything.
"Might as well look around while we're here."
"Yeah, I guess," Billy said uncertainly. He was wondering what his father would have to say if he knew the boys had gone into the laboratory.
Test-tube racks lined the long, smooth-topped tables. Everything was clean and in its place. Bunsen burners and capillary glass tubing could be seen in some of the glass-fronted cabinets.
Tommy took a piece of glass tubing in his hand and showed it to Billy. "Ever see a glass blower make things out of some​thing like this?"
Billy shook his head.
"Well, they heat it over a flame and turn it in their hands while they blow on it. I've read somewhere that laboratories make all kinds of special equipment from glass, you know, like different kinds of flasks, beakers, and curlicues for con​densation experiments."
"Look, Tommy, all you say is kind of interesting, but there isn't anything here, so let's get out of here before we get caught." Billy began to move back to the door.
"Wait a minute. What's in that room?"
"Oh, that. I think that's where they keep the animals. Once Dad brought home a guinea pig for me, but Mom wouldn't let me keep it."
Again Tommy was the leader, and he opened the door.
Rows of stainless-steel pens lined pipe racks under the dim light overhead. Some of the animal inmates scampered in their pens, and the boys could hear the chirping of guinea pigs, an indication that the guinea pigs were alarmed at this unusual intrusion.
"Gee, Billy, this room is not only thermostatically con​trolled for even temperature, but the humidity is also con​trolled. See, here's the thermostat."
"Dad always did say these animals in the lab lived better than people ever realized. Now I see what he means. Sure wish Mom would let me have another guinea pig. They aren't any trouble."
"Well, here's one that would give you some trouble!" Tommy called in an excited voice.
"Huh? Gee, Tommy, I see what you mean. That one is four or five times larger than any of the others! I never saw such a big one. Gosh, he's as big as a rabbit, gee ..."
"Bet it weighs over ten pounds!" Tommy exclaimed.
"Ten pounds easy," Billy agreed, getting excited in spite of himself.
Tommy snapped his fingers and faced his friend.
"Don't you see what it means, Billy? What if we could grow like that? Bet Pete Grimes would be surprised, plenty surprised!"
"So would I," Billy said with a smile.
"What happened to those broad shoulders?" Tommy mim​icked the halfback's voice, thinking of the shoulder pads on the locker-room floor.
Billy became thoughtful. "Are you thinking that we might take some of the stuff they've given to this guinea pig to make it grow? Gosh, Tommy, isn't that kind of dangerous?"
"Why not? It worked on this guinea pig, didn't it?"
"That doesn't mean it would on us. What if we got sick, or something?"
"You worry too much. Scientists always try things out on animals before they do on humans. This works, doesn't it? You can see that yourself."
"Sure, but..."
"Want to be a half pint all your life?" Tommy flashed.
"You know I don't! I'm just as sick and tired of hearing all those bum cracks as you are, but I don't know, this is different."
"O.K., you don't need to do anything about it, but I'm going to if I can. Think how we would be helping science, using ourselves like a guinea pig, you know, like Dr. Lazear."
"All I want to do is to grow and be strong," Billy said, but he showed his interest.
"Then come on, help me look around." Tommy saw another glass-fronted cabinet. "Come on, Billy, I think maybe we can find this stuff in there." Tommy was walking past the animal pens now without more than a passing glance. Suddenly he stopped.
"Billy! Billy, come here quick!"
Billy hurried to his side and looked into the pen that held Tommy's wide-eyed attention.
A thin whinny startled him.
"They're horses! Little horses!" Billy gasped in amazement.
At the sound of Billy's voice the three little horses scam​pered across the pen kicking up showers of sawdust from their tiny feet.
"Bet they're not even six inches high." Tommy breathed in wonder.
"More like three or four inches, if you ask me." Billy reached into the pen and finally succeeded in capturing the tiny bay stallion, but the little horse kicked and squirmed so much he had to put it down again to keep from hurting it.
"And you said nothing exciting ever happened down here!" Tommy accused his friend.
"Look, honest, Tommy, I never knew they were here, not these little horses and not that big guinea pig either. Dad never talks about these things around home. Just think, horses only three or four inches high." Billy continued to marvel.
"They're sure lively enough," Tommy said. He trailed his hand in the air over the horses and laughed when they threw up their heads and dashed for the other side of the enclosure.
Billy pulled Tommy's hand back, a worried look on his face. "Don't get them too excited. They might hurt them​selves," he cautioned.
Tommy silently studied the little horses. His eyes were thoughtful.
"I wonder how these horses were made so small. Seems to me it would be harder to make these horses small than it would be to make that guinea pig so large. Hmmm. What is it you said your dad specialized in, Billy?"

"Endocr... heck, I can't even pronounce it, but it has something to do with glands, I remember."
"Sure. Why didn't I think of that! Endocrinology. That means the study of glands, or at least something like that. Glands secrete hormones."
"So?"
"Well, Billy, hormones are kind of like chemical messen​gers in our bodies. Some of them, like adrenalin, speed up our actions, but there are lots of different hormones, and some of them have something to do with growth."
"You mean like being big or small?" Billy said.
"Yeah, but I wish I could remember more about them. Hmmm." And once again Tommy was preoccupied in thought.
"Did you ever see anything like these little horses?" Billy commented again, not paying too much attention to Tommy's explanation.
Tommy took the notebook from its hook on the side of the pen and began to turn its pages.
"This is probably a record of the experiment," Tommy said over his shoulder as he continued to turn the pages. "Hey, Billy, look at this line graph!" Tommy turned the notebook sideways and studied the different colored lines across the length of the page.
"But what do they mean?" Billy asked, looking over Tommy's shoulder.
"As near as I can figure it out, these lines indicate the growth. There must be other horses somewhere around here, because this heavy blue line shows the control group. You know, a control group is left just as it is so scientists can tell if there are any effects on the animals they experiment with."

"Something sure happened to the horses—and the guinea pig," Billy commented.
Tommy traced the bright red line with his forefinger. "I think this is the line that is important. Look, Billy, it goes almost straight across, not dropping very much, then look at it. See how it starts to dip down just a little? Now, whoom, it drops almost straight down!"
"Sure, I can see that, but I still don't get it," Billy said, scratching his head.
"Well, maybe I don't either, but it looks to me that at first there wasn't much of a change in these horses, like maybe they stayed the same size. Pretty soon whatever stuff was being used began to take effect because there is a dip in the line. Not much, at first, but then it goes down in a hurry."
"Like when Mom shrinks one of my shirts." Billy giggled.
Tommy grinned at his friend. "Something like that," he agreed.
"You mean this happened all at once, this shrinking of the horses?"
"Not at first, but it looks like when it did finally happen, it was all at once."
"Gosh."
"Here, here's something else. Seems that the younger the animal was in the beginning of the experiment, the better the results were in making it smaller. You know, Billy, that makes sense since some of the glands in our own body don't start to work until we reach certain ages."
Billy lifted a corner of the next page and tried to read what it said.
"I think this is something to do with that age business," Billy said, surrendering the notebook to Tommy's complete control.
"You're right. This is something to do with other horses used in the experiment. Hmm, mature, that means full grown. See, Billy, it says, 'No results, reactions negative.'"
"You couldn't know all of this stuff, you must be guessing some of it," Billy said, but his eyes mirrored respect for the best science student down at the school.
"Sure I'm guessing most of it, but it must have happened something like that," Tommy said. But to Billy it seemed that Tommy's mind was far away on something else, as if he were doing some heavy thinking.                                             
Billy snapped his fingers. "Just like that, all of a sudden!" he said in awe.
Tommy replaced the notebook on its hook. "Let's look into this cabinet and see what we can find."
"The heck with this shrinking business," Billy said, "I want
to find out how to grow....." He waved back toward the guinea pig's pen.
Tommy opened one big door and stared at the jars. "I think the answer is in here."
"Gosh, Tommy, do you think you should?" Billy asked un​comfortably as Tommy removed a jar from the shelf and studied its label. He let out a low whistle.
"Here, look at this."
Billy crowded closer. "What is it?"
Tommy's face was bright with excitement. "Here, look for yourself," he said in a triumphant voice that made Billy grab the jar from his hand.
"H-735," Billy read aloud, the disappointment obvious in his voice. "So what? Hey, wait a minute, not so fast, I think I see what you mean!"
The boys exchanged knowing glances.
"S-T-R-O-N-G," they whispered together.
"You think that's what it really means, Tommy?"
"Why not? If they can make horses tiny, and that guinea pig so huge, what's to keep them from making things strong?"
"Maybe this is what they used on the guinea pig."
"Probably," Tommy agreed. He went down the aisle to the big guinea pig and took the notebook from its hook on the side of the pen.
"Can't read the writing too well. Someone must have used a soft pencil the way this is smeared."
"That's not my dad's writing, he writes better than that," Billy said.
Tommy traced his finger lightly over the page along the lines of the writing, flipping the pages as he went.
"Find anything?" Billy asked anxiously.
Tommy's racing finger stopped.
"Look at that. See, something about H-735, but I can't read this writing too well."
"Yeah," Billy breathed heavily. "Tommy, I think you've found the answer. But what do we do now?"
"Let's check the supply in the jar," Tommy said briskly.
"Gosh, Tommy, let's don't go too far with this thing," Billy said uneasily.
Tommy whirled around. "You mean you can't guess? Heck, Billy, the answer to our problems is right at our fingertips, and you stop to ask me what we're going to do."
"Maybe it's not so bad being small. A fellow gets used to it after a while."
Tommy unscrewed the jar lid and dipped a moistened finger into the grayish-brown contents. He touched it to his mouth and moved his lips rapidly in a taste test.
"Try it," he offered.
"Ugh, that stuff tastes terrible!"
"What did you expect, candy?" Tommy laughed.
"Come on, Tommy, let's get out of here. Gosh, we're al​ready late for supper. Leave it alone and put it back on the shelf."
"Not now," Tommy said grimly. He took a sheet from his school notebook and made a folded container from it. Tap​ping his finger against the jar, he spilled the powder into the paper, then, holding the jar aloft, he said, "You want any?"
"I don't know."
"Well, make up your mind one way or another, but don't blame me if I shoot up about seven or eight inches and you don't. You had your chance."
"O.K., O.K., I'll take some. Gosh, watch what you're doing. Not so much!"
As an afterthought, Tommy added a few more taps to his own container.
"Never have a chance like this again," he explained to the anxious Billy.
"Maybe well wish we never had this chance," Billy said with a little shiver.
Once more their footsteps echoed hollowly in the long, empty corridor, and they unconsciously quickened their steps in the gathering gloom. They had nearly reached the Rybold Street door when they saw the flashlight.
"Who's there?" The flashlight beam was directed at them, but they had already darted through the door.
"Now we're done for!" Billy gasped.
"Keep going!" Tommy snapped.
Across the flower beds, floundering in the soft dirt, then down the crushed-rock path, darting in beneath the friendly cover of the spruce trees, their feet moving soundlessly over the dropped needles on the ground.
The boys dashed down the alley behind the public library and cut through a back yard, emerging again on Ashcroft Avenue.
"Slow down and act natural," Tommy said, breathing hard through his mouth.
"I never should have listened to you," Billy whimpered.
For that Tommy had no comment.
Nevertheless, it was good to be walking beneath the friendly street lights again, hearing people's voices in low conversation. They arrived home without further incident.
3
THE BOYS VANISH

ALMOST a week had gone by since the two boys had been in the Research Center, although they had been fear​fully expecting someone to knock on their doors and ask if they weren't the boys who had been inside. But nothing had happened, and the incident was seemingly forgotten.
Each day had been marred by heavy rains, typical of the spring season, and there had been no football practice, al​though if it had been fall, nothing would have kept Mr. Ogle​thorpe from holding practice. With his other teaching duties to occupy him, Mr. Oglethorpe didn't seem too disappointed, not nearly so much, at least, as the boys who played.
Tommy and Billy had not taken anyone into their con​fidence, especially since their scare of being discovered in the laboratory. And, as Billy reminded Tommy, it might mean the loss of his father's job.
It didn't rain that morning, so Mr. Oglethorpe said there would be football practice that afternoon. Tommy and Billy exchanged a knowing glance at each other. It would be the first practice since they had begun their H-735 experiment.
"I can almost feel the muscles growing," Billy reported gleefully as they walked together to the field house.
"Me, too, but I added a few more pinches of powder these last few days, just to make sure," Tommy said.

"So did I," Billy confessed.
Pete Grimes came into the locker room behind them and slammed his books carelessly into the upper shelf of his locker.
"Hi, muscles," he greeted Billy.
"Aw, lay off of him," Tommy said.
"That's right, you're the muscles. Must be great to be both brains and brawn." Pete flexed his biceps before their eyes.
Tommy and Billy exchanged glances. Plainly nothing like those rolling muscles had been added to their own arms dur​ing the experiment.
"You think this stuff is really working?" Billy asked in a guarded undertone, unlacing his shoes at the same time.
"Sure it is. We got science on our side," Tommy said cheerfully.
"Wish I had your confidence is all I can say," came Billy's muffled voice. He jerked with exasperation at a knot in his shoelace.
"I could whip my weight in wildcats today," Tommy bragged, but he had made sure Pete Grimes had left the locker room before he said it.
Billy tried to imagine he felt a flow of strength coursing through his body. Maybe he did feel better! A happy glow came to his face.
Coach Oglethorpe watched them during blocking drills. The boys tried to hit the sled with more impact.
"Beats me where you two bantam roosters suddenly got all the pep," he said, tugging on the bill of the baseball cap he always wore at practice. When they laughed, he seemed more puzzled, but he didn't say anything. He did hand each of them a green jersey to put on, indicating they were to start in the scrimmage session.
The coach tossed the ball to the other team and the defense got ready. Linesmen scooted low over the ground on their knuckles, tensed for the snap of the ball. Tommy, who was playing safety man, saw Pete Grimes looking at him over the bent backs of the linemen. Boastfully pointing a finger at himself, Pete indicated to Tommy that he was to receive the ball.
"Ready! Twenty-two, eighteen, fifty-four!" barked the quarterback. Pete came blasting through the line with the ball crammed protectively into his stomach.
Billy's arm came out of the melee and slowed Pete down, and Tommy moved up fast.
A startled Grimes let out a loud grunt as Tommy hit him with a vicious tackle. Linesmen reached up through the tangle and helped Tommy haul him down. The ball squirted from the halfback's fingers, and Billy recovered it with a shallow belly dive.
Coach Oglethorpe blasted on his whistle, and the players began to roll off the pileup.
Pete Grimes looked at Tommy with puzzled eyes.
"You were lucky," he said.
"Try me again," Tommy bragged with new courage.
"You can count on that," Pete promised, lumbering back into his own position.
In spite of the recovery, Coach Oglethorpe gave the ball to the offensive team again.
On the next play Pete got the ball on a wide pitchout. Billy Granger surprised everyone, including himself, by cut​ting down the tightly packed interference. Pete swung even wider to keep from being hemmed in, but he was on his own now.
Somehow Tommy managed to elude that stiff thrust arm. He felt the stinging slap of cold duck canvas against his face as he made contact with those piston-like legs.
The big halfback stumbled, recovered, twisted, and stum​bled again as a determined Tommy hung on. Pete dragged him across the rough field in jarring bounces.
Tommy's arms ached and slipped farther down on those big legs. Tenaciously he wrapped them below the knees, and Pete crashed heavily to the ground.
Pete kicked out with his feet angrily.
"All right, you made the tackle, now let go!"
Tommy rolled to avoid those ugly cleats as Pete kicked out again. Then, angry himself, Tommy grabbed Pete's legs and struggled to his feet until the halfback was jackknifed in an off-balance position, then, with a final shove, he tumbled Pete head over heels in an awkward somersault.
"That's enough of that!" Coach Oglethorpe yelled, but he couldn't hide the smile of amazement on his face.
Later, Tommy expected Pete to make a scene in the locker room. He almost dreaded going to his own locker, which was next to Pete's. But he was in for a surprise. Fete threw a big arm around his shoulder and hugged him.
"Hardest-hitting little squirt on the whole team," he bragged. "He's smart, too."
"Well, uh, thanks." Tommy squirmed from that heavy embrace.
"You're O.K., Tommy, O.K." Pete grinned, almost bowl​ing him off his feet with a parting smack of affection.
Tommy saw Billy watching open-mouthed. Then, wordlessly, Tommy read, "H-735." Tommy winked back know​ingly.
The two friends walked down Ashcroft Avenue.
"You have much more of that H-735 stuff left?" Billy asked. "Nope. Gee, I hope I can get through spring practice, but I've almost used all of mine up."
"So have I," Billy admitted.
"You think we might be able to get any more of it?"
Billy stopped stock-still. "Look, Tommy, I wouldn't take a chance like that again for all of the muscles in the world. We were lucky not to get caught the other time."
"Sure, I understand. Wish I hadn't started to double the amount, because it's been going down pretty fast, but I do think it's doing the trick."
"Tell me, Tommy, do you ever get any headaches or dizzy spells after taking the H-735?" Billy asked.
"Why, have you?" Tommy evaded.
"I'll say I have!"
"Maybe it's those double portions. We better cut down on them," Tommy advised.
"Won't make much difference anyway, me being almost out. Boy, did I ever get sick the last time I took the H-735!" Billy shook his head mournfully.
Tommy shoved his hands into his pockets and kicked a small rock across the sidewalk. "You know, Billy, I've been keeping a marker on our bathroom door at home to measure my height." Tommy walked a few more steps. "I must have made some kind of mistake, but I don't see how."
"What are you getting at?" Billy wanted to know.
"Of course I did get a haircut," Tommy mused aloud.
"For gosh sakes stop mumbling and say what you're trying to tell me," Billy said with a growing fear in his voice.
"I've lost over an inch in height," Tommy said with a shrug.
"Well, you needed a haircut. My mom has told me that if I ever let my hair grow as long as you do she'd whack it off herself," Billy said.
"Still, that seems like a lot to lose from just a haircut."
"Try standing up straight. That's what Mom is always tell​ing me. It's too much like work to keep standing or sitting up straight," Billy grumbled.
"Well, I'm home, I guess, so I'll be seeing you tomorrow. Same time?"
"Yeah, about a quarter till," Billy said.
Tommy's mother frowned disapprovingly when he went into the house.
"Really, Thomas, your father has been home for almost an hour. I'll be glad when this spring football practice is over and you can start getting home on time. Now you wash up and get to the table." His mother turned to the steaming pans on the stove, and, taking a pot holder, she took a pan to the sink drain and poured off the excess water. Somehow, Tommy didn't think that it would be a good time to tell his mother that they had learned in science class that most of the vitamins were lost when water was poured off. Instead, he washed and made a quick swipe at the towel.
Dad came into the kitchen since the family ate there when there wasn't any company. Tommy grinned and dodged the rolled-up newspaper Dad batted playfully at him.
"Hi, son, how are things going at practice?" Dad said as he slid into his chair and unfolded the paper.
"Really, Bill, can't we have just one meal in this house without talking sports?" Mom said to Dad.
"Sure, sure, hon," Dad said easily. Hardly anything seemed ever to ruffle Dad. He winked across the table as he passed the potatoes.
"Take a potato, Thomas," Mom insisted.
"Aw, Mom, I'm not really hungry."
"There, do you see? The boy is simply wearing himself out trying to play football. Now he can't eat." Mom bristled. Tommy took a potato, and let it clunk to his plate.
"Now who is talking sports?" Dad said as he calmly but​tered a slice of bread.
"This is different. Why, the boy is barely eating enough to keep a bird alive." Mom tossed her head righteously.
"That boy makes the varsity next year and you'll need a shovel to scoop the food into him," Dad predicted.
Tommy tried not to toy with his food. He did actually gulp down bitefuls he didn't want. He held his plate up for Mom's inspection, and with a shake of her head she did finally excuse him from the table.
"I have some homework to do," he said, pushing his chair back into place.
Tommy went into the room that had originally been de​signed as a den for Dad. Now it was a combination sewing room for his mother and a study place for his lessons.
He opened his English book first and adjusted the reading light. The words swam before his eyes, and he blinked to clear them, but it didn't seem to do much good. The print was jumbled together. Must be getting the flu, he thought, but it wasn't any wonder with all of it going around town.
His parents' voices drifted to him, and at first he didn't pay any attention to what they were saying. But there was something to his mother's tone of voice that made him listen more closely.
"Bill, I tell you the boy is wasting away to nothing. Even his clothes are too big for him nowadays. Haven't you noticed?"
"Now, Betty, there's no need to get excited. The boy has been getting a lot of exercise lately with this spring football. It's almost over. He'll pick up weight fast enough. You worry too much."
Tommy began to feel better just listening to his father's calm voice trying to soothe his mother's feelings.
"You should hear Pete Grimes's mother tell how much he eats, and he's playing football!" Mom retorted.
Tommy heard his father snort.
"Well, look at the difference in size of the two boys. I've long suspected his father has been sneaking bales of hay through the back door to feed that big horse." Dad chuckled at his own joke. He started to repeat it until Mom cut him short.
"You refuse to see the point, Bill Taylor. Your son's sadly underweight, and if I were you, I would do some worrying about it."
"Look, Betty, I was a skinny little runt like him when I was a boy, and look at me now. You can't compare kids with different bone structures and body sizes, like Tommy and Pete, for instance. People are different."
"Just the same, I intend to send Tommy down to Dr. Graham for a checkup," Mom insisted.
"Send him, if it will make you feel any better. I still say the kid is all right, but if you think Tommy should put on a little more beef, I imagine Doc Graham knows how to do it."
Tommy reluctantly reported to Dr. Graham's office the next afternoon, but he felt better when the doctor could find nothing wrong with him. Oh, Dr. Graham did look puzzled when he took his blood pressure, even took it a second time, but he didn't say anything to Tommy about it. Instead, he pursed his lips and made a more complete examination.
"You take this tonic regularly, just as it is written on the label, Tommy, and I think you'll be on full feed again. It stimulates the appetite. But I'd take it easy for a few days if I were you. Aren't you about to have Memorial Day weekend down at the school? I thought so. Well, you rest up. Get plenty of sleep." Again Tommy was aware of the baffled look in those keen blue eyes, but the doctor didn't say anything.
Tommy remembered the dark, evil-tasting fluid from earlier years, and he grimaced as he took the bottle. Dr. Graham laughed.
"You drop back and see me some time toward the end of the week. Let's see"—he bent down to look into his appoint​ment book—"how about a week from Friday, say at ten o'clock? All right, Friday morning it is then."
School dragged through its routine, and even the impatient glances at the big clock didn't hurry the slow minute hand toward the weekend, which would begin within the hour.
Billy leaned forward and tapped Tommy on the shoulder.
"Huh?" Tommy whispered guardedly.
Billy nodded toward the windows, and Tommy saw rain peppering against them.
"Just our luck! It has to rain for Memorial Day weekend," Billy groaned.
After what seemed an eternity, the bell rang. The well-meant words of the teacher, something about enjoying the holiday, were lost as the students streamed from the room with happy whoops.
The boys crowded on the steps of the school with other students who were bleakly surveying the downpour.
"Look, Tommy, I don't feel so good, rain or no rain. I'm going home," Billy said.
Tommy lost his place as someone shoved against him. He could feel the cool rain against his face.
"Might as well. Let's go," he said. They bent their heads and sloshed through the water collecting in the low places on the school drive. Someone honked at them as they dashed across the intersection.
"Hey, Tommy, slow down, I don't feel like running," Billy complained.
"Don't want to get run over, do you?" Tommy pulled him along, but they were both panting for breath.
Somewhere up ahead he could see Mr. Potterby, the post​man, coming down the walk from a house, and he waved a friendly greeting. He grinned as he watched the thin figure hopping awkwardly over puddles, the empty mail pouch slapping heavily against the bony hip. Mr. Potterby had the biggest Adam's apple he had ever seen. He was a funny person. Lots of people laughed at the postman, but not the kids. He always had time to help untangle a kite string, or get a kitten down from a tree, or show the boys how to tie interesting knots. Just the same, a lot of people made fun of poor old Mr. Potterby.
Tommy watched Mr. Potterby go up the porch steps of another house, but his vision blurred. Frantically Tommy rubbed his hands across his face, but the scene didn't clear. He was aware of the drumming rain, almost like blows from a hammer. A wave of nausea swept over him, and he tried to call out, but the words stuck in his throat.
"Bi-Bi-bi-lly, where are you?" Tommy croaked as he lurched toward his friend. But Billy's jacket seemed empty, and Tommy clutched at the cloth, staggered to regain his balance.
There was a blurred image of Mr. Potterby hurrying toward him, and Tommy tried even harder to stay on his feet.
Everything was so far away ... so big! He heard a roar of sound, like maybe Mr. Potterby was shouting for help. The postman didn't seem so funny now as his long, thin legs came rushing forward. Now Mr. Potterby was hovering over him on his hands and knees on the wet sidewalk, unmindful of the rain. Why, why, Mr. Potterby was looking for him!
"But I tell you I saw two boys standing here but a minute ago! Billy Granger and Tommy Taylor they were. You've got to believe me!" But people laughed at Mr. Potterby, just as they always did, and continued on their way.
The postman clambered stiffly to his feet, staring at the two heaps of clothes on the sidewalk.
"But I tell you those two boys were standing there and they vanished right before my eyes!" he said again.
"You're imagining things," someone said, and the way he said it made it sound as if he thought Mr. Potterby was crazy.
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4.   THE GRASS JUNGLE
THE cold raindrops pelted against him, sweeping Tommy off his feet, and he skidded and tumbled helplessly across the wet cement. He caught a glimpse of Billy dangling over the curb's edge, clinging desperately to a grass root.
The roar of rushing water filled his ears, and Tommy grabbed at Billy, both boys hanging precariously, their feet swinging above the muddy torrent in the gutter. If only people would believe Mr. Potterby! They shouted hoarsely, but their voices were lost in the clamor of traffic.
"I'm slipping! I can't hold on much longer!" Billy yelled.
Tommy looked wildly over his shoulder into the swirling water below. "Hang on. We might get swept down into the sewer!"
"I can't, I can't, I tell you!"
Tommy clawed for a more secure hold, one hand grabbing at the air while he clung to Billy with the other. The added strain brought a sudden and disheartening slackness.
"Help!"
Their falling bodies were snatched by the swollen current, and they were hurled, gasping and choking, head over heels toward the greedy, sucking noise of the overflow sewer!
Billy managed to raise his head above the water, sputtering and choking as he gasped for precious air, frantically dog-paddling to keep himself upright.
A mat of hackberry twigs made a bleak island, and Billy threshed the water with renewed effort to reach it. Several times the tug of the current threatened to sweep him past this haven of safety, each lunge costing him precious dis​tance, then one hand clutched a slippery twig, and he finally managed to climb wearily onto the island. He lay flat, pant​ing from his exertions, his whole body numbed by fatigue.
"Billy!"
The boy raised his head and saw Tommy lunging and slip​ping against the debris. Billy crawled to the edge and flung out his arm, a certain terror seizing him when he began to slip from the island. He clawed for a fresh hold, his arm feel​ing like a leaden weight.
Tommy's head ducked beneath the surface. Tommy!
The familiar head of brown hair bobbed up again, and Billy's outstretched fingers closed around the hair. Half-falling, clutching, grabbing, scrambling, then finally bracing himself on a partially submerged twig, Billy drew Tommy to safety. His arms trembled from the heavy strain, yet he did not release his hold. He braced himself, still holding on to an upthrust piece of wood and still keeping Tommy on the island.
With pressed lips which were blue from cold, Billy anx​iously watched his friend, watching with the frightened hope that Tommy would revive. A relieved nervous grin broke across his tense features when he heard Tommy moan.
"Everything is O.K., Tommy, everything is O.K.," he babbled in encouragement.
Tommy braced himself on his elbows and crawled farther up on the twig island. He leaned back with closed eyes, breathing heavily, then the eyes fluttered open.
"Thanks, Billy," he said in a tired voice. Then his teeth chattered, and he began to rub his arms and legs with cold hands.
"Tommy, what will we do, oh, what will we do?"
"We're sure in a mess, all right," Tommy admitted. He looked down into the water. "I think the worst of the flood is over, see, the current is slowing down."
"I'm frozen," Billy muttered, continuing to rub himself, only it was with increased vigor.
"So am I, and we can't stay here forever. We'll have to wade down the gutter until we find a driveway so we can climb out. We could never get up the wall of the curb."
"Seems like a mile high," Billy said as he craned his neck.
"Come on, we better start moving so we can restore some circulation in our bodies," Tommy said, slipping down into the water. He held up his arms and waded waist-deep through the now lazy flow. Tommy turned to make sure Billy was following him. They didn't dare get separated!
"It's stopped raining," Billy observed.
"Yeah. I hadn't even noticed," Tommy said without slow​ing down.
"Where do you think we are?"
"Well, I think we were about up to Hurley's house when all of this happened."
Billy tried to sound cheerful. "That's not too far from home."
"It wouldn't be if we were our regular size," Tommy re​minded him.
The two became silent at the glum prospect. Their only encouragement in those dismal moments was that the water was now lapping at their knees.
"There's got to be a driveway somewhere!" Billy blurted.
"There is," Tommy said as he pointed ahead. Both boys quickened their steps. Then they were bracing themselves as they began their steep climb. They halted when they came to the first crack in the cement.
"How are we going to get across that?" Billy eyed what seemed like a yawning gulf to the other side.
"Jump, but make sure you get across!"
"If we were only going downhill it would be easier." Billy's concern was evident.
"We don't seem to have much choice. I'll try it first, and if I make it, you can grab my arm," Tommy said, measuring the distance with his eyes.
Tommy gathered himself for the leap. Then, bracing with his left foot, he hurled himself across the space.
"You made it!" Billy yelled happily. Thus encouraged, he didn't wait for help but jumped across without difficulty.
"We may have several more jumps to make," Tommy said.
With hope restored that they had succeeded in coming this far, the boys gained new strength and reached the top after an arduous climb.
Still breathing deeply from their efforts, the boys looked down the long incline.
"Never thought we'd make it," Billy said.
A huge blanket of darkness hovered over them, and al​most instinctively the boys dived into the crack of the side​walk.
"What was that?" Billy asked, his heart thumping against his ribs.
"That was somebody's foot. We would have been smashed to smithereens, just like that ant you almost stepped on the other day," Tommy said.
"What'll we do now? There seems to be danger every​where." Billy shuddered. He looked around uncertainly.
"Stay in the crack and let's head for the other side. We can't take a chance of getting stepped on. Besides, we have to find shelter soon or we'll be in real trouble."
"I'm for finding some place to get warm," Billy agreed.
Tommy plunged into the grass jungle with Billy at his heels. Pushing back spears of the tangled vegetation with their hands in what seemed an endless nightmare, the boys penetrated the thicket, droplets of water splashing on their bare bodies.
Billy raised his bent head, conscious only of waving blades of grass and a blanket of silence. He took a sharp breath, hearing only his heart thumping against his ribs. Now he could no longer see Tommy ahead, and he was seized by panic.
"Tommy! Tommy!"
Billy crashed through the grass barrier, knees high, trip​ping, stumbling, until he finally sprawled to the ground. For a moment he was tempted to just lie there, too tired to get up, but then his fear drove him to his feet, and he lurched for​ward, his breath gasping through his open mouth.
"Tommy, oh, Tommy, where are you?"
Reason asserted itself from this senseless panic, and Billy forced himself to stop, knowing he could have overrun Tommy by taking off in the wrong direction.
"Bi-lly! Billy, where are you?"
Off to the left. Billy cocked his head and listened more closely.
"Bil-ly!"
"Here I am!"
"Stay where you are and I will come to you," Tommy called.
Billy let out a cry as Tommy unexpectedly seized his hand. "Gosh, don't scare me like that!" Billy said irritatedly, but there was relief on his face.
"Sorry. Gee, Billy, I thought you were right behind me," Tommy explained.
"Well, I wasn't. Hey, what are you doing now?"
Tommy had dropped to his hands and knees and was weaving slowly through a bower of matted grass and leaves. Now he stopped and motioned for Billy to follow him. Billy wriggled behind him until he came upon Tommy sitting cross-legged in a small chamber he had fashioned from the decayed leaves.
"What's the idea? Hey, Tommy, it's warm in here, how come?" He peered at Tommy through the semidarkness, see​ing only a vague white blur.
"Bacteria. You remember from your science book, don't you, that bacteria generate heat? So O.K., here is the warmth, darkness, and moisture that bacteria require, and we have one of nature's own little furnaces free of charge."
"Heat like in a compost heap, you mean?"
"Sure. As the bacteria multiply, more heat is generated. Mr. Oglethorpe told us what can happen to damp hay stored in a barn, only then it's called spontaneous combustion, but it's still caused by bacteria, just the same."
"I'll take your word for it. Right now I just want to warm up enough to get the chill out of my bones," Billy said. He tugged at a leaf tatter and pulled it over himself and lay back with a sigh. "This is better," Billy muttered sleepily.
Tommy yawned widely, settling back into a more com​fortable position, but he didn't go to sleep.
"Billy."
"Huh?"
"You asleep?"
"Yeah," Billy answered with a groan intended to ward off any more questions.
"Boy, we sure learned our lesson about sticking our noses into something where they didn't belong," Tommy said ruefully.
Billy shifted. "Don't forget whose big idea it was," he re​minded Tommy.
"I know, and gee, Billy, you don't know how sorry I am, but, gee whiz, I still can't figure out what went wrong."
"We took the wrong stuff, you sap," Billy said with a snort.
"I know that. What I mean, is, well, there was the H-735 written on the record of the giant guinea pig, you saw it yourself."
"But we couldn't read the other writing, of course, it was kind of smeared, and the light wasn't any too good," Billy commented in a more wide-awake tone.
"Yeah, that's right, still. .."
"Just as you said, we shouldn't stick our noses in where they don't belong. What I can't figure out is that if we took the stuff that shrunk the horses, how come we did as well as we did playing football? Heck, we were shrinking, and we were already half pints as it was."
"That part is easier to explain, at least I think it is." Tommy's voice came slow and thoughtfully through the darkness. "We overcame a mental block because we thought we were getting bigger and stronger."
"You mean it was all in our heads?"
"Why not? Once we thought we were something we weren't, why, we just played harder."
"What prize saps we were!" Billy said disgustedly.
"Maybe, but then maybe not, Billy. It just goes to show that if people want to do something badly enough, they can succeed if they try hard enough. I know I've learned some​thing from this."
"So have I, and I'll bet it isn't the same thing you're think​ing about," Billy said heavily.
"Look, Billy, I'm just as sorry about all of this mess as you are. Do you think I enjoy being this small?"
"No, I guess not, but just the same, if you weren't so darned curious it wouldn't have happened."
"You didn't have to try the H-735, no one forced you to," Tommy reminded Billy with heat.
"I got a right to say what I think, don't I?" Billy returned.
"Look, we won't get very far if we keep arguing back and forth. Heck, Billy, if we get out of this, I'll even give you my first baseman's mitt," Tommy offered.
"A lot of good that's liable to do me, so you're safe enough making the offer, and you know it."
"We'll get out of this somehow, you just wait and see."
"What else can I do but wait and see? Aw, Tommy, I'm sorry, but I'm scared, and I don't care who knows it."
"So am I scared, Billy. We've always been pals, and we'll get through this together. Now let's get to sleep."
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Billy wrinkled his nose.
"I wouldn't eat that on a bet," he said with disdain.
Tommy pretended to munch with great relish, even smack​ing his lips.
"Go ahead and starve," Tommy said airily, But that was too much for Billy. He began to chew on the white portion of the grass, but he showed his displeasure.
"You call this food? Ugh."
"Food and water," Tommy said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
"Well, it does taste kind of like celery," Billy reluctantly admitted.
"Now if we could find a mulberry for our breakfast fruit, we'd be all right," Tommy said, craning his neck around. But there were no mulberries.
"Hey, Tommy, what are we going to wear? I feel a little silly going around in my birthday suit."
Tommy laughed. Until now he hadn't thought much about their nakedness, especially with the warm sun shining.
"Tommy the Tailor will now take measurements for your suit," Tommy said.
"Aw, cut it out, Tommy. You're not funny," Billy groused. The light breakfast on the grass shoot had merely whetted his appetite.
Tommy became practical. "We will need some kind of pro​tection from the rough undersurface of grass to keep it from scratching us too much."
"What do you mean?"
Tommy took Billy's hand by way of answer and rubbed it downward on the underside of a grass blade.
"Ouch, ouch, hey!" Billy yelled, jerking his hand away.
"See what I mean?"
"You don't need to act so smart," Billy said.
"We'll shred some fibers from this plantain leaf and use it for thread. That way we can make ourselves simple leaf tunics." Suiting action to words, Tommy began to tug at a broad green leaf and stripped long fibers from it. Billy watched him long enough to get the idea and began to do likewise.
"We can afford a new suit each day if we want one," Tommy said.
Billy managed a weak grin at this nonsense.
Troublesome as was the job of fashioning the tunics, the boys finally completed them and shrugged them over their heads.
Tommy took the sliver of wood he had used to hack at the grass blade and scraped it over a pebble, which, of course, looked like a boulder to the boys.
"What are you doing?"
"Putting a point on it. We'll need some kind of weapon."
Billy glanced nervously over his shoulder. "Weapon!"
Tommy looked businesslike as he slipped his hand over the haft of his newly made spear.
"You never know," he said, then added, "You better make one for yourself."
"Oh, gosh, oh, gosh," Billy complained, but he didn't take very long to locate a suitable twig.
On the point end of his spear Tommy had sharpened a tapering edge along one side, and it was this cutting edge that he swung against the rank growth of grass to clear a path.
"You're a regular little lawn mower," Billy said with whis​tling breath as he plied his own spear.
The spirit of adventure asserted itself, and the boys felt an uplift in spirits. Tommy led the way with Billy a short dis​tance behind. Occasionally a blade of grass would whip back in their faces, and they would duck in their heads like turtles retreating into shells, letting the leaf tunics take the force of the rough edges.
"We're making good time, but where are we going?" Billy panted.
"I'm following the directions given by the sun. In the morning the shadows lean toward the west. Right now I calculate we're going north," Tommy answered.
"How long do you think it will take for us to get home?" Billy was anxious to know.
"Well, I can't really tell until I see how far we get today."
"Gosh, when I read how few miles the pioneers made in their covered wagons I thought that was pretty slow, but, gee, Tommy, it will seem like forever before we get home."
"Getting home isn't all there is to our problem, Billy," Tommy said seriously.
"Huh?"
"We have to be discovered, and it is up to us to see that somehow someone sees us and is able to help us."
"Gosh, yes," Billy said in a troubled voice. His newly ac​quired good spirits were fading rapidly.
Tommy hefted his spear and stepped forward. "So the best thing is for us to keep going. It better be to your house, be​cause your father will know what to do."
At the mention of his father Billy took a more confident step. "Dad will get us out of this mess somehow."
The boys pushed through the heavy mat of grass, then abruptly they were on the fringe of a clearing.
Billy collided with Tommy. "Why don't you tell me when you're going to stop like that?"
"Sshh."
Straining slightly forward, making an obvious effort to con​trol his breathing, Billy looked over Tommy's shoulder. His eyes followed the direction in which Tommy's arm was pointing.
"I don't see anything," Billy whispered.
"There, over there to the right. See 'em?"
Billy's eyes widened. "Ants, big black ants!"
"Ssshh. Don't move. They may not see us." Tommy barely whispered, his own voice tight with suspense.
Several ants tugged at an unknown object, seemingly in​tent upon their task. Evidently the object, whatever it was, was lodged between two stones, and they were struggling to free it.
One of the ants paused, its antennae wavering, then bend​ing forward from its triangular head. Billy could hear Tommy catch his breath.
"It smells us and doesn't know what to do about it. Ants use their antennae to smell and feel with."
The ant backed up undecidedly, but its antennae were still bent in the direction of the boys trying to slip unnoticed into the protective grass jungle.
Now the boys could hear the rasp of antennae rubbed against antennae as the ants raced excitedly back and forth.
"What are they doing?" Billy tugged at Tommy.
"That's the way they talk to each other. Sshh."
The ants scurried from one to another, but always stopping to rub antennae or to rear up on their thin, jointed legs. Slowly those antennae would bend forward, almost as if they were pointing to where the two boys were hidden.
"They still don't know what to make of us," Tommy said, then his voice took a shrill pitch. "Here they come! Run!"
Yelling loudly, the boys crashed into the tangle of grass, floundering, falling, struggling to their feet with panting breath, frantic with dry-mouthed terror, looking over their shoulders, feeling the sting of grass against their bodies now almost stripped of their tunics.
Strong mandibles seized Tommy's leg. He fell heavily, twisting and turning, striking at his adversary with his spear, but the blows fell harmlessly against the ant's chitin exo-skelton, the horny outside covering of the insect. The ant swung him bodily from the ground, but the leverage and the squirming boy were against it, and Tommy crashed to earth with jarring impact. Through a blur of vision Tommy could see Billy rising and falling, clutched within the steely strength of those relentless jaws.
Dazedly the boys tried to pry against those hard mandi​bles, but they lacked the strength to force them apart. Other ants seized them with jaws that closed like pliers on flailing arms and legs, and the boys were borne bumping and bounc​ing through the grass.
Blotted visions of light and darkness were barely discerni​ble on that nightmarish journey that seemed endless. How long or how far they traveled could only be guessed, but to the captives the rough trek was endless. Numbness had re​placed pain, and Tommy dimly realized he was in a partial state of shock. Finally the ants reached their destination, and although they temporarily dumped their load, the boys had the sensation that they were still moving. The jumble of im​pressions began to clear, and the boys staggered to their feet. Surrounding them in a very agitated state was a circle of black ants. The boys drew together as antennae brushed against them.
"Boy, they're strong," Billy said, rubbing his arms to re​store circulation.
"So far the man scent has them puzzled, and that may be in our favor," Tommy speculated.
"What do you think they'll do with us?"
Tommy shook his head. "That's hard to say. We'll either be food or slaves, I'd guess."
Billy groaned, and the circle of ants pressed closer at the sound. "Sounds great, real great." Billy's voice was heavy with discouragement. Tommy bit his lip, but he didn't say anything. What more could be said?
One line of ants pressed even closer, and the boys stepped backward, aware that they were being herded but helpless to do anything about it. Tommy tripped, but he quickly scrambled to his feet before one of the captors could seize him in those hard jaws.
"Help!" Billy screamed, then his voice was muffled. Tommy jerked around, eyes wide, then with a loud scream of his own he plummeted into the ant hill shaft.
Tommy's fall was broken by a soft object, but by the way the object groaned he knew he had fallen on top of Billy who was also sprawled at the bottom of the shaft.
"Oooohhh!" Billy let out his breath.
Shaking his friend, Tommy peered into the face that was indistinct in the dim light. "Billy, Billy, are you all right?"
"I wish I were dead," Billy muttered, but there was anger in his tone, and Tommy grinned with relief.
"We may be shaken up, but we're still very much alive." Tommy encouraged.
Billy sat up and rubbed the back of his head.
"You weigh a ton," he said ungraciously, but Tommy was no longer heeding him. Instead, he was bracing himself against the side of the shaft, looking upward.
"It's a long way up there," Tommy said finally.
"Don't these anthills have secret entrances and exits?"
"Sure. Why didn't I think of that?" Tommy said.
"Because I did," Billy said, wanting to take credit for at least one idea.
Dropping to their hands and knees, the boys began to crawl through a right-hand tunnel. Tommy, who was in the lead, could feel Billy reach out to clutch at his ankle for reassurance.
Billy grabbed at Tommy's ankle with more force. "Hey, it's getting dark in here. Besides, we're going down, not up."
"Maybe there is a side tunnel from this one," Tommy panted. "There is. Come on."
"Not so fast, not so fast."
"Wish I had a flashlight," Tommy snickered.
"For pete's sake, can't you ever cut out the clowning?" Billy groused between gasping breaths.
"Ssshh. I can hear ants. Sounds like they're in some kind of a chamber next to this tunnel."
"Yeah, I can hear 'em, too."
The boys lay quietly, each trying to breathe more silently, both afraid they could be heard. Tommy wriggled forward on his stomach.
"Tommy, where are you?"
Billy let out a smothered exclamation as his face encoun​tered Tommy's foot.
"Back up... back up.  Hurry!  What's  the matter with you?"
"I'm stuck. I can't move," Billy whimpered.
"Ssshh."
Ages passed as they lay there on their stomachs in the dark tunnel.
"Try to move again, Billy," Tommy finally said. He could hear his companion grunt.
"It's no use," Billy said breathlessly.
"You can't give up. Keep trying. Grab my foot and I'll try to help pull you forward." The groping hand closed on Tommy's ankle.
The heavy breathing and sharp gasps filled the narrow confines of the tunnel. Tommy strained on braced arms, his fingers reaching out to dig into the hard-packed earth.
"I'm loose! Hey, Tommy, I'm loose!" Billy's voice cried elatedly, the relief obvious in that hectic moment.
"I feel cool air on my face," Tommy said.
"Boy, oh, boy, oh, boy," was Billy's happy babbling com​ment to this news. "Hurry up, let's get out of here."
An acrid odor stung their nostrils.
"What the ... ?" Billy tried to choke back his fear.
"Put your ear to the ground, Billy. Hear the noise? Sounds like rushing feet, like ants swarming all over the place."
"Yeah, I can hear it. Gee, Tommy, what is going on?"
"Something's wrong, that's for sure."
The boys were now in a small chamber staring at the dim patch of light at the end of the ramp-like tunnel. Then that light was blotted out. Forms rushed toward them, and the sharp odor almost stifled them.
Tommy pressed back against Billy.
"Invaders!" he yelled into Billy's ear.
6 BONDS OF SILK

A SEETHING mass of red ants tumbled into the tunnel, their wide jaws opening and closing like serrating shears on the hapless defenders. The strong odor became all the more overpowering, clogging the air and bringing tears into the eyes of the boys from its very acidity at such close quarters. Pressing and groping against the damp earth walls, the boys tried to ease past the red and black adversaries locked in combat.
The element of surprise was too much for the defenders of the hill. Even to the inexperienced boys unversed in ant battles, it was evident that the red forces were overpowering the black. The boys again felt cool air bathing their perspir​ing faces, and they gulped down mouthfuls of the fresh air, stumbling in their haste to reach safety.
"Un ... help!"
Chitinous jaws, red jaws closed on them, uncompromising jaws that didn't relinquish their grips. Other ants shoved them forward ungently staring at them with fierce opaque eyes.
Tommy twisted to face Billy. "Watch your chance to escape."
Billy nodded his head to show that he understood, but his mouth grimaced from the pain.

To the amazement of the boys the black ants seemed to ac​cept their captivity with docility as they marched in a silent long column between their captors. Slavery was an old cus​tom among ants.
The boys fell into line and were released by the soldiers who had ushered them into place. They trudged along, heads bowed, rubbing their bodies to restore circulation and relieve cramped muscles.
Lesser insects scurried to make room for the marching ants, intimidated by a warning instinct strange to them​selves. But this was danger—that they somehow knew.
"How are you feeling, Billy?"
"O.K., I guess."
"Good. When I give the signal, run for it. Stick close to me because we don't want to get separated," Tommy advised.
"Right," Billy returned with pressed lips.
"I'll dash to the right, no, not yet, wait until I give the signal."
The grim march continued to wend its way through the grass, but the vegetation was more sparse, leaving almost plainlike open spaces.
"Get ready, Billy, and remember, keep going. Don't stop for anything, or we'll wish we hadn't," was Tommy's grim warning. Billy involuntarily shuddered.
"Now!"
Both boys burst through the right column and sprinted across the clearing, not looking backward, running with all the speed they could muster. Panting almost hysterically, they reached the jungle of grass, but they did not stop. Dodg​ing,  twisting, running, falling, clutching, all with frantic
frenzy, their only intent was to put as much distance as pos​sible between them and their recent captors.
Sobbing and clutching his side, Billy fell face down.
"I can't run any farther," he gasped.
"Get up!" Tommy grabbed Billy by the arm and pulled him to his feet, almost falling down himself from the strain.
"Are they coming?" Billy threw a fearful look over his shoulder.
The boys cocked their heads as they listened intently, then their eyes probed the recesses of the grass jungle.
"No sign of them," Tommy finally said with obvious relief. He released Billy's arm and sank wearily to the ground. Billy flopped down beside him.
"Whew. Boy, I'm trembly all over," Billy said in a voice jerky from irregular breathing.
"Me, too," Tommy admitted.
"Sure could stand a drink of water. My throat feels like it's on fire. Kind of aches when I swallow." Billy illustrated by swallowing with great difficulty.
"We better keep moving," Tommy said as he got to his feet.
"What about a drink of water?" Billy scrambled up.
"We can always get moisture from growing plants. I'm more concerned about finding food. We've had very little to eat, and if we're going to keep our strength up, we need food."
"Yeah, but what?" Billy shrugged.
"We'll find something," Tommy said optimistically.
Once more they began their tedious trek that twisted and turned through grass, weeds, and decaying debris. Stripes of
