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DRM AND N0 €V

By Rlfred Bester

The last living man on a world rendered utterly lifeless
by all-consuming fire—how could he start life alone?

Illustrated by Schneeman

Crane knew this must be the sea-  knowledge that clung to his torn,
coast. Instinet told him; but more feverish brain told him; the stars

than instinct, the few shreds of that had shown at night through the
AST—-3k
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rare breaks in the clouds, and his
compass that still pointed a trem-
bling finger north. That was strang-
est of all, Crane thought. Though
a welter of chaos, the Earth still re-
tained its polarity.

It was no longer a coast; there was
no longer any sea. Only the faint
line of what had been a cliff, stretch-
ing north and south for endless miles,
A line of gray ash, The same gray
ash and cinders that lay behind him;
the same gray ash that stretched be-
fore him. Fine silt, knee-deep, that
swirled up at every motion and
choked him. Cinders that scudded
in dense mighty clouds when the
mad winds blew. Cinders that were
churned to viscous mud when. the
frequent rains fell. -

The sky was jet overhead. The
black clouds rode high and were
pierced with shafts of sunlight that
marched swiftly over the Earth.
Where the light struck a cinder
storm, it was filled with gusts of
dancing, gleaming particles. Where
it played through rain it brought the
arches of rainbows into being. Rain
fell; cinder-storms blew; light thrust
down——together,
continually in a jig saw of black and
white violence. So it had been for
months. So it was over every mile
of the broad Earth.

Crane passed the edge of the ashen
cliffs and began crawling down the
even slope that had once been the
ocean bed. ‘He had been traveling
so long that all sense of pain had left
him. He braced elbows and dragged
his body forward. Then he brought
his right kriee under him and reached
forward with elbows again. Elbows,
knee, elbows, knee— He had for-
gotten what it was to walk.

Life, he thought dazedly, is won-
derful. It adapts itself to anythmg
H it must crawl, it crawls. - Callous
forms on the elbows and knees. The

alternately and’

neck and shoulders toughen. The
nostrils learn to snort away the ashes
before they inhale. The bad leg
swells and festers. It numbs, and
presently it will rot and fall off.

“I beg_pardon,” Crane said, “I
didn’t quite get that—"

He peered up at the tall figure be-
fore him and tried to understand the
words. It was Hallmyer. He wore
his stained lab jacket and his gray
hair was awry. 'Hallmyer stood deh-
cately on top of the ashes and Crane
wondered why he could see the scud-
ding cinder clouds through his body.

“How do you like your world,
Stephen?” Hallmyer asked.

Crane shook his head miserably.

“Not very pretty, eh?” said Hall-
myer. “Look around you. Dust,
that’s all; dust and ashes. Crawl,
Stephen, crawl. You’ll find nothing
but dust and -ashes—”

Hallmyer produced a goblet of
water from nowhere. It was clear
and cold. Crane could see the fine
mist of dew on its surface and his
mouth was suddenly coated with dry
grit.

“Hallmyer!” he cried. He tmed to
get to his feet and reach for the
water, but the jolt of pain in his right
leg warned him. He crouched back.

Hallmyer sipped and then spat in
his face. The water felt warm.

“Keep crawling,” said Hallmyer
bitterly. “Crawl round and round
the face of the Earth. You'll find
nothing but dust and ashes—" He
emptied the goblet on the ground
before Crane. “Keep crawling. How
many miles? Figure it out for your-
self. Pi-R-Square. The radius is
eight thousand or so—"

He was gone, jacket and goblet
Crane realized ‘that rain was falling
again. He pressed his face into the
warm sodden cinder mud, opened his
mouth and tried to suck the mois-
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ture. He groaned and presently
‘began crawling.

There was an instinct that drove
him on. He had to get somewhere.
It was associated, he knew, with the
sea—with the edge of the sea. At
the shore of the sea something waited
for him. Something that would help
him understand all this. He had to
get to the sea—that is, if there were
a sea any more.

THE THUNDERING rain beat his
back like heavy planks. Crane
paused and yanked the kmapsack
around to his side where he probed
in it with one hand. It contained
exgctly three things. A pistol, a bar
of chocolate and a can of peaches.
All that was left of two months’ sup-
plies. The chocolate was pulpy and
spoiled. Crane knew he had best
eat it before all value rotted away.
But in another day he would lack
the strength to open the can. He
pulled it out and attacked it with the
opener. By the time he had pierced
and pried away a flap of tin, the rain
had passed.

As he munched the fruit and
sx ped the juice, he watched the wall

rain marching before him down
the slope of the ocean bed. Torrents
of water were gushing through the
mud. Small channels had already
been cut—channels that would be
new rivers some day. A day he
would never see. A day.that no liv-
ing thing would ever see. As he
flipped the empty can aside, Crane
thought: The last living thing on
Earth eats its last meal. Metabolism
plays-its last act.

Wind would follow the rain. In
the endless weeks that he had been
crawling, he had learned that. Wind
would come in a few minutes and
flog him with its clouds of cinders
and ashes. He crawled forward,

bleary eyes searching the flit gray
miles for cover.
Evelyn tapped his shoulder.
Crane knew it was she before he

‘turned his head. She stood along-

side, fresh and gay in her bright
dress, but her lovely face was puck-
ered with: alarm.

“Stephen,” she cried, “you’ve got
to hurry!”

He could only admire the way her
smooth honey hair waved to her
shoulders.

“Oh darling!” she said, “you’ve
been hurt!” Her quick gentle hands
touched his legs,a.nd back. : Crane

- nodded.

- “Got it landmg,” he said. “I
wasn’t used to a parachute. I al-
ways thought you came down gently
—like plumping onto a bed. But
the gray earth came up at me like a
fist— And Umber was fighting
around. in my arms. ‘I couldn’t let
him drop, could I?”

“Of course not, dear—" Evelyn
said.

“So I just held on to him and tried
to get my legs under me,” Crane said.
“And then something smashed my
legs and side—"

He paused, wondering how much
she knew. of what really had hap-
gened. He didn’t want to frighten

er

“Evelyn, darling— ” he said, try-
ing to reach up his arms.

“No dear,” she said. She looked
back in fright. “You’ve got to hurry
You’ve got to watch out: behmd"’

“The cinder storms?” He grim-
?.ced. “I've been through them be-

ore.” .

“Not the storms!” Evelyn cried.
“Something else. Oh, Stephen—"

Then she was gone, but Crane
knew she had spoken the truth.
There was something behind—some-
thing that had been following him all
those weeks. Far in the back of his
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mind he had sensed the menace, It
was closing in on him like a shroud.
He shook his head. Somehow that
was impossible. He was the last
living thing on Earth. How could
there be a menace?

The wind roared behind him, and
an instant later came the heavy
clouds of cinders and ashes. Th
lashed over him, biting his skin. Wi

g eyes, he saw the way they
coated the mud and covered it with &
fine dry carpet. Crane drew his
knees under him and covered his
head with his arms. With the knap-
sack as a pillow, he prepared to wait
out the storm. It would pass as
quickly as the rain.

‘The stdrm whipped up a great be-
wilderment in his sick head. Like
a child he pushed at the pieces of his
memory, trying to fit them together.
Why was Hellmyer so bitter toward
him? It couldn’t have been that
argument, could it?

What argument?

Why, that one before all this hap-
pened.

Oh that! '

Abruptly, the pieces fitted. them-
selves together.

CrANE sTOOD alongside the sleek
lines of his ship and admired it
tremendously. The roof of the shed
had been removed and the nose of
theshlphmstedsotha.tltrestedona
cradle pointed toward the sky. A
workman was carefully burnishing
the inner surfaces of the rocket jets.

The muffied sounds of an argu-
ment came from within the ship and
then a heavy clanking. * Crane ran
up the short iron ladder to the port
and thrust his head inside. A few
feet beneath him, two men were
buckling the long tanks of ferrous
solution into place,

“Easy there,” Crane called.
“Want to knock the ship apart?”

Onelooked up and grinned. Crane
knew what he Wras thinking. That
the ship would tear itself apart.
Everyone said that. Everyone ex-
cept Evelyn. She had faith in him.
Hallmyer never said it either. But
Hallmyer thought he was crazy inm
another way. As he descended the
ladder, Crane saw Hallmyer come
into the shed, lab jacket flying. .

“Speak of the devil!” Crane mut-
tered.

Hallmyer began shouting as soon
as he saw Crane. “Now listen—"

“Not all over again,” Crane said.

Hallmyer dug a sheaf of papers
out of his pocket and waved it under
Crane’s nose.

“I’ve been up half the night,” he
said, “working it through again. 1
tell you I'm right. I'm absolutely

t—”

Crane looked at the tight-written
equations and then at Hallmyer’s
bloodshot eyes. The man was half
mad with fear.

“For the last time,” Hallmyer
went on. “You’re using your nmew
catalyst on iron solution. All right.
I grant that it’s a miraculous dis-
covery. I give you credit for that.”

Miraculous was hardly the word
for it. Crane knew that without
conceit, for he realized he’d only
stumbled on it. You had to stumble
on a catalyst that would induce
atomic disintegration of iron and
give 10 x 10 foot-pounds of energy
for every gram of fuel. No man was
sma.rt enough to think all that up

y himself.
“You don’t think I'll make it?”

Crane asked.
“To the Moon? Around the
Moon? ‘Maybe. You've got a

fifty-fifty chance.” Hallmyer ran
fingers &rough his lank hair. “But
for God’s sake, Stephen, I'm not
worried about you. If you want to

Idll yourself, that’s your own affair.
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It’s the Earth I'm worried about—"

“Nonsense. Go home and sleep it
off.”

“Look”—Hallmyer pointed to the
sheets of paper with a shaky hand—
“no matter how you work the feed
and mixing system you can’t get one
hundred percent eﬂic1ency in the
mixing and discharge.”

“That’s what makes it a ﬁfty-ﬁfty
chance,” Crane said. “So what’s
bothering you?”

“The catalyst that will escape
through the rocket tubes. Do you
realize what it'll do if a drop hits
the Earth? It’ll start a chain of iron
disintegrations that’ll envelope the
globe. It’ll reach out to every iron
atom—and there’s iron everywhere.
There won’t be any Earth left for
you to return to—"

“Llsten, Crane said wearily,

“we’ve been through all this be-
fore.”

He took Hallmyer to the base of
the rocket cradle. Beneath the iron
framework was a two-hundred-foot
pit, fifty feet wide and lined with
firebrick.

“That’s for the initial discharge
flames.
through, it’ll be trapped in this pit
and taken care of by the secondary
reactions. Satisfied now?” B

“But while you’re in flight,” Hall-
myer persisted, “you’ll be endanger-
ing the Earth until you’re-beyond
Roche’s limit. Every drop of non-
activated catalyst will eventually
sink back to the ground and—"

“For the very last time,” Crane
said grimly, “the flame of the
rocket discharge takes care of that.
It will envelop any escaped particles
and destroy them. Now get out.
I've got work to do.”

As he pushed him to the door,
Hallmyer screamed and waved his
arms. “I won’t let you do it!” he
repeated over and over. “I’ll find

If any of the catalyst goes

some way to stop you. I won’t let
you do it—"

Work? No, it was sheer intoxica-
tion to labor over the ship. It had
the fine beauty of a well-made thing.
The beauty of polished armor, of ‘a
balanced swept-hilt rapier, of a pair
of matched guns. There was no
thought of danger and death in
Crane’s mjnd as he wiped his hands

with waste after the last touches

were finished. v

She lay in the cradle ready to
pierce the skies. Fifty feet of slen-
der steel, the rivet heads gleaming
like jewels. Thirty feet were given
over to fuel the catalyst. Most
of the forward compartment con-
tained the spring hammock Crane
had devised to take up the initial
acceleration shock. The ship’s nose
was a solid mass of natural quartz
that stared upward like a cyclopian
eye.

Crane thought: She’ll dle after this
trip. She’ll return to the Earth and
smash in a blaze of fire and thunder,
for there’s no way yet of devising a
safe landing for a rocket ship. But
it’s worth it. She’ll have had her one
great flight, and that’s all any of
us should want. One great beauti-
ful flight into the unknown—

As he looked the workshop door,
Crane heard Hallmyer shouting from
the cottage across the fields.
Through the evenmg gloom he could
see him waving frantically. He
trotted through the crisp .stubble,
breathing the sharp air deeply, grate-
ful to be alive.

“It’s Evelyn on the phone,” Hall-
myer said.

Crane stared at him. Hallmyer
was acting peculiarly. He refused to
meet his eyes.

“What’s the idea?” Crane asked. “I
thought we agreed that she wasn’t to
call—wasn’t to get in touch with me



until I was ready to start? You been
putting 1deas into her head? Is this
the way you’re gomg to stop me?”

Hallmyer said: “No—" and studi-
ously examined the indigo horizon.

Crane went into his study and

picked up the phone.
* “Now listen, darling,” he said
without preamble, “there’s no sense
getting alarmed now. I explained
everything very carefully. Just be-
fore the ship- crashes, I take to a
parachute and float down as happy
and gentle as Winken, Blinken and
Nod. I love you very much and
I’ll see you Wednesday when I start.
So long—"

“Good-by, sweetheart,” Evelyn’s
clear voice said, “and is that what
you called me for?”

“Called you!”

A brown hulk disengaged itself
from the hearth rug and lifted itself
to strong legs. Umber, Crane’s Great
Dane, sniffed and cocked an ear.
Then he whined.

“Did you say I called you?” Crane
-shouted.

Umber’s throat suddenly poured
forth a bellow. He reached Crane in
a single bound, looked up into his
face and whined and roared all at
once.

“Shut up, you monster!” Crane
said. He pushed Umber away with
his foot.

“Give Umber a kick for me,” Eve-
lyn laughed. *Yes, dear. Someone
called and said you wanted to speak
to me.”

“They did, eh? Look, honey, I'll
call you back—"

Crane hung up. He arose doubt-

fully and watched Umber’s uneasy

actions. Through the windows, the
late evening glow sent flickering
shadows of orange light. Umber
gazed at the light, sniffed and bel-
lowed again. Suddenly struck,
Crane leaped to the window.
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Across the fields a solid mass of
flame thrust high into the air, and
within it was the fast-crumbling
walls of the workshop. Silhouetted
against the blaze, the figures of half
a dozen men darted and ran.

“Good heavens!” Crane cried.

He shot out of the cottage and
with Umber ‘hard at his heels,
sprinted toward the shed. As he ran
he could see the graceful nose of the
spaceship within the core of heat,
still looking cool and untouched. If

only he could reach it before the

flames softened its metal and started
the rivets.

The workmen trotted up to him,
grimy and panting. Crane gaped
at them in a mixture of fury and be-
wilderment.

* “Hallmyer!” he shouted. “Hall-
myer!”

Hallmyer pushed through the
crowd. His eyes were wild and

gleamed with triumph.

“Too bad,” he sald “I’'m  sorry.
Stephen—" .

“You swine!” Crane shouted.

“You' frightened old man!” He
grasped Hallmyer by the lapels
and shook him just once. Then he
dropped him and started into the
shed. °*

Hallmyer cried something and an
instant later a body hurtled against
Crane’s calves and spilled him to the
ground. He lurched to his feet, fists
swinging. Umber was alongslde,
growling over the roar of the flames.
Crane smashed a man in the face,
and saw him stagger back against a
second. He lifted a knee in a vicious
drive that sent the last man crump-
ling to the ground. Then he ducked
his head and plunged into the shop.

The scorch felt cool at first, but
when he reached the ladder and
began mounting to the port, he
screamed with the agony of his
burns. Umber was howling at the
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foot of the ladder, and Crane real-
ized that the dog could never escape
from the rocket blasts. He reached
down and hauled Umber into the
ship.

Crane was reeling as he closed and
locked the port. He retained con-
sciousness barely long enough to set-
tle himself in the spring hammock.
Then instinct alone prompted his
hands to reach out toward the con-
trol board. Instinct and the frenzied
refusal to let his beautiful ship waste
itself in the flames. He would fail—
Yes. But he would fail, trying.

His fingers tripped the switches.
The ship shuddered and roared.
And blackness descended over him.

How roNe was he unconscious?

There was no telling. Crane awoke
with cold pressing against his face
and body, and the sound of fright-
ened yelps in his ears. Crane looked
up and saw Umber tangled in the
springs and straps of the hammock.
.His first impulse was to laugh; then
suddenly he realized. He had looked
up! He had looked up at the ham-
mock. , ;
He was lying curled in the cup of
the quartz nose. The ship had risen
high—perhaps almost to Roche’s
zone, to the limit of the Earth’s
gravitational attraction, but then
without guiding hands at the controls
to continue its flight, had turned
and was dropping back toward
Earth. Crane peered through . the
crystal and gasped.

Below him was the ball of the
Earth. It looked three times the
size of the Moon. And it was no
longer his Earth. It was a globe of
fire mottled with black clouds. At
the northernmost pole there was a
tiny patch of white, and even as
‘Crane watched, it was suddenly
blotted over with hazy tones of red,

21

scarlet and crimson. Hallmyer had
been right. :

Be lay frozen in the cup of the
nose for hours as the ship descended,
watching the flames gradually fade
away to leave nothing but the dense
blanket of black around the Earth.
He lay numb with horror, unable to
understanid—unable to reckon up-a
billion people snuffed out, a green
fair planet reduced to ashes and cin-
ders. His family, home, friends,
everything that was once dear and
close to him—gone. He could not
think of Evelyn. ‘

Air, whistling outside awoke some
instinct in him. The few shreds of
reason left told him to go down with
his ship and forget everything in the
thunder and destruction, but the in-
stinct of life forced him to his feet,
He climbed up to the store chest and
prepared for the landing. Para-
<chute, a small oxygen tank-—a knap-
sack of supplies. Only half aware of
what he was doing he dressed for the
descent, buckled on the ’chute and
opened the port. Umber whined
pathetically, and he took thé heavy
dog in his arms and stepped out into
space. =

But space hadn’t been so clogged,
the way it was now. Then it had
been difficult to breathe. But that
was because the air had been rare—
not filled with dry clogging grit like
now.

Every breath was a lungful of
ground glass—or ashes—or cinders—

« The pieces of memory sagged
apart. Abruptly he was in the pres-
ent again—a dense black present
that hugged him with soft weight
and made him fight for breath.
Crane struggled in mad panic, and
then relaxed.

It had happened before. A long
time past he’d been buried deep
under ashes when he’d stopped to re-
member. Weeks ago—or days—or
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months. Crane clawed with his
hands, inching forward through the
mound of cinders that the wind had
thrown over him. Presently he
emerged into the light again. The
wind had died away. It was time
tobegmhlsmwltotheseaonce
more.

The vivid pictures of his memory
scattered again before the grim vista
that stretched out ahead. Crane
scowled. He remembered too much,
and too often. He had the vague
hope that if he remembered hard
enough, he might change one of the
things he had done—just a very lit-
tle thing—and then all this would
become untrue. He thought: It
might help if everyone remembered

. and wished at the same time—but
there isn’t any more everyone. I'm
the only one. I’'m the last memory
on Earth. I'm'the last life.

He crawled. ZElbows, knee, el-
‘bows, knee— And then Hallmyer
was crawling alongside and making
a great game of it. He chortled and
plunged in the cinders like a happy
sea lion.

Crane said: - “But why do we have
to get to the sea?”

Hallmyer blew a spume of ashes.

“Ask her,” he said, pointing to
Crane’s other side.

Evelyn was there, crawling seri-
ously, intently; mimicking Crane’s
smallest action.

“It’s because of our house,” she
said. . “You - remember our house,
darlmg?
were going to live there forever and
ever, breathing the ozone and taking
morning dips. I was there when you
left. Now you’re coming back tb

the house at the edge of the sea.

Your beautiful flight is over, dear,
and you’re coming back to me. We'll
live together just we two, like Adam
and Eve—"

" Crane said: “That’s nice.”

High on the diff. We

Then Evelyn turned her head and
screamed:  “Oh, Stephen! Watch
out!” and Crane felt the menace
closing in on him again. Still
crawling, he stared back at the vast
gray plains of ash, and saw nothing.
When he looked at Evelyn again he
saw only his shadow, sharp and
black. Presently, it, too, faded away
as st:; marching sha.ft of sunlight

But the dread remained. Evelyn
had warned him twice, and she was
always right. Crane stopped and
turned and settled himself to watch.
If he was really being followed, he
would see whatever it was, coming
along his tracks.

THERE Wis a painful moment of
lucidity. It cleaved through his
fever and bewilderment, bringing

with it the sharpness and strength

of a knife.

I'm going mad, he thought. The
corruption in' my leg has spread to
my brain. There is no Evelyn, no
Hallmyer, no menace. In all this
land there is no life but mine—and

‘even ghosts and spirits of the under-

world must have perished in the in-
ferno that girdled the planet. No—
there is nothing but me and my sick-
ness. I'm dying—and when I per-
ish, everything will perish. Only a
mass of lifeless cinders will go on.
But there was a movement.
Instinct again. Crane dropped
his head and played dead. Through
slitted eyes he watched the ashen
plains, wondering if death was play-

ing tricks w1t.h his eyes. Another
facade of rain was' beating down

toward him, and he hoped he could

‘make sure before all vision was

obliterated..
A quarter mile back, » gray-b
quarter mile a gray-brown
shape was flitting along the gray
surgeoe Despite the drone of the
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distant rain, Crane could hear the
whisper of trodden cinders and see
the little clouds kicking up. Stealth-
ily he groped for the revolver in the
knapsack as his mind reached feebly
ior explanations and recoiled from
ear.

The thing approached, and sud-
denly Crane squinted and under-
stood. He recalled Umber kicking
with fear and springing away from
him when the ’chute landed them on
the ashen face of the Earth.

“Why it’s Umber,” he murmured.
He raised himself. The dog halted.
“Here boy!” Crane croaked gayly.
“Here boy!”

He was overcome with joy. He
realized that a miserable loneliness

had hung over him, almost a horrible -

sensation of oneness in emptiness.
Now his was not the only life. There
was another. A friendly life that
could offer love and companionship.
Hope kindled again.

“Here boy!” he repeated.
on, boy—"

After a while he stopped trying to
snap his fingers. The Great Dane
hung back, showing fangs and a loll-
ing tongue. The dog was emaciated
to a skeleton and its eyes gleamed
red and ugly in the dusk. As Crane
called once more, mechanically, the

“Come

dog snarled. Puffs of ash leaped be-
neath its nostrils.

He’s hungry, Crane thouglit, that’s
all. He reached into the knapsack
and at the gesture the dog snarled
again. Crane withdrew the choco-
late bar and laboriously peeled off
the paper and silver foil. ~Weakly
he tossed it toward Umber. It fell far
short. After a minute of savage un-
cértainty, the dog advanced slowly
and gobbed up the food. Ashes pow-
dered its muzzle. It licked its chops

. ceaselessly and continued to advance

on Crane.

Panic jerked within him. A voice
persisted: This is no friend. He has
no love or companionship for you.
Love and companionship have van-
ished from the land along with life.
Now there is nothing left but hun-
ger.

“No—" Crane whispered. “That
isn’t right. We’re the last of life on
Earth. It isn’t right that we should
tear at each other and seek to de-
vour—"

Bur UmBER was advancing with a
slinking sidle, and his teeth showed
sharp and white. And even as Crane
stared at him, the dog snarled and
lunged.

Crane thrust up an arm under the



44 ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FICTION

dog’s muzzle, but the weight of the
charge carried him backward. He
cried out in agony as his broken,
swollen leg was struck by the weight
of the dog. With his free right hand
he struck weakly, again and again,
scarcely feeling the grind of teeth
gnawing his left arm. Then some-
thing metallic was pressed under him
and he realized he was lying on the
revolver he had let fall.

He groped for it and prayed the
cinders had not clogged its mechan-
ism. As Umber let go his arm and
tore at his throat, Crane brought
the gun up and jabbed the muzzle
blindly against the dog’s body. He
pulled and pulled the 4rigger until
the roars died away and only empty
clicks founded. Umber shuddered
in the ashes before him, his body
nearly shot in two. Thick scarlet
stained the gray.

Evelyn and Hallmyer looked down
sadly at the broken animal. Eve.
lyn was crying, and Hallmyer
reached nervous fingers through his
hair in the same old gesture.

“This is the finish, Stephen,” he
said. “You’ve killed part of your-

self. Oh—you’ll go on living, but

not all of you. You’d best bury that
corpse, Stephen. It’s the corpse of
your soul.” .

“I can’t,” Crane said. “The wind
will blow the ashes away.”

“Then burn it—"

It seemed that they helped him
thrust the dead dog into his knap-
sack. They helped him take off his
clothes and pack them underneath.
They cupped their hands around

the matches until the cloth caught

fire, and blew on the weak flame
until it sputtered and burned limply.
Crane crouched by the fire and
nirrsed it until nothing was left but
more gray ash. Then he turned and
once again began crawling down the

ocean bed. He was naked now.
There was nothing left of what-had-
been but his flickering little life.

He was too heavy with sorrow to
notice the furious rain that slammed
and buffeted him, or the searing
pains that were shooting through
his blackened leg and up his hip. He
crawled. Elbows, knee, elbows, knee
Woodenly, mechanically, apa-
thetic to everything. To the latticed
skies, the dreary ashen plains and
even the dull glint of water that lay
far ahead.

He knew it was the sea—what was
left of the old, or a new one in the
making. But it would be an empty,
lifeless sea that some day would lap
against a dry lifeless shore. This
would be a planet of rock and stone,
of metal and snow and ice and water,
but that would be all. No more
life. He, alone, was useless. He was
Adam, but there was no Eve.

Evelyn waved gayly to him from
the shore. She was standing along-
side the white cottage with the wind
snapping her dress to show the clean,
slender lines of her figure. And
when he came a little closer, she ran
out to him and helped him. She said
nothing—only placed her hands
under his shoulders and helped him
lift the weight of his héavy pain-rid-
den body And so at last he reached
the sea.

"It was real. He understood that.
For even after Evelyn and the cot-
tage had vanished, he felt the cool
waters bathe hlS face quetly—
Calmly—

Here’s the sea, Crane thought, and
here am I. Adam and no Eve. It’s
hopeless.

He rolled a little farther into the
waters. They laved his torn body.
Quietly— Calmly—

He lay with face ta the sky, peer-
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ing at the high menacing heavens,
and the bitterness within him welled
up.
“It’s not right!” he cried. “It’s
not right that all this should pass
away. Life is too beautiful to perish
at the mad act of one mad crea-
ture—"

Quietly the waters laved him.
Quietly—  Calmly— .

The sea rocked him gently, and
even the agony that was reaching up
toward his heart was no more than a
gloved hand. Suddenly the skies
split apart—for the first time in all
those months—and Crane stared up
at the stars. .

Then he knew. This was not the
end of life. There could never be an
end to life. Within his body, within
the rotting tissues that were rocking
gently in the sea was the source of
ten million-million lives. Cells—
tissues — bacteria — endamceba—
Countless infinities of life that would
take new root in the waters and live
long after he was gone.

They would live on his rotting re-
mains. They would feed on each
other. They would adapt themselves

to the new environment and feed on
the minerals and sediments washed
into this new sea. They would grow,
burgeon, evolve. Life would reach
out to the lands once more. It
would begin again the same old re-
repeated cycle that had begun per-
haps with the rotting corpse of some
last  survivor of interstellar travel.
It would happen over and over in the
future ages.

And then he knew what had
brought him back to the sea. There
need be no Adam—no Eve. Only
the sea, the great mother of life was
needed. The sea had called him
back to her depths that presently
life might emerge once more, and
he was content. .

Quietly the waters rocked him.
Quietly—  Calmly—the mother of
life rocked the last-born of the old
cycle who would become the first-
born of the new. And with glazing
eyes Stephen Crane smiled up at the
stars, . stars that were sprinkled
evenly across the sky. Stars that
had not yet formed into the familiar
constellations, norwould not for an-
other hundred million centuries.

THE END.



