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Minions of the Moon

By WILLIAM GRAY BEYER

This was the Dawn World, not Civilization's gloaming, that awoke
the centuries-entombed Mark. Fur-kilted hunters again roamed
Earth's forests. Wing-helmeted warriors plundered the dead-city
coasts. Only Evil had advanced, climbing to technological perfec-
tion. Mark, 20th-century man, marched to meet the renascent
terror with the slim weapons of the primitives.

I

reason to anything, Mark reflected

sleepily. In the first place, no such
healthy specimen as he had any business
with an inflamed vermiform appendix, And
certainly there was no sense in old "Chisel-
chin,” the physician, making him sign a
bunch of papers giving authority to zd-
minister his new anaesthetic. He could have
used it without asking permission, and no-
body would have been the wiser. He hadn't
asked the consent of the guinea pig he had
tried it on in the lab,

Mark chuckled, half awake. It seemed to
have worked, he decided, for here he was
coming out of it, sans pain—which meant
sans appendix.

Something was wrong however, he
mused, almost rousing himself to the task of
lifting his eyelids. One thing that bothered
him was a strong musty odor, one of the few
not usually found in a hospital. Another
annoyance was the hardness of his bed.

Attempting to rise, he received a jarring
thump on the head and fell back, With a
surge of panic he realized he was in a
coffin! A questing hand had encountered
nothing but hard cold stone on all sides.

Buried alive! He fought to calm himself.
The whole thing was probably a dream—
a result of the anaesthetic. People had such
dreams when under the influence of ether.

It had to be a dream. Yet why was he so
tacid, and why did he feel that trickle of
water advancing, inch by inch, down the
side of his face? Sensations were never
so clear in dreams.

54

THERE seemed to be no rhyme or

Abruptly he stirred, pressing his elbows
against the sides of the coffin. A swirling
cloud of dust choked him. The cloth of
his shroud had disintegrated, giving rise
to the msty odor and the dust which he
had disturbed. Centuries must have passed
since the operation!

With a burst of frenzy he pressed up-
ward against the lid of his coffin, Quite
unexpectedly it raised. A full foot of it
extended past the hinges, effectively counter-
balancing its grcat weight. He sat up.

A large domed, stone vault met his sur-
prised gaze. Two small windows admitted
cheerful beams of sunlight, He shielded his
eyes, stung by the sudden transition from
complete darkness.

Cautiously he climbed from the coffin,
half fearful that his legs would crack or
collapse under a weight they had not borne
for many years. He was surprised and re-
lieved to find that after stretching he seemed
as well and strong as before the appendix
trouble. A hasty examination disclosed that
the incision had healed nicely and left but
the thinnest of scars.

And here was a strange situation, Mark
decided. Instead of being alive and well,
he should be quite defunct. It was only
logical to expect his body to be in the same
deplorable state as the grave clothes which
fell in dust as he moved. His cyes chanced
upon the hinged top of the coffin. Whoever
had designed that counterbalanced lid had
evidently expected it to be lifted from the
inside. Most irregular indeed.

A more thorough inspection of his sur-
roundings revealed several additional irregu-
larities. The vault, he noticed, looked more
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like a locker room than a tomb, Its walls
were lined with shiny, stainless-steel cabi-
nets, the doors of which were sealed with
wax, There were so many of these that the
only bare spaces were those occupied by the
two small, paneless windows and a door.

On impulse he strode toward the latter
with the idea of seeing what the world
looked like outside. He caught himself
up short, however, when he saw his reflec-
tion in one of the shiny surfaces flanking
the door.

“That will never do,” he said aloud.
“There just might be someone 2around who
objects to nudism. Maybe I had better ex-
plore those lockers. Should be some clothes
mside if my guess is right.”

The sound reverberated hollowly inside
the vault, causing him to shiver in spite of
the warm breeze which was entering one of
the windows. His eyes cast about for some
implement with which to dig the hardened
wax from the cabinet doors. He found what
he sought—an ice pick of stainless steel,
which would serve the purpose nicely—
hanging from a hook above one of the
cabinets. With this discovery he found an-
other thing he hadn’t seen before. The
compartment beneath the ice pick was in-
scribed with the legend:

OPEN THIS ONE FIRST.

Mark obeyed the instructions without de-
lay. Removing the wax turned out to be
simple. Long strips of it lifted out of the
cracks as he slid the pick around the edges
of the door.

The cabinet contained a phonograph and
a large rack full of records. Mark noticed
that a record was already on the playing
disk so he wound the machine and started
it spinning. The welcome voice of old
“Chisel-chin” with its nasal twang, blared
forth from the horn:

“At the present time, which is twenty-two
years after the administration of the drug
which placed you in a state of suspended
animation, there is no discernible change
in your body. The flesh is soft, the blood
fluid; and X-ray photographs show all in-
ternal organs to be in perfect condition.
Following the operation you remained un-
conscious for more than two weeks—quite
sufficient time for the incision to heal—

before gradually falling into the state of
suspended animation in which your body
now lies.

“It is my belief that you may awaken
some day, although every attempt of mine
to bring you to life has failed. When this
may occur there is no way of guessing. A
hundred years may pass, or even a thousand.
It is with this thought in mind that I have
spent the last few years in preparing a rest-
ing place for your body which will survive
the ravages of time, and stocking it with
supplies which will enable you to live under
any adverse conditions which may prevail.

“I say this because in recent years the
world has gone from one devastating con-
flict to another, and with no end in sight.
There is every possibility that you will
awaken to find a world of barbarism, in
which mankind has fallen to a low state.
This is only a guess, but I have provided you
with weapons of the latest design with
which to defend yourself,

“There are also hunting rifles using cart-
ridges of small caliber, but far higher in
velocity than any in existence in your time,

“Knowing this, I chose weapons of light
caliber because of the smaller space needed
to store a large quantity of ammunition. In
the cabinets on the far wall is enough to last
a lifetime. It is interchangeable in sidearms
and rifles except in the case of the tiny hand-
machine-gun you will find. This weapon is
to be used at close quarters—less than a
hundred feet—and fires slugs smaller in
size than the needle in this phonograph.
They barely penetrate the skin at full range,
but a person hit by one drops instantly. The
tips of the needles are coated with a poison
which causes instant coma, lasting several
hours. Be careful how you handle them.

“There are several cabinets filled with
clothing of all kinds, made of the spun-
glass fabric which has become popular
in recent years. This cloth is durable and
not apt to disintegrate with time, being of
inorganic origin. Other compartments will
reveal a supply of preserved foods in glass
jars, quantities of distilled water—just in
case you aren't able to find natural water
in the vicinity—and tools and implements
of varied uses. The records in the rack may
furnish you amusement, if you find yourself
bored.

“In stocking this vault, I have included
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everything a man might need to survive in a
hostile environment. It is my sincere hope
that the nations of the world will settle their
difficulties and you will awake in a world
of peace and progress, but from present in-
dications it would seem that such is not to
be. These cabinets you see about you are
an old man’s best efforts to atone for a great
wrong.

"Goodbye and good luck, my boy.”

For a long minute, Mark allowed the
record to spin, after the voice had ceased,
then bestirred himself to turn off the
machine,

Picking up the ice pick he started to chip
away the wax which sealed the next cabinet.
He was beginning to get thirsty and hoped
to uncover some of the distilled water men-
tioned by the doctor. The task was barely
started when a voice suddenly shouted in
his ear: "North America!”

Mark instinctively ducked and whirled
to face the speaker. No one was there! He
leaned weakly against the cabinet, bathed
in cold perspiration, and wondered if his
long sleep had affected his brain. Then,
when their was no repetition of the astral
voice, he resumed his chipping, muttering
aloud. Abruptly he was interrupted again.

“Stop mumbling, my fine-feathered
corpse!” the voice scolded. * "Tis not seem-
ing. And besides, it's a nasty way to treat
a guest. If I were you I wouldn’t let my
eyes pop out like that. Somebody might
step on them.”

Mark, by this time firmly convinced of
his own insanity, decided to humor himself.

“No self-respecting corpse would enter-
tain an unattached voice in the privacy of
his own tomb,” he stated, returning to his
task, “You must bring your body when
calling, It is one of the first rules of eti-
quette.”

“The nerve of the cub!” the voice com-
plained, talking to itself. “And me an old
man when his ancestors were hanging by
their tails. All right, you perambulating
cadaver, here’s a body for you.”

1I

MARK resignedly turned around to see
what new trick his senses were going
to play on him. There, balanced on one foot
atop the coffin lid, arms outstretched, in a

pose that might have done credit to an
aesthetic dancer—a slightly cracked one—
was a well-muscled masculine figure, gazing
with a silly expression at the ce:ling. Mark
walked around the apparition and examined
it critically. No, really; this was going too
far.

“Look here. That won't do,” he said
firmly. “You'll have to get another. That's
mine you're wearing now.”

The figure floated gently down, seated
itself on the edge of the coffin, and assumed
the attitude of Rodin’s Thinker,

“You humans are the most specialized
sort of beings I've ever encountered,” he
marveled. “I've been studying your race
since early Grecian times, and I've never
seen two exactly alike. For instance, I re-
member 2 man who used to write poetry
in a Scotch dialect, and he bemoaned the fact
that a person never could see himself as
others saw him. And here I give you the
opportunity to do that very thing, and you
complain.”

“Nobody ever saw me in a pose like the
one you were just in. You're what I would
call a phony facsimile. You look like me,
but you don’t act like me. Say, don't you
have a bedy of your own?”

“Alas, no,” the phantom admitted sadly.
“I once had a beautiful body, too. Eight
legs, three pairs of the most gracefully un-
dulating tentacles you ever saw, and a chit-
inous armor which was my special pride 2nd
joy. .
Mark clucked his tongue in sympathy.
“Must have broken your heart to part with
it, old man. But it seems to me it must have
looked like a spider, if you don't mind
my saying so.”

Mark's facsimile jumped to his feet, and
struck a calculatedly bellicose pose. It mut-
tered angrily and glared. "I don't like the
way you said that. Take it back!” he chal-
lenged. Then suddenly changing his mind,
sat down and fell back into the Thinker
attitude. “As a matter of fact, my race did
resemble the arachnids, though we had none
of their objectionable habits. Then too, we
had six tentacles, far more efficient members
than anything owned by a spider—or a
man either, for that matter. We could do
things 2 man wouldn’t even attempt with
his silly hands and their stiff-jointed fin-
gers.
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Now it was Mark’'s turn to be angry.
“Don’t be absurd, If you ever saw anybody
play a piano, you wouldn't talk about stiff
fingers. Why, I've seen—oh, I don’t know
why I'm arguing with you. You're only
a figment of my imagination. I'm going
to find something to drink.”

“What a vanity,” he fumed. “Me, a fig-
ment of his imagination. It's more likely
he’s a figment of my imagination. I'm crazier
than he is. Always have been. He stopped
to address Mark in a patiently instructive
tone. “You're digging at the wrong door if
you want water, That one is full of pre-
served fruit. The next cabinet has corn and
beans. The one on the far right contains
water. So if you think I'm an hallucination,
see if I'm not right.”

ARK looked at his replica in astonish-

ment, “You mean you want me to
prove that you're not a mere fragment of a
temporarily disordered imagination? But if
I do, that means you must be a specter or a
ghost, and I won't believe that either.”

“I don’t care what you believe,” Mark II
said sulkily.

The last of the wax was loosened and he
opened the door. Shelf upon shelf covered
with jars of preserved fruit met his gaze.
Mark was astonished, to say the least, but
he contrived to hide it from his visitor by
quietly closing the door and starting to work
on the door at the extreme right.

“For a mere hallucination,” he remarked,
chipping away with a great show of non-
chalance, “you do seem remarkably accurate
in your predictions.”

“I notice you're working on the one with
the water,” Mark II said, sarcastically.

And water it was, Mark was not really
surprised this time, After finding the fruit
he had realized that this nightmarish crea-
ture knew what he was talking about. There
wete too many other things that might have
been in that cabinet to attribute the phan-
tom's wisdom to guesswork.

Mark dug the wax stopper out of a three-

lon bottle and let 2 quantity of refresh-
ing, but flat-tasting water trickle down his
throat. Then with the remainder he washed
the clinging dust from his body, while the
facsimile looked on with an expression of
amusement on his—or rather Mark’'s—face.

“What are you going to dry yourself

with?” he inquired loftily.

Mark looked about him helplessly, then
brightened up. “If you will stop showing
off and tell me which locker my clothes are
in, I'll find something.”

“Not necessary,” Mark II said, reaching
out his hand. In it appeared a long, fuzzy,
bath towel. Mark controlled an urge to gape,
and took the towel.

“Thanks,” he said, applying the creation,
which seemed to absorb water quite as well
as one manufactured in the usual way.
“You'll have to teach me that trick some-
time. But right now I wish you'd tell me just
what you are, and why you insist on haunt-
ing me.”

The phantom hopped up and down in
fury. Most of the time his feet didn't touch
the ground, but that didn’t seem to bother
him, not in the least.

“Insults!” he howled. “'Nothing but in-
sults! I'm not a ghost. I refuse to be con-
sidered a ghost!”

Then, as if he took perverse pleasure in
self-contradiction, his flesh slowly became
transparent and finally melted away, leaving
nothing but the bony framework, which pro-
ceeded to drape itself in the familiar atti-
tude, atop the coffin lid.

“Don’t do that.” Mark begged. “It's—it’s
disgusting.”

“I shall do it if I like,” the skeleton
answered, snappishly cracking a fleshless
knuckle. “It's cooler.”

Mark sighed resignedly and sat down on
the far end of the coffin, determined not to
be surprised at anything that might happen
from now on. He noted with interest that
the skeleton had a neatly-healed break in
a collar bone. The visitor surely was carry-
ing out the duplication to ghoulish perfec-
tion. Mark remembered receiving that break
in the last quarter of a college football game
during his senior year, and was pleased to
see that it had knit so well.

“It’s a long, sad story,” began the skele-
ton, in a hollow voice. "My race was born,
and lived out its life on the Earth's satellite,
It is remarkable, when you think of it, that
a race could evolve far enough to reach a
high state of development on that little
planet, Gravitation being slight, the Moon
lost its atmosphere at a fast rate, The entire
habitable life of the planet lasted hardly
longer than one geological age of the Earth.
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“My people advanced rapidly, I suppose,
because we worked as a unit. No dissension;
no individual ambitions. Every one of us
strived for the advancement of the race, not
for his own betterment.

“But things happened rapidly on my
world. Eventually we had to burrow under-
ground and establish great sealed caverns in
which life could continue independently of
the fast failing air supply on the surface.

“But just as my race had evolved rapidly,
it declined also at a fast pace. The time came
when, out of the vast millions which once
roamed the planet, there were only a few
dozens of us left; and these few had almost
completely lost the power to reproduce.

“I was one of these, in fact one of the
last to be born. At an early age I showed
signs of being a little—well—"" the skeleton
smirked modestly—"unique. I saw no sense
in co-operating with the others in finding
a way to increase our reproductive capacity.
It was my contention that a million ordinary
people were of no more use than a few high-
grade specimens, Quantity was not to be
more desired than quality. My aim was to
find a way to preserve the lives of the few
who remained.

“NOBODY agreed with me, of course,
so I had to work alone, solving the
roblem without aid.” His tone now became

Eappily martyrish. “I devised a radio-active

fluid in which a brain could live, immetsed,

forever. For several million years, anyway.

The body would have to be abandoned, of

course. The others finally accepted my idea,

inasmuch as they had failed to reach their
own goal.

“"Unfortunately it didn’t work out so well
in their cases. They had absolutely no sense
of humor, Their lives had always been so
serious that when they were freed from the
eternal struggle for existence, they were
unable to satisfy themselves with abstract

thought. The sustaining necessity to solve_

vital problems had been removed.

“For a time they occupied themselves by
inventing imaginary problems, and then
joining in finding the solutions. But this was

just silly and eventually they began to fall.

into periodic stupors, each of longer dura-
tion, until finally their brains ceased to func-
tion altogether. At least there has been no
thought radiation from any of them for over

fifty thousand years.” .

“They still exist then?” queried Mark.

“Oh, yes. They can’t die, in a physical
sense, as long as they remain immersed in
the fluid. They still lie in their containers
in the interior of the Moon, protected from
any possible harm by a spherical wall of
force which we created as a stasis in the
fabric of space shortly after we abandoned
our bodies.

“That was the only project that I ever
joined the others in accomplishing. It was
a great idea. The whole planet could dis-
integrate without harming the brain con-
tainers. The stasis can only be dissolved by
the agency which created it—the combined
thought force of many powerful brains!”

“The main point in which I differed from
my contemporaries lay in the fact that I
had a sense of humor,” the skeleton went
on. “Maybe you've noticed. I'm a psycho-
logical mutant. My mind was never geared
to the eternal struggle for existence, as theirs
were. I could never believe that just living
on was of much importance. A race of be-
ings content to inhabit a small satellite of a
minor planet of a fourth-rate sun, struck
me as being pretty small potatoes. To coin
a phrase.” The skeleton giggled.

“After we had forsaken our bodies,” he
went on, “and our brains had taken up
residence inside our wall of force, I couldn’t
join the others in their pointless games. I
had to have something to amuse me. So
naturally I went exploring. Not physically,
of course. My race had mastered thought
long before I was born. By projecting my
ego where I wished, I was able to observe
life on the other worlds, some of them far
outside the solar system.”

“Wait a minute,” interrupted Mark. “Am
I to understand you are really doing your
thinking from the brain on the Moon; and
these creations of yours—the body you just
had, the awful thing you're wearing now,
and the towel—are mere hypnotic sugges-
tions which you have impressed upon my
brain by means of projected thought waves?”

“Nothing of the sort,” the skeleton snap-
ped. “You couldn’t dry yourself wiihi a
hypnotic suggestion.”

Mark pondered this for a moment. “"No,”
he admitted, “but I could imagine I had,
if you hypnotized me into thinking so.”

“And catch an imaginary cold, I sup-
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pose,” remarked the skeleton sarcastically.
“You have the wrong idca, I wouldn’t hoax
anybody into :ecing things that don't exist.
It’s hard enough to believe the things that
do exist. That towel is just as real as any
matter is. So was the copy of your body,
and so is this skeleton.

¢ \F COURSE matter isn't so very real,

at that, Matter is only a function of
space. So is energy. Space is the only real
thing. Energy—regardless of its form—is
merely a wave in space caused by some
action of matter. And matter is merely a
concentration of space-in motion, the mo-
tion being caused by energy. It’s all very
simple.”

“Yes, of course,” agreed Mark. “Only I
don’t understand it.”

“You will when you've lived a few more
thousands of years. As for doing my think-
ing from the Moon, I don’t. When I choose
to go explori.n%, ay intelligence leaves the
brain and travels instantaneously to the place
I wish to go. Then, if I want a body, I
merely create one from the energy waves
which abound in space. But no matter what
form of body I may acquire, I always retain
the senses and powers with which a free
intelligence is endowed.”

“How convenieat,” Mark commented.
“But if you can do all this independent of
your bramn, it wouldn't matter much if your
brain were destroyed, would it?”

Rattling nimbly, the skeleton jumped to
its feet. Mark winced.

“Gracious me!” the skeleton exclaimed.
“I never thought of that. Here I've been

jumping in and out of that brain for thou- -

sands of years—and never considered that I
might not need the pesky thing at all. I'll
have to think this over. Good-bye for

now!

III

BRUPTLY the voice ceased and as it

did the skeleton collapsed in an untidy
heap on the floor, Mark sensed immedi-
ately, with a certain feeling of loneliness,
that the intelligence had left for parts un-
known. The pile of bones proved that the
brain’s creations were of real matter and
only disappeared when he purposely de-
stroyed them.

“Well,” Mark thought, “he left me with
a set of spare bones, at any rate.”

A rush of memories—of people he had
known, places that were familiar to him, and
things he had held dear—came to trouble
him as he found himself alone once more
with his thoughts. He was glad now that
he had been pretty much alone during that
earlier, far-off part of lifetime, There was
no wife to mourn, no sweetheart. That
would have made it harder. It wouldn't be
an easy thing to suddenly realize that a girl
—the girl—whom you had last seen alive
and lovely and young was now nothing but
a crumble of dust, dead for hundreds, pet-
haps thousands of years.

Gloomily Mark attacked the wax on an-
other of the cabinet doors. Finishing this
one, he went on to the next and the next,
trying by means of sheer activity to close his
mind to thoughts of a world long dead.

Before he had removed the wax from the
last of the doors, he was wondering in what
part of the world his tomb was, and how
many centuries had passed since the oper-
ation.

A glance through one of the small win-
dows revealed that the nearby country was
heavily wooded and the ground covered
with dense underbrush. This decided him
on what to wear, and he set about to select
it. The first three cabinets he examined
contained ordinary street apparel. The old
doctor had evidently held out some hope
that the old civilization might continue after
the wars were over.

But the next five lockers indicated that
this hope had been none too strong, for
they were stuffed with clothing designed for
outdoor life.

In addition to the highly efficient auto-
matic pistol, he carried a stainless-stee] hand-
axe fastened to his belt. The underbrush
would make this a valuable tool, A small
pocket compass should prevent getting lost,
and the tiny, needle-throwing machine-gun
nestling beside it in a jacket Eocket might
come in handy in dealing with any hostile
humans he might meet in his travels.

Mark really didn't exgect to find the
world greatly changed, but he certainly
wasn't taking any chances, For all he knew
his period of suspended animation might
have lasted only a hundred years or so. It
was hard to say just how long it might have
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taken for his graveclothes to distintegrate.
The clothing he was now wearing showed
no signs of age, but then of course he had
the doctor’s story that they were made of
some new fabric of glass, although they
certainly didn’t look it. As far as the inci-
dent of the spook was concerned, he wasn’t
at all sure now that he hadn’t dreamed up
the whole upsetting incident. He fervently
prayed that it was so.

The forest was an impenetrable tangle of
trees in all stages of growth. Mark noticed
that the underbrush wasn’t nearly as thick
as he had supposed. The -window, he re-
membered, had shown him only a small
view and in that direction there were several
dense clumps of foliage.

The sun, although he couldn’t see it
through the tall trees, seemed to be south-
casterly, which indicated that it was before
noon. This left him plenty of time to ex-
plore before dark drove him to shelter.

Sunlight filtered, here and there, through
the dense, leafy canopy overhead and made
bright patches on the ground, lendinf cheer
to the grayish twilight which pervaded the
lower reaches of this vast woodland. The
songs of unseen birds among the branches,
and the occasional squirrel who sat back on
its haunches to gaze in frank curiosity, only
to dart suddenly up the bole of a tree at his
approach, combined to lull Mark into a
dreamy—and utterly misguided—sense of
security.

So rapt was he in his lyrical contempla-
tion of nature’s beauty that he went on
blissfully for quite a distance before he re-
membered that he had completely neglected
to mark the trees to indicate his trail,

He was wondering if it might not be a
good idea to climb one of the higher trees
and get a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding
country. For all he knew his path might
lead him endlessly through the woods, while
a short distance to the right or left might
lie the edge of the forest. He was on the

int of climbing a likely looking tree when

e was startled by a raucous yell and the
sudden appearance of a score of half-naked,
black-bearded men. Most of them were
brandishing crude speats, but some of them
were arme§ with knobby clubs,

With a draw which would have done
credit to Wild Bill Hickok, Mark snapped
his pistol into action.

The nearest of the attackers let fly with
his spear just as the automatic left its holster,
Mark dodged and fired. The savage col-
lapsed like a puppet when the strings are
dropped. But in the next instant Mark was
felled by a club which struck him behind
the knees. Firing wildly, Lie hit two others
before being pinned helpless beneath the
weight of a half-dozen vile-smelling bodies.
He struggled for a moment, but he stopped
when he found he wasn't getting anywhere.

The leader, an unkempt hulk of a man,
placed the point of his stone-tipped spear at
Mark’s throat and jabbered to the others to
release him and form a circle about him.
Lying flat, with the spearpoint teasing his
Adam’s apple, and a dozen more aimed in
his general direction, Mark decided that he
was outnumbered. The savages evidently
didn’t intend to kill him, or they certainly
would have done it by this time. That being
the case, he might as well wait for a more
auspicious moment to get away. The little
gun in his pocket, with its load of several
hundred poisoned needles, would take care
of this nicely—if they failed to search him.,

“ZHEN the leader saw that his captive

was going to be philosophic about the
matter, he withdrew his weapon and mo-
tioned Mark to get up. The pack drew closer
to inspect the specimen they had bagged,
but the leader growled something and they
stepped back, muttering in protest.

A series of moans and groans from a
point outside the circle gave evidence that
one of the victims of the pistol was still
alive, but the savages paid no heed to their
disabled comrade.

The leader’s eye was caught by the shiny,
stainless steel axe, and he yanked it from
its strap, hefted it, and placed it in the band
at the top of the short skirt-like garment
which was his only attire,

Mark submitted with the mental reserva-
tion that when the time came he would
take it back with interest—in the form of
a piece of the thief’s hide.

The gun had disappeared. Mark remem-
bered it had been knocked from his hand
when the pack had jumped him, but it
didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight now.
He supposed one of his attackers had pur-
loined it before the chief had had a chance
to see it. He piously hoped the unwashed
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devil would shoot himself with it.

The leader-grunted a series of commands
to his crew and they prepared to march off
through the forest in a direction to the left
of Mark's former course, Mark gave a
relieved sigh as he realized that they weren't
g:fing to scarch him, and his tiny gun was
safe. :

Two of the savages walked behind him,
prodding his spine with their spears; while
the rest of them gathered in front and on
either side.

The leader looked at the two motionless
figures of the men killed by Mark’s bullets,
saw they were dead, and turned to the
wounded man. The man stopped his groan-
ing and looked up with eyes filled with a
sort of fearful pleading. The leader prodded
him with a foot and grunted a command.
The wounded one lifted a hand and an-
swered in a whine, The chief’s next act was
to skewer the man neatly with his spear.
He roughly withdrew it and ordered the
party on its way, ignoring the final thrash-
ings of the victim of his cold brutality.

v

EETHING inwardly, but unable to do
anything about it, Mark trudged along
to the accompaniment of an occasional prod
from the spearmen behind him, They
seemed to be having a lot of good, innocent
fun, but fortunately their speartips were not
very sharp and the jabs were seldom de-
livered with sufficient force to pierce the
skin. Mark gave no sign that he so much as
felt them—he remembered his James Feni-
more Cooper and the savage's reputed ad-
miration for stoicism—but this failed to
deter the torturers in the least.

They were evidently carrying on just for
their own amusement and didn’t seem to
care how Mark felt about it, one way or
the other. As a matter of fact, the pain
wasn't so great and after a while he found
it possible to ienore it completely and think
of other things.

There was, of course, the language to
consider. What he had heard of it seemed
to censist of a series of guttural, grunting
sounds, wholly unlike anything in his ex-
Eerience. Certainly it was not any dialect of

nglish, Spanish or French.

Of coursc there were some pretty primi-

tive Indian tongues, but these lads were
certainly not Indians. They were altogether
too hairy. They looked more like gorillas,
he noticed, except that a gorilla wasn't so
ugly.

This was disheartening, since it plainly
indicated that he had been in the tomb for
a lot more than a mere hundred years or
so. And if one group of humans had chased
themselves back to the Stone Age, all man-
kind might very well be at the same level.
Little Mark, he thought glumly, and His
Time Machine. Little Mark and The Shape,
for Pete’s sake, of Things to Come.

Their weapons, he saw, were even more
primitive than those of the most backward
peoples of his own time. Stone-tipped spears
and rough-hewn clubs, No metal—not even
bows and arrows. The Australian bushmen
had been better equipped. They at least had
the boomerang, which was a pretty scientific
instrument; and they were accepted as the
most primitive of the earth’s dwellers. Well,
it seemed they had lost their claim to dis-
tinction, Meet the new champs.

This thought, and a few others that sud-
denly popped into his head, provided him
with something that in 2 sufficiently murky
atmosphere might pass for a purpose in life.
This was how he looked at it. First: that at'
the end of any war or other catastrophe
which might disrupt civilization, certain
groups—aggregating millions of people,
perhaps—would survive, separated from
each other by distances not easily spanned,
due to failure for ordinary means of trans-
portation and communication. These groups
would be faced with a flock of problems in-
cident to continued survival, Some sort of
government would be needed; food supplies
must be provided, and clothing and housing
against the inevitable approach of winter,

Each group would have so many things
to do—things of immediate importance to
its own continued existence—that no time
could be wasted ttying to contact the others.

His hope was that somewhere there was
a people who retained the culture which this
bunch had lost, and he intended to start
searching for them as soon as he made his
escape.

HEY eventually emerged from the forest
and started across a broad plain. The
destination of his captors was now in sight,
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a mile or two from the edge of the wood.
Here lay a scattered group of mud huts,
baking in the heat of the midday sun. There
were about a hundred of them, a disordered
cluster of decidedly unwholesome appeat-
ance.

Mark decided immediately that his visit
was going to be of very short duration. As
they drew closer, a vagrant breeze carried
to them a tasty bouquet of decayed garbage
and close-packed humanity.

The proddings of the two at Mark’s back
became more insistent, and he obligingly
increased his pace. The whole pack seemed
anxious to arrive home as soon as possible
to show him off. A clamor arose from the
huddle of dwellings and a straggling crowd
hurried to meet the conquering heroes. From
that point on, Mark’s escort closed its ranks,
completely blocking him, They seemed sud-
denly intent on shielding him from the curi-
ous gaze of the horde,

At least that is the way he interpreted
their action, and he didn't like it a bit. Not
that he particularly wished to be admired,
but when one considers that his captors had
probably not had one bath between them
in all their odorous lives, it is understand-
able that he preferred them not to crowd
so close. As a matter of fact, he had guessed
wrongly as to the meaning of their ma-
neuver. They were merely protecting him
from the exuberant spirits of the good vil-
lagers, who probably would have torn every
piece of clothing from him and perhaps a
bit of flesh as well.

In a few minutes Mark found himself
thrust through the gate of a circular en-
closure of ten-foot pikes, set a few inches
apart, and secured from further separation
by strands of tough vines. The gate was
slammed shut and fastened by a simple latch
which he could have opened by simply
reaching a hand through the pikes, except
that a guard was stationed there.

For a few minutes the hut-dwellers fought
with the guard to open the gate and get in,
but seeing that he had the situation well in
hand they eventually desisted. This conclu-
sion wasn't reached, however, until several
victims of the guard’s club lay unconscious
on the ground. Paying no attention to these
casualties, the crowd proceeded to relieve
its high spirits by throwing garbage, stones
and clods of dirt at the captive.

He gave so much attention to the crowd
that it wasn't until it had quieted down that
he noticed there was another tiny enclosure,
similar to his own, just a few paces to the
left.

His audience was milling about so much
that it was some time before he was able
to see whether or not it was occupied. None
of the quaint villagers were molesting the
other corral and for that reason he supposed
it was empty. Of course, it might also be
that the enclosure had an occupant who had
been there for so long that he had lost
popular appeal. His fickle public had de-
serted him in favor of a new attraction.

Finally the crowd parted and he obtained
an unobstructed view of the other pen. For
a second he caught his breath, speechless.
There was an occupant, all right, and it
wasn't 2 man. His fellow prisoner, as far as
he could see through the close-set pikes,
was a woman, and a decidedly lovely one
at that.

“Lovely people,” he finally remarked,
wondering if the vision would grunt in
reply. He wanted to tell her swiftly not to
reply. Gibberish from those lips would have
been sacrilege.

“Yes, aren’t they?” she returned, in ac-
cents clear and unmistakably English. “You
should feel honored. They've deserted me
completely.”

“Oh!” blurted Mark, "I didn't expect
you to speak English.”

The lady straightened up, indignantly.
“You didn’t think I might be one of those?”
she inquired haughtily.

Mark glanced confusedly at some of the
unclad slatterns who made up a good pro-
portion of the crowd which was now listen-
ing open-mouthed to the conversation of
the prisoners.

“"No, no,” he hastened to assure her. “It's
just that I've been asleep for a few thousand
years, and I didn’t think the language had
survived that long.”

She looked at him quizzically for a min-
ute before replying. “You have been asleep
for a few thousand years,” she repeated.
“How interesting. I hope I'm not in-
truding.”

‘NZITH this observation the young lady
turned her back and gazed absorbedly
through the opposite side of her prison. She
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quite evidently regarded Mark as being an
unmitigated liar slightly on the boorish
side.

“Please forget I said that,” he begged.
“It's perfectly true but we’ll drop it if it
bothers you. I hope I'm not stealing your
thunder.”

She turned around. “You certainly are,”
she said. “Although when I was captured
this morning, most of the creatures were out
in the fields. But those who were home man-
aged to make quite a turnout. Look at me,
would you?”

Mark would, gladly. The girl’s clothing
covered slightly less than one-fifth of her
well-formed anatomy, and censisted mainly
of an abbreviated pair of shorts, and some-
thing eye-fillingly narrow that seemed to be
a cross between a shirt and a brassiére. It
covered her shoulders and had sleeves three
inches in length—which made it resemble
a coat—but it fell justifiably short of con-
cealing the lower ribs. The material was
satinlike.

Mark gaped as the girl showed him those
portions of her skin which had been bruised,
soiled, and otherwise damaged by the mis-
siles of the savages. His best offering in
sympathy was a dry clucking of his tongue.

“Of course,” the girl remarked, “these
brutes probably do that to make their victims
more tender.”

“Tender?”

“Yes. I suppose they will give you an-
other treatment. You will probably be too
tough to suit them.”

Mark was silent for a minute trying to
figure out this last. “I'm a bit dense,” he
admitted, “but do I gather that these people
intend to eat us?”

The girl looked surprised. “Of course,”
she answered. “Didn’t you know? They
always eat captives. It's part of their charm.”

“You don't seem very concerned,” he ob-
served,

“Oh, but I am,” she insisted. “I'm so
scared I'm beginning to jell.”

“You don't look it,” Mark accused.

“Naturally not. From childhood my peo-
ple are trained to be stoical. You see, it fre-
quently happens that one of us gets captured
by these wandering tribes, And that nearly
always means torture. A person who shows
no fear or pain gives very little entertain-
ment for the torturers. So they soon get tired

and kill him, which is a boon for the
captive.”

“You aren’t very fussy about boons, arc
you? Wouldn't it be a lot more sense to
build a wall around your city and thus pre-
vent thesc captures?”

“Our city has a wall,” she returned. “But
our farm and pasture lands are too big to go
inside it, And the cannibals are too clever
to attack an armed body of our citizens.
They always pounce on just one or two and
make off before a rescue can be attempted.”

v

MARK was aware that as they talked the
mob of savages gradually lost interest
and drifted away. There were now only a
few remaining. He suddenly realized that
no more likely moment to escape was apt
to turn up. His guard was absently scratch-
ing himself and sleepily watching two boys
engaged in a wrestling match. The other
guard was, just as sleepily, contemplating
the beauties of his prisoner.

This effrontery, Mark decided, entitled
him to be the first to sample a few of the
needles. He put the idea promptly into
action. He fired. The guard stiffened, looked
startied, and crumpled to the ground. The
girl, without so much as batting an eye,
reached a hand through the pikes to un-
fasten the latch, while Mark turned and
treated his own guard to a short burst from
the gun.

This one stiffened also, but declined to
fall. Instead he looked reproachfully at his
attacker and calmly unlatched the gate,

“To think,” he said sadly, “that after
all I've done for you, you'd try to shoot me.
Shame on you!”

“The Goofy Ghost!” Mark exclaimed,
and the guard Jooked more reproachful than
ever. He didn’t like to be considered super-
natural.

Mark noticed that the girl was having
trouble opening the gate against the dead
weight of the fallen guard. As he went to
help her the erstwhile apparition strode in
front of him, calmly picked up the obstruc-
tion and tossed it, without effort, through
the side of the nearest house. With a loud
crash the flimsy, baked-clay wall fell to
pieces, preceding the other wall and the
roof by only an instant,
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“Now you've done it,” Mark groaned.
“That'll raise the whole colony. Let’s get
out of here!”

His prediction came true before the noise
of the collapsing dwelling had died out.
Already men were running from the nearer
huts, and the two boys who had been
cnemies only a moment before were now
united in screaming and pointing toward
them as they fled.

With gleeful strokes the phantom plied
his club 1 a sincere determined effort to
decapitate as many of the townsmen as pos-
sible. Any that managed to escape his glee-
ful swings were taken care of by the needle-
gun in Mark’s steady hand.

The girl ran nimbly between them.

Of all the spears which were hastily
thrown at them, only two registered hits.
One of these was tossed at pointblank range
toward the phantom’s borrowed body. It
shattered itself on his club and a moment
later the thrower fell before that same club.
The other spear, however, entered the phan-
tom's back and stayed there, swinging to
and fro, unhecded. Mark noted this fact
idly, thinking it scarcely worthy of comment.

The edge of the settlement was reached
without further mishap, and they continued
trotting toward the forest. Occasionally the
phantom’s feet would leave the ground and
he would float along for a few yards before
coming down and running in a plausible
manner. At these times, Mark noticed, the
girl's face lost its usual placid expression.
Her training had prepared her for no such
antics as these,

Once inside the wood they stopped and
watched the settlement for signs of pursuit,
but evidently the barbarians wanted no more
to do with these unusual people.

“I tried out your suggestion,” remarked
the phantom, allowing the punctured body
to fall to the ground and speaking from a
point in the air where the head had been.

The young lady, who had scated herself
comfortably, looked around, wide-eyed, but
said nothing.

“You mean you destroyed your brain?”

“Yes, completely. It was a bit of a gam-
ble, but I had to know.”

Mark was silent for a moment. It seemed
this goofy ghost had an awful wad of
courage to risk extinction just to prove
5—Two Complete Science-Adventure Books—Summer

something that didn’t need proving at all.

“Suppose you take another body now,” he
suggested, “and tell us how you happened
to be occupying that other one,

'WITH an abruptness that astonished
even Mark, who was becoming used
to such things, the phantom appeared in a
brand-new body, this one moderately hand-
some,

“You didn't have to try to look like an
Adonis,” Mark complained.

“So that’s the way it is?” said the Adonis
sagely, with a glance at the girl.

“Not exactly,” Mark said nervously. “But
just the same you might play fair, you
know.” -

“Well, maybe this will suit you bectter.”
And so saying the handsome physique began
to age before their eyes. It was an infirm
and decrepit Adonis who grinned at them
now.

“All right. And stay that way,” said
Mark. “And now suppose you explain your-
self. And while I think of it suppose you
give us a name. I'm tired thinking of you
as the Goofy Ghost.”

“You don’t for a moment imagine I like
to be thought of that way? It's insulting,
that's what it is,” declared the apparition in
a quavering voice. “Suppose you call me
‘Omecga.’ You couldn’t say my real name.
Wrong kind of vocal alpparat'us. And in-
cidentally you two should really be intro-
duced. Allow me to present Nona Barr, who
recently ran away from home rather than
marry a certain gentleman. Nona, I think
you will find Mark Nevin a pleasant fellow,
even if he is about six thousand years older
than you.”

Nona acknowledged the introduction with
a little curtsy, and then for some reason in-
comprehensible to Mark, blushed a deep
crimson. He grinned, hoping to put her at
ease, but could think of nothing to add to
his, “"How do you do?” Nona, to cover her
confusion, turned in wonderment to Omega.

“How do you know my name and that I
tan away from home?”

“Been watching you since you were born.
I knew the Eugenics Council had made an-
other mistake when your mother and dad
were married. You were bound to have that
spark of independence that they have been
so diligent in exterminating. So I watched
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you with interest, saw the spark flare up half
a dozen times, and finally break into flame
when they tried to marry you to that nin-
compoop.”

At this point Mark interrupted with:
“She can’t understand that you havewatched
her all her life without knowing what sort
of person you are, And while you're telling
her that, suppose you explain how I was
asleep for six thousand years. She thought
I was lying when I told her.”

Omega thoughtfully removed the remains
of his former body, explaining that he had
acquired that lump of human clay by the
simple expedient of copying one of those
whom Mark had killed during his capture.
He had then joined the marching captors,
telling them that he had not been killed,
but knocked out. As for being placed as
Mark’s guard, that had been a matter for
volunteers and he had been the only one to
offer,

Omega seemed to be wound up, for after:

exhausting the subjects of his own and
Mark’s history, he went on to describe to
Mark the civilization of which Nona had
been a member.

It was a socialistic sort of affair with
certain governmental powers vested in vari-
ous councils. These councils had the final
authority in matters falling' within their
jurisdiction.

Thus it happened that when the
Eugenics Council had decided that a mate
for Nona must have certain characteristics—
known as “gene determinants”—and found
that there was but one man who filled the
bill, there was no choice for her but to
take that man or run away,

“The idea itself is a good one,” Omega
stated, “if they had been intelligent enough
to work it out properly. The rapid progress
of my own civilization was partly due to
careful selection. Supermen could be created
in the same manner. But this council in-
variably misses the important characteristics
and instead fosters such points as stoicism—
which is commendable, but not particularly
important—and the ability to knuckle down
to superiors—which makes for unified ac-
tion, but stifles independent thought. Taken
by and large they have used eugenics for
selfish purposes rather than for scientific
progress.

“And don't get any funny ideas, Mark.

Your genes wouldn't suit the council,
cither. They wouldn't even admit you.
You'll just have to find somewhere else to
go.

Mark glared savagely at the ground, and
wished Omega had a little self-restraint. If
there was any courting to be done, he'd do
it himself, without any suggestions from an
antiquated— Which reminded him that he
was six thousand years old himself.

“And now that we are acquainted with
each other,” Omega was saying, “what's
next on the program?”

“I'm hungry,” Nona declared, after the
fashion of women from time immemorial.

“Just a minute, and I'll see what’s in the
kitchen,” Omega said, groaning as he
hobbled toward a nearby patriarch of the
forest.

“Where is he going?” inquired Nona.
“He's a dreadful old man.”

“I'm not going to try to predict anything
he might do. But a good guess would be
that he is going to step out from behind
that tree with an armful of groceries. He's
full of surprises.”

But an armful of groccries was much be-
necath Omega’s abilities. In a few minutes
he came shuffling forth, carrying a table,
heavily laden with food. Wisps of steam
curled up from under silver covers and fra-
grant odors rose into the air. Two com-
fortable looking chairs floated madly
through the air behind him.

“Don’t show any sign of surprise,” whis-
pered Mark. “He’s vain enough now.”

Nona hastily composed her face and
calmly sat down in a chair that Mark cap-
tured for her,

“Thank you,” she said sweetly.

OMEGA looked searchingly at her, then
at Mark, who was trying to hide a
grin, “So that’s it!” he exclaimed, “Spoiling
my fun. We'll see about that.”

Mark lifted the covers, one by one, and
disclosed a series of dishes designed to whet
the most jaded of appetites. Although he,
strangely, had not been the least bit hungry
since his awakening, the sight and aroma of
this food made him ravenous.

“Now if you people will excuse me for
a few minutes,” Omega said, his body
gradually fading as he spoke, “there is a
little matter I must attend to.”
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VI

HAT should have warned Mark, but

when the vanishing act was completed
he forgot about his benefactor, and fell to
helping Nona. Except for being slightly
aggressive, the girl’s table manners were re-
assuringly correct. Mark’s first mouthful—
a forkful of tender roast beef—revealed to
him what Omega had in mind when he had
said, “We'll sce about that.” The beef tasted
like stewed onions! And Mark hated stewed
onions.

A glance at Nona told him that she had
noticed nothing wrong. Obviously this was
Omega’s work. Mark determined to eat the
stuff if it killed him. The next mouthful—
mashed potatoes laden with gravy—tasted
like sour milk.

A roar of laughter blasted forth from a
point nearby. Nona, startled, dropped her
fork and stifled a scream.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Mark advised. “It’s
only Omega and his depraved sense of
humor. He’s making my food taste like swill
and I'm eating it to spite him.”

He conveyed another forkful to his
mouth, prepared for anything. He was
fooled this time. The beef tasted like beef.
“It’s all right now,” he announced. "I
guess he’s left.”

“I hope so0,” she said.

“He's not a bad sort,” Mark declared,
thoughtfully, “except for his habit of being
as confusing as he can manage.”

Mark speared a slice of pickled beet.
“There was something I meant to ask you,”
he said, trying to remember, and carrying
the beet half way to his mouth, “Oh yes . . .
How do you account for the fact that after
several thousands of years vour language is
no different from mine, and yet that of
those oafs in the village is just so much
Greek?”

“That’s simple,” Nona said. “You see,
after the last great war, records of which
are preserved in our museum, my ancestors
gathered in the ruins of a great city. They
managed to survive on stored foodstuffs
until they were able to grow their own.
Some semblance of the former civilization
was retained, for among them were wise and
intelligent leaders.

“"A government was organized and later
a system of education instituted. Textbooks

were found in the ruins, and they naturally
preserved the written language; and phono-
graph records and machines for playing
them were also discovered. Copies of these
are still used today. And it has been the
continued use of these ancient records which
has preserved the language.”

“Very logical,” commented Mark, plac-
ing the slice of pickled beet, which had geen
hovering in mid-air, in his mouth, There
followed an explosion of considerable vio-
lence, which was perfectly natural, in view
of the fact that the beet had all the delicate
flavor and bouquet of slightly used gun-
powder. “Damn,” said Mark, feeling to see
if he’'d lost any teeth.

Nona jumped to her feet, and bent over
him solicitously. This anxiety over his wel-
fare was not entirely unwelcome.

“I'm all right,” he gasped. “That was
Omega again. The clown fed me a firecrack-
er. Omega,” he shouted, “behave yourself.”

Nona looked angrily. about, but Omega
remained unpleasantly invisible,

"I don’t think it's fair,” she said, stamp-
ing one foot. “"He gives you this meal and
then spoils it for you. Wait till I get my
hands on him.”

“Leave him alone,” begged Mark. “"Don't
be fooled by that lad. He might have the
sense of humor of a twelve-year-old, but
he has brain-power such as the Earth has
never seen. This stuff you have seen him
perform is only child’s play. His tricks are
the manipulation of the basic stuff of the
Universe—matter and energy.

“THOSE bodies of his represent energy
wrested from radiations which per-
vade space, and transformed into matter in
exact duplication of the tremendously com-
plex structure of the human organism. No,
there was never a brain like his developed
on the earth.”

A modest cough came from behind them.
There was Omega, superannuated as they
had last seen him, looking very serious.

“You are wrong there, my friend,” he
stated. “There are two minds right now on
this earth, each of which is as well equipped
as I. I'll admit they are not natural but that
doesn’t alter the fact that they are very
powerful,”

“How are they not natural?” inquired
Mark,
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“They're artificial, of course,” replied
Omega, scornfully, “I'll tell you about it.
A little less than six thousand years past—
you were asleep at the time—a certain Rus-
sian biologist became aware that his life
expectancy was nothing to brag about and
decided upon a bold experiment.

“He had discovered the very same fluid
that I had earlier developed for the purpose
of preserving my brain and those others who
were the last of my race. And he had also
discovered how to join the nerve-ends of
two brains so that one—the more powerful
one—could blanket out the ego of the other
and have control of both brains. His bold
experiment consisted of hooking together
in this manner twelve brains!

“For his key-brain he chose the preserved
one of a former laboratory associate who
had met with an accident. This man had
been exceptionally clever and the Russian
hoped that he would gain control of the
others, who were ordinary men and women.

“The biologist had no trouble acquiring
these brains, for he was working directly
for the government and was given all the
condemned prisoners he wished, with which
to experiment. He had duped officials into
thinking that he was developing a new germ
culture for use as a weapon, and needed
live humans to try it on.

“The associate easily gained control of
the other brains and soon found himself
possessed of powers of which he had never
dreamed. He suddenly realized that he had
now regained all the senses he had been
deprived of since his crushed body had been
destroyed and the brain preserved.

“The twelve-brain-power mind was able
to communicate, by means of thought
waves, with the biologist, who informed him
of his aims. These consisted of removing
his own brain and connecting it with fifteen
others and preserving the whole batch in
a suitable container. The biologist, being a
very sclfish man, wanted to have the more
powerful mind. The associate had been a
very loyal workman when he was alive and
had a certain amount of gratitude in his
present state, He therefore agreed to per-
form the operation, but with only eleven
brains,

“He didn’t fancy the biologist being any
more powerful than he. He didn’t know
thea tha. the extra ones would have been of

no use. His knowledge was still very limited.
He was like 2 man who had suddenly lost
his memory, but still has all his other mental
faculties.

"He knows nothing, but has the power
to reason and to acquire knowledge quickly.
As a matter of fact, five brains connected
in this manner would have given a maxi-
mum thought capacity. Intelligence was not
increased by adding more.”

“Wait a2 minute,” Mark interrupted. “I
know the biologist needed help to remove
his own brain, but how could the associate
do it without any hands?” ,

“My, my, my,” Omega said sadly, peer-
ing nearsightedly at Mark. “I gave you
credit for more imagination. I'll show you.
Now if you will look over there you will
see a fully equipped surgical laboratory.”

Mark turned his head and stared. Sure
enough, there it was, operating table,
trephining apparatus and a number of
gadgets unfamiliar to him. On the table lay
the sheeted figure of a man, Then, without
any volition of his own, he found himself
bending over the figure and operating.

IN A MATTER of minutes his flying
fingers had caused the strange instru-
ments to remove the entire dome of the
skull and expose the palpitating brain with-
in. Abruptly the whole layout vanished and
he was looking into the slightly dazed brown
eyes of Nona, who did not yet realize that
it was Omega, controlling Mark’s body, who
had performed the operation.

Mark nodded. “Of course. I should have
guessed. I'm stupid.”

“Not at all,” returned Omega. “The
biologist was no more intelligent than you.
He didn’t know at the time he presented
his problems to the associate that the feat
could be accomplished so easily. He expected
advice as to how to build a mechanical de-
vice for the purpose. But the operation was
a success and both batches of brains ate
alive today, each thinking as a powerful
unit.”

For a minute no one spoke. The story,
Omega’s feats, in fact everything which had
happened since Mark’s appearance on
Nona's horizon, seemed like a fantastic
dream or a fairy tale. Things really didn’t
happen that way. The last real thing which
had happened to her had been the recep-
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tion she had been given by the savage
tribes-people. She remembered that with a
shudder.

But more disconcerting than any of the
other weird happenings was the man, Mark.

There were no men like him in her ex-
perience. He was like the heroes in the
ancient stories. She remembered, with a de-

lighted shiver, the way he had grinned

when Omega introduced them,

The men in the city dida’t grin. There
was nothing to grin about. Even in their
leisure moments, the men she knew thought
of nothing but of how to do their work
more efficiently, in order to please the over-
seers.

“Then I suppose,” Mark comrented with
labored irony, “that when you have tired of
watching the amusing, but far from intel-
lectual, pursuits of lesser people, you in-
dulge yourself in communion with these
great brains?”

“Far from it,” denied Omega, “Neither
is a character I should care to cultivate.
When they were mere men, they were ambi-
tious and ruthless. And they remain the
same, Both are greedy for knowledge, which
is commendable in itself, but they have no
decency in acquiring it.

“Several times they destroyed capable
leaders of different communities just to see
how well the people could make out without
them. Malicious curiosity, and nothing more,
Later they amused themselves by pitting one
community against another in conflict. Actu-
ally enjoying the resultant suffering.

“No, my friend, I don’t desire any com-
munion with such as they. On other planets,
in other galaxies, there are minds whom I
admire and with whom I sometimes com-
municate, But these two earthborn monsters
don’t even know I exist. Lately they have
left the people of this planet to their own
devices, to acquire knowledge of other
worlds, And everywhere they go their in-
fernal experiments wreak havoc.”

“But haven’t you done anything about
it?” inquired Mark. “Surely with your vast
power, you could destroy them. They cer-
tainly deserve it.”

Omega shook his head sadly. “I'll grant
you they are still too young to cope with me
individually, but combined I'm afraid they
would be too much for me. I've never dared
to take the chance. As it is, by keeping them

in ignorance of my existence, I have fre-
quently circumvented them when their in-
satiable appetite for creating trouble has
threatened to ruin some promising civiliza-
tion.” Omega’s mockery and irresponsibility
had vanished; his tone had become that of
a besct father, trying to protect his children.

“Well, something should be done,” Mark
insisted. “Suppose they come back and de-
cide to give the Earth another going-over?
They do come back, don’t they?”

“If you mean do they return periodically
and inhabit their brains, as I used to
do, the answer is yes, they do. It's a matter
of psychology, I suppose. I know I should
never have gotten the idea of destroying
my brain if you hadn't suggested it. And
naturally they have never thought of it
either, and probably never will. So of
course they will come back.”

“Well, be that as it may,” Mark said, “the
idea enters my mind that it will be dark
soon and we are totally unprepared to spend
the night in these woods. We'd better rig
up some sort of shelter. Unless, of course,
you'd like to transform yourself into a six«
room bungalow.”

Omega cocked a weather eye toward the
sky which was already becoming slightly
gray with approaching twilight. "It won’t
rain,” he stated. “And it won't be cold. You
don’t need a shelter. I would advise that you
travel in a general southerly direction. There
is still an hour or more of light and the
further away from our late friends the
better.”

“You speak as if you were leaving us.”

“Don’t feel too sad. I'll be back again
when you least expect me.”

Mark laughed. “I'll just bet you will.”

“So long, Mark.” The sly smile on the
withered face died out and the eyelids
dropped. Mark hesitated for a moment, then
placed one finger on the bony chest and
gave a light push. The stooped figure
teetered and then fell with a thud. Nona
stepped forward, alarmed, but he reassured
her,

“He's just absent-minded. Forgot his
body.”

VII

THE going was a bit rough in the new
direction, but that fact didn't bother
Mark in the least. Helping Nona over ob-
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structions was just as pleasant a way of put-
ting in his time as he could wish for, Her
grateful smiles of thanks were ample pay-
ment for the scratches he got separating
thorny undergrowth for her.

“Have you any idea at all where we are
going?” he inquired.

Nona hesitated before answering. “I'm
not sure, but I think the nearest place in
this direction is New Haven. It is not di-
rectly south, but more to the west. We must
not go there, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because the city is friendly with mine
and would keep me prisoner until they
could return me to the council.”

“We don’t want that,” Mark declared.
“You said this<ity was New Haven, Then
we should be somewhere south of Hartford.
Was that the city in which your ancestors
settled?” He remembered New Haven on
crisp fall afternoons. Feathered hats, Chry-
santhemums. Programs for a quarter.

"Yes,” she replied. “New Haven is our
closest neighbor and we often send caravans
to exchange goods. But I've never been
there. Women are not allowed to travel.
Only armed men make up the caravans.”

The sky was growing darker and the
little light which penetrated through the
trees was scarcely sufficient to enable them
to pick their way through the dense forest.
Mark spotted a clear space, devoid of vegeta-
tion, beneath a giant evergreen. This, he de-
cided, would make an ideal place to spend
the night.

“It just occurred to me that it has been
quite a time since I've done any tramping
through a New England woods. So far to-
day I've seen no dangerous wild life, except
for those cannibals, But of course that
doesn’t prove anything. How about it?”

Nona's eyes widened. She frowned. “Oh
gracious, I thought you knew! There are
wildcats—thousands of them! Nobody ever
goes near the forest after nightfall. Even the
armed caravans will travel miles out of their
way to get away from them. But yox can
kill them, can’t you? You're so wonderful.
They won't come near us when you use your
magic, will they?”

“Magic?”

“Yes, the magic that you used against the
savages. You pointed your finger and they
fell dead. Even Omega wasn't that smart.

He had to use a club.”

Mark winced realizing that the girl
thought him some kind of wizard with all
sorts of weird powers. He was flattered, of
course, but sporadic caution caused him to
try to get things on a reasonable plane, “That
wasn’t magic. All it was was this needle gun,
It’s so small you thought it was my finger.
It shoots needles, tipped with poison that
stuns the victim for several hours. Simple,
see?

“But I'm afraid it might not work against
wildcats. Maybe the needles couldn’t pene-
trate their fur, Maybe I'd better build a
fire.”

As he talked he had been fumbling in his
pockets, although he knew that he would
find no matches, That was one thing the old
doctor had not thought of. Or maybe he
had. There might have been a means of
making fire in one of the cabinets, an old-
fashioned tinder box or some such con-
trivance, for ordinary matches would have
crumbled to dust with the years, He hadn’t
searched as carefully as he might have, His
fingers encountered a spare clip to fit the
automatic he had lost, A sudden train of
thought snapped him into action. Tinder
box—gunpowder . . ,

An eerie scream rose in the still air,
sending a shiver down his backbone, and
confirming Nona's story. Removing a cart-
ridge from the clip, he used the point of
a clasp-knife to pry the bullet loose. Then
he carefully selected some dried leaves,
crumpled them, and mixed in the powder
from the brass cartridge. Some small, dried
twigs completed the tinder. Then in the fast
fading light he managed to find a hard rock,
about the size of his hand.

“HOLD your breath,” he requested, and
struck the blunt end of the steel axe
a sharp blow. Nothing happened. "I should
have joined the Boy Scouts,” he mourned,
striking another futile blow. The third, how-
ever, produced a shower of sparks, although
none of the them landed on the tinder. On
about the tenth try the tinder flared with a
sudden greenish flame and continued burn-
ing merrily while Mark piled on heavier
twigs until he had a sizable blaze. He was
surprised, but took care not to show it.
“That should do the trick,” he said, satis-
fied. “We'd better fix up a place to sleep
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before it gets too dark. We can make a
couple of soft mattresses if we collect
enough of these leaves.”

“T'll do that,” Nona answered. “You hack
off some branches with the axe and I'll strip
off the leaves. Then we can use the wood for
the fire.”

“Clever girl. Except that the wood, being
green, would make more smoke than flame.”

“I'm still clever,” she retorted. “The
smoke will discourage the mosquitoes. And
there is enough dry wood within reach to
keep the fire blazing.”

With both of them working energetically
it took very little time to collect enough dry
wood, leaves and green wood. Fortunately
there was but the lightest of breezes and
the leaves were in no danger of blowing
away. Nona busied herself with arranging
them to form a thick matting while Mark
chopped the wood into convenient lengths.

Finishing his task he surveyed the result
of Nona's efforts with a quizzical eye. She
had undoubtedly fashioned a comfortable
bed. Not two beds—one bed. The leaves
were spread out over a wide area, to a depth
of about four inches.

“Nice job,” he said lamely, and turned
to sit down near the fire.

Nona stood looking at Mark’s back for
a long minute before making up her mind
what to do. Then she went over and sat
beside him, following his gaze into the fire.
The dancing flames seemed to conjure up a
picture of a rugged young face just break-
ing into a smile. Startled, she stole a glance
at its living counterpart, wondering if this
were more magic or if her own thoughts of
him caused her to see the image. But Mark
was still staring gloomily into the fire.

“Dearest Mark,” she whispered and ran
her fingers through his hair. Mark jerked
away. Had the creature no shame?

She hesitantly placed her hand on his
arm. "Did I . . | Is there anything wrong?”
she asked timidly.

Mark smiled. He put a finger under her
chin, tilted her head back, and looked
searchingly into her eyes. “"No,” he de-
clared. “Nothing. Not after the way you
said that.”

Nona smiled. "I'm glad. When you were
sad, I was sad,” she said, maively. "But
something was wrong. = ill you tell me?”

Mark turned again to stare at the fire

before venturing to speak. There it was
again. If one were to accept the girl's
actions and words at their face value and
judge them according to standards dead

‘these thousands of years, one might reach

a wrong conclusion. Mark’s sense of values
needed a hasty reconditioning—but he
couldn’t seem to get on with it.

With all the things that had happened
since he had met her it seemed that he had
known her for years. And then there were
times that he didn’t know her at all.

“I'll tell you some other time,” he prom-
ised, tossing a dry stick in the fire. He
licked his lips and sought a reasonably
safe topic of conversation. “Now suppose
you tell me something of how people live
in your city.”

ONA shuddered. “They don’t. They

just exist, I don’t mean there is any
hardship,” she explained. “It's just that
life in the city is so monotonous. The
people have no initiatve. Even their pleas-
ures are directed. And although the l?nours
of work are not long, it always seems
that there is no time to do things you want
to do. There is always some meeting that
vou must attend, where stuffy people dis-
cuss ways to co-operate more efficiently so
that more work may be accomplished in a
shorter time. The reason given For this end-
less quest for efficiency is to get more time
for leisure. But there’s not much sense to
that if the people are allowed no leisure
anyway.

“There was only one recreation that I
liked, We were given permission to read the
reproductions of any of the ancient books
we liked, and that is how I spent most of
my time. You would think that when people
read of the freedom enjoyed by their an-
cestors they would have been discontented
with their lot. That was the effect it had
on me. But just the opposite was true of
the rest. They seldom read of the ancients,
because it made them mad that their an-
cestors could have been so frivolous and
selfish; so concerned with their individual
welfare, So you see my people are really
satisfied with the way they live. I was the
only one who rebelled at having my every
move plotted out for me.”

“The little rebel, eh? And you didn’t care
for the husband they picked for you either.”
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The ecrie wail of a nearby wildcat
mingled with Nona's chuckle, “You should
have seen him. They picked him because they
thought he was stolid enough to counter-
act the wayward streak in me, There was no
other man in the city so submissive and
willing to obey. I remember the day the man
from the Eugenics Council brough:t him to
my father’s house. We were introduced and
I was told that this was the man the council
had chosen for my mate. Then we were left
alone. You see, it is the regular procedure
when the council chooses two people to be
mated to introduce them and then leave
them alone for two hours to get acquainted.
They then separate and the mating date is
set for a day one week later,

“During this week either of the two may
decide not to take the other for a mate.
Then he or she is introduced to another who
has the required gene-determinants. Each
person is allowed five choices although sel-
dom does anyone ask for a second choice.
It’s foolish to do so, for if one person has
the same gene-determinants as another, he
would differ from the other in only the most
superficial characteristics. So there really
isn't any choice at all.”

“I suppose that after generations of such
artificial selection your people would be
pretty nearly alike anyway,” Mark guessed.

“Oh, yes,” Nona said. “The art of
photography has been almost abandoned.
A picture of one man would do for all the
men in the city.” She chuckled again, and
spread her hands. “That’s an exaggeration,
of course for there are differences physically,
but not nearly so much as I've noted in the
pictures in the ancient books. No two people
looked alike in those days, did they?”

“Very few,” Mark admitted. “But what
sort of a ceremony is held when two people
are mated?”

“Ceremony?” Nona looked puzzled for
a moment. “Oh, I know what you mean.
I've read about it. We don't have anything
like that. On the appointed day the couple
are assigned a house and they occupy it.
That is all.”

}AARK felt this was too direct to be any
fun. He forgot, momentarily, that one
reason he’d shunned marriage was his dread
of a big church wedding,

He threw another branch on the fire at the

sound of a raucous screech., "Do these
couples live happily together?”

“Happily? Oh yes, I suppose so. It seemed
rather dreary to me. You sce, they don’t
live together in the sense that the ancients
did. Neither sees the other except when the
day's work and recreation are over.

Mark thought this one over a minute.
“Preity clever,” he decided. “They don't
see enough of each other to quarrel. Not a
bad stunt at that. The men are segregated
from the women at all other times, I sup-
pose?”

“Yes, of course, since I was a little giri
the only men I have spoken to have been
my father, the man from the Eugenics
Council and the rabbitlike little slug I was
introduced to. I only saw the last two for
a few minutes.”

Mark grinned, “And Omega and me,”
he supplemented. “Although Omega is not
a man. He's a perambulating thought wave.”

A sudden thought seemed to paralyze her.
It was 2 minute before she spoke. “Tell me.
Was there anyone . , . Did you have a mate?”
The last words came all in a breathless rush.

Mark looked sharply at her, and then
grinned, “"No,” he assured. “Almost, but
not quite.”

The combined wails of two or three wild-
cats rent the evening stillness from a point
not far away. Mark looked around at the
deep shadows that ringed the little clearing,
but saw no sign of the cats. Later perhaps,
thete would be the glowing reflections from
their eyes, but he was sure that none would
venture within the lighted area.

“Maybe you'd better go to sleep now,”
he suggested. “I'll keep the fire going.”

“I'm not sleepy. I'd rather talk.” She
drew closer to Mark and, at the dictates of
an uncomfortably acute conscience, he re-
treated.

“It seems to be a peculiarity of your sex,”
he commented. “Bat I still think you should
sleep. You've had a hard day and tomorrow
might be harder.” Tonight, the _Lord knew,
apparently was going to be trying enough.
His arms ached now with the will to hold
them at his side.

“BUT so have you,” she insisted. “You
sleep and I'll watch. I read somewhere
that it is the woman’s duty to serve the
man.” Her smile was utterly childlike and
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completely irresistible,

“Huh,” Mark said, very meekly. “Don’t
believe all you read, young lady. There have
been some crackpot philosophers with
peculiar ideas concerning human relations.
One—possibly the one you read—believed
that women should serve men like slaves.
He spoke of his ideal man as a ‘superior’
man, who, it seems, was one who demanded
much but gave little. Things don't work
out that way, fortunately. His ‘superior’ man
would have to be a cold, supercilious sort
of a critter, and people just don’t take to
that kind of person, even women, who are
known to be peculiar at times. Instead of
serving, a woman would be more apt to
hate him. People don’t do things because
they should do them; they do things because
they want to. As soon as an act is considered
a duty, people want to do the opposite.”
It didn’t make much sense, Mark thought
wildly, but when you talk you can’t kiss . . .

Nona thought it over for a minute, "Yes,
I understand. But you see, I want to watch
the fire for you.”

Mark looked disgusted, and felt entirely
helpless. Nona looked into his eyes with an
expression that told him exactly where he
stood. Then, seeing that he was scowling,
she appeared very contrite,

“Is that wrong?” she asked. “There is
so much I must learn, Please tell me and
don't be angry.”

Mark promised to wake her when he got
sleepy and let her take a turn at playing
watchman. In spite of her scanty attire she
insisted that she would not get cold, but
Mark made her take his jacket for covering.
The fire would keeg him warm, although
the night seemed to be mild enough to war-
rant no protection from the elements. He
replenished the blaze and looked about for
some visible evidence of the cats, whose
wailing was making a constant cacophony
in the almost motionless air, This time he
saw a pair of glowing points apparently
suspended in mid-air, above the thick branch
of a nearby tree. He snatched a burning
brand from the fire and tossed it at the
eyes. They disappeared amid a shower of
sparks, to the accompaniment of a hideous
spitting and hissing.

“And that takes care of you, my fuzzy
friend,” he remarked, retrieving the brand
and tossing it back into the fire.

VIII

LATER while occupying himsclf by hack-
ing absently at a piece of wood with
his clasp-knife, Mark was jolted by a star-
tling discovery. An unexpected slip of the
knife caused it to slice a thin sliver of flesh
from his knuckle, The blade was so keen
that he didn’t immediately notice the slight
wound, and continued whittling until
startled by the sight of blood. Mark was
not one to be awed, dismayed or even an-
noyed at the loss of a few drops of blood.
But this time he was definitely alarmed
when he noted the injury. For the blood
was not red. It was blue!

Wiping a few drops from the cut with a
finger he moved closer to the fire to be sure
his eyes were not playing him false. The
blood was blue, as deep blue as it had been
red! There could be no doubt; no trick
of reflected light was causing this phe-
nomenon. Hastily he examined the wound
from which it had oozed. He couldn't find
it.

In that short time the wound had healed,
and new skin covered the place where the
old had been sliced off! He found the place,
finally, but except for the fact that the new
skin was a shade whiter than that surround-
ing it, there was no sign of the cut. Mark
hadn’t minded Omega’s tricks; as a spec-
tator he had even been olympically amused.
But if his body was going to go gay on
him—

Mark suddenly thought of the scratches
he had suffered on the backs of both hands
while helping Nona through the brambles.
There was no sign of these either. He re-
membered thinking at the time that the
pain incurred was of surprisingly short dura-
tion, whereas the scratches should have
smarted for quite a while. He hadn’t looked
then because he hadn’t wanted Nona to
notice.

This discovery and the fact that for the
first time he had time to think, starled a
train of thought that was to leave him even
more puzzled. He remembered that after
the initial surprise at his surroundings, his
first physical sensation had been thirst. Not
hunger; just thirst.

There had been no feeling of cold m
spite of the fact that he had been nude.
He had only donned clothes for reasons of
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modesty and to have a place to carry
weapons. Further he remembered that when
he washed in the water from the jug there
had been no shock from the cold contact
although he had doused himself thoroughly.
He had felt the change in temperature, but
not nearly so acutely as he used to before
the long sleep.

Of course he had been so filled with
wonder at the antics of Omega at the time
that he might not have been so sensible to
sensation as normal. As an experiment he
rolled up a sleeve and placed the end of 2
glowine brand within a few inches of his
arm. There was plenty of heat, and the hair
curled up, singed, but he felt no pain.

Gritting his teeth he placed it in direct
contact with the skin, then drew it quickly
away. A grunt escaped his lips when the
flesh seared for an agonizing instant.

But the pain left almost as quickly as it
came, and the burned spot healed over with-
out forming a blister. He brushed the char-
red portion and the dried skin flaked off
to reveal an arm unmarked, save for the
little charred circle of singed hair.

For a moment or two he just stared at
his arm.

His thoughts went back over the events
of the day.

Then, of course, there was hunger. He
hadn’t experienced any at all, though he had
always been a heavy eater, He had eaten,
all right, but only after the odors of Omega’s
dinner had made his mouth water. And
that was more from habit than need, for he
bad only eaten 2 few mouthfuls.

Contemplation of it all made his head
swim. The changed blood, with its bluish
color, was no doubt the result of the an-
aesthetic given him before the operation.
The anaesthetic had been injected, he re-
called.

UMPIN’ Jehosaphat! He suddenly real-
ized that he should be dead tired by
now, But he wasn’t. He had no desire to
sleep, at all. In spite of miles of walking,
a fight, and enough excitement to last him
a year, he felt no vestige of weariness . . .
He had just begun to feel elated at his
new powers when this thought struck him,
But he didn’t fecl so chipper when he con-
templated the long nights ahead of him,
during which he very much feared he would

get fed up with his own company. On the
other hand he had eaten, when he evidently
didn’t require food, so possibly he could
sleep if he so desired. He almost awakened
Nona in his anxiety to try out this theory,
but the sight of her made him decide not to.

He bent over her and replaced the jacket
which had shifted and partly uncovered her
beautifully formed body. A leaping flamc
revealed a smile that gave her features a
radiance that could only be surpassed, Mark
was thinking, by the splendor of her lumi-
nous eyes.

Perversely he recalled thinking the same
thing of another bea: "ful lady. But that
one had been grossly sophisticated, shame-
fully mercenary, He had found that out
almost too late; but he knew now that
Nona was touchingly and oddly naive.

Resuming his vigil at the fire, Mark’s
thoughts returned to the puzzle of his
changed condition.

There must be some other answer to this
queer lack of hunger. Maybe it was merely
temporary loss of appetite, though one
would think that he would lack energy if
that were the case.

He hoped Omega would know the an-
swer.

IX

ITH the morning’s slow advance the

weird wailings gradually lessened until
they finally ceased. This particular breed of
cats appeared to be entirely nocturnal in
habit. A curious rabbit hopped into the
clearing and inspected the girl’s sleeping
figure, ignoring Mark. A well-aimed stone
put an end to the rodent’s curiosity. Nona
stirred and jumped to her feet as she real-
ized that Mark had allowed her to sleep the
night through.

“You broke your promise,” she said, look-
ing as pretty as two pictures,

“No, I didn’t,” he grinned. “I promised
to wake you v'hen I got sleepy. And I didn't
get sleepy.”

“But you must have. I was exhausted.”

“But you forget I am a very unusual
person,” he reminded her. “Suppose you
just rest over here while I get breakfast.”

“But that isn’t right,” she protested, "I
read that the custom in your day was for
the woman to prepare the food for the
man.”
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Mark sighed. “Yes, but do you know
how to skin a rabbit and cook it over an
open fire?” -

“No,” she admitted, ashamed.

“Well 1 do. So you just sit there and
marvel, By the way, who does do the cook-
ing in your city?”

“It’s not my city!” she flared, then calmed
down instantly. “The cooking is done by
groups of men whose only duty is to pre-
pare meals for the other workers. The city
ts divided into sectors, and in the center
of each sector is a community building.
At meal times long tables are set up.

“Men eat first, leave the building, and
fifteen minutes later the women eat. The
children are fed in a separate hall in the
same building.”

Nona was absorbedly watching the proc-
ess of preparing the rabbit. Occasionally she
would ask a question, but for the most part
she was silent, missing not a movement of
Mark’s capable hands. And she could not
have had a better tutor when it came to
cooking game, for he had spent a good por-
tion of his former existence on hunting and
camping trips.

The rabbit was finally done to a turn
and Mark dismembered it.

“Next time I'll be able to cook the meal,”
Nona said, between mouthfuls.

An hour later found them resuming their
journey southward. Neither had the slight-
est idea where they were going, for no plans
for the future had been mentioned. Mark
had given the matter some thought, but
held his own council until he could get
certain things straightened out in his mind.

“I would offer a penny for your thoughts
if T knew what a penny was,” Nona re-
marked.

“I wouldn’t swindle you. But you can
tell me something. Just what were you
thinking immediately after Omega intro-
duced us?”

Ecstasy illumined her face. "I was so
bewildered that at first I couldn’t under-
stand. You see my studies had given me the
impression that in your time it was cus-
tomary for the man to—I can’t think of
the right words, Oh yes—to ‘pay court’
to the woman of his choice.

“I'm not sure just what that means, but
it doesn’t matter. That was probably from
a book written before your era. So I didn't

realize for a moment, that Omega was
really introducing us. Of course, he told
me afterward that he had watched over
me since I was born, and that he knew more
than the Eugenic Council. But I didn’t know
that when he introduced us. All I could
think of was that you wanted me. Your
grin told me that. I was so happy I couldn't
think.”

Mark leaned over, cupped her chin in his
hand, and kissed her. Lingeringly. “A little
formality I overlooked,” he explained.

The whole thing was now clear. To Nona
an introduction amounted to a giving in
marriage. Here all the time he had been
married to her—and without knowing it!

And what was even more astounding,
she seemed to have been exceedingly happy
about the situation from the first. All the
while he had been afraid that he might
be misinterpreting her actions,

And now, it appeared, there were definite
things which must be done. He was no
longer a shiftless bachelor, but a settled
married man. He would have to act like
one and find a place to settle,

This general southerly direction that
Omega had suggested should land them on
the seacoast at a point several miles north-
east of present-day New Haven. According
to Nona there were no other seacoast settle-
ments in this direction. Acting on this infor-
mation he changed their course a bit to the
eastward, in order that they reach the coast
somewhere opposite the tip of Long Island.
That should be a safe place to establish a
home. All humans were apt to be enemies
and therefore it was best to stay well clear
of cities,

They had covered several miles ignoring
the passage of time when Mark noticed that
the sun seemed to be near the zenith. Al-
though he had eaten very little of the roasted
rabbit, the pangs of hunger didn’t appear.
This phenomenon had ceased to intrigue
him and in fact he had decided to eschew
eating altogether, unless he should get
hungry.

There was no use in going to the bother,
as long as this new blood of his con-
tinued to rejuvenate itself, He realized that
as time went on he would even cease to. he
stimulated by the sight or odor of food.
And that was really no loss, for although
in the past he had certainly enjoyed eating
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satisfying meals, it was obvious that if he
hadn’t needed the food he wouldn't have
found any pleasure in eating it.

After the first few bites of the meal that
Omega had furnished—those bites which
hadn’t tasted like garbage—the artificially
stimulated appetité had left him, But for all
that, he sucﬁienly thought, Nona required
food and it was up to him to procure some.

This might turn out to be quite an under-
taking, he realized, for aside from the
needle-gun he had only his axe for a
weapon. Rabbits were plentiful, but a lucky
throw like that one this morning couldn’t
always be duplicated.

Thus gloomily meditating, Mark was
startled by a thrashing in the nearby under-
brush, The sound appeared to be coming
toward them, Motioning Nona to be quiet
he grasped the handle of his axe and
crouched, ready to spring into action. This,
he fervently hoped, would be a deer, and
there would be darned little time in which
to do the slaughter.

Sweat made the handle of the axe slippery
but he was afraid to relinquish his grip
for the instant needed to wipe it. The deer
might appear during that instant. The
threshing sound came nearer.

Abruptly the underbrush parted and out
waddled the largest brown bear he had ever
seen. Bear steaks were good to eat.

Mark moved lithely forward, axe poised
for one killing blow. There might not be
time for a second.

With a sudden shift to the left to dodge
the outstretched paws, Mark swung a ter-
rific blow. But the sharp movement of the
axe caused the slippery handle to turn in
his hand,

The intended shearing stroke which
should have come close to decapitating the
great beast, became a harmless thump with
the broad side of the blade.

The bear grunted in surprise and fell
down on all fours, his unexpected move-
ment wrenching the axe out of Mark's
2rasp. The weapon fell to the ground while
his rush carried Marck several feet past the
bear. The monster seemed unaware that he
could easily polish off his bold antagonist,
for he ignored Mark for the moment to
satisfy his curiosity concerning the axe.

After a few sniffs he picked it up with
his teeth and carried it to Mark. Dreamily,

Mark accepted the axe, at which the bear
reared up and stood still as if offering to
continue the game. Mark looked helplessly
at Nona, and stuffed the axe back in his
belt.

“TI'll have to find you something else to
eat,” he told her, eyeing the bear, who
looked about as ferocious as his smaller
cousin, the teddy. “You can’t kill anything
that wants to play, the way this fool brute
does.”

Nona, who had been watching with one
hand muffling her mouth, gave a great sigh
and sat weakly on the ground. Bears
were an item completely ottside her ex-
perience, and the encounter had unnerved
her somewhat. Mark helped her to her feet
and they resumed their trek, The bear, in a
friendly manner, trotted along at their heels,

"I hope it doesn’t occur to that critter
just what I was trying to do,” Mark said,
looking nervously over his shoulder,

Nona's eyes widened. “Is he dangerous?”

“I don’t think so, judging by the way
he acted when I tried to kill him, But on
the other hand, he could be. I wish I
wasn't so tender-hearted. I couldn't have
missed a second time. But he looked so
darned agreeable . . . He thought it was
all 2 game.”

Nona was looking adoringly up at Mark’s
face, though doing so made her stumble,
when both of them became aware that the
breeze was carrying with it the tantalizing
odor of fresh-cooked food.

Mark made a motion for quiet and they
advanced cautiously. In a little clearing
there was a table heaped with silver-covered
dishes. It was only set for one, although
there were three chairs. Omega was not in
evidence but Mark suspected that he was
there just the same.

“Well, the food problem seems to be
solved for the present,” he remarked. “"Now
if that pet poodle of ours doesn’t decide to
occupy the third chair . . .’

But as if his words put the idea into the
bear's head, the shaggy beast bounded on
ahead of them and made a clumsy attempt to
sit down on one of the chairs. Not being
designed to support such a weight, the chait
promptly collapsed. But the bear, nothing
daunted, squatted on his haunches, which
brought him to the proper height anyway.
Mark, at this point, began to suspect that
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all was not as it seemed.

“Pay no attention to the clown,” he told
Nona holding her chair. “And if he lays
a paw on anything you want, slap him one.”

“But aren't you going to eat? There is
only one plate.” .

Mark didn’t answer, glaring at the bear,
who was now looking very sullen, as if
his feelings were hurt.

“He doesn’t have to eat,” the bear said,
sulkily, in a high tenor voice.

“You might at least be a bass,” Mark
reproved.

“Did you ever hear a bear speak in a
bass voice?”

“No. Never heard one speak at all.”

“Well then, any kind of a voice I use is
all right. And I'm getting sick and tired of
your everlasting criticism. You're just
jealous—that’s all. Well, how've you been?"”

“Okay. But you might have let me know
you were marrying us. I didn't find it out
until this morning. I must say I think it
pretty inconsiderate , , ."”

X

A HEARTY guffaw shook the bear’s
sides. Nona, who had dropped her
fork when the bear began to speak, sighed
and and resumed her meal. The things
didn't happen according to any fixed pattern
any more, and she was beginning to find a
sort of naturalness in the unexpected. But
she wished Omega would leave them alone.
There seemed to be some connection be-
tween him and the unusual things she had
noticed about her husband. His not eating
or sleeping, for instance. And besides, when
the two of them got to talking, she couldn’t
understand a word.,

“Well,” Omega was explaining, "I could
see that you would be weeks getting around
to it by yourself, so I thought I would help
out. And both your minds were already
made up on the subject, except that you
didn't know it. So I speeded things up
for a very good reason. You have probably
noticed that you are changed somewhat?”

“Yes. I meant to ask you about that.”

“You have seen your blood?”

“Yes. It's blue. How come?”

“I'll explain, Keep your ears open, Nona.
This concerns you, too. The cause of the
change was the injection of the anaesthetic.

The doctor concocted the thing mainly from
a slightly radio-active compound which had
been recently discovered. The nervous sys-
tem was numbed by the unaccustomed bom-
bardment of radio-emanation, resulting in
coma,

“You never would have woke up if I
hadn’t decided to help you. You would have
lain there, half alive, for 2 few more thou-
sand years, and then you would have died
when the strength of the radio-active emana-
tions decreased below a certain point. As it
is now you may live those years in full pos-
session of your faculties.”

Mark was stunned. This was something
he was not prepared for. The implications
involved evidently struck Nona a blow, for
she let out a despairing wail.

“Then Mark will go on being a young
man, while I grow old and ugly and ,,.”

Omega raised a paw to silence her.
“Nothing of the kind. That is what I was
coming to, I think I told you that I have
never made a practice of interfering with
the life forms that I have found in my
travels. Only on rare occasions I have helped
promising civilizations when some catas-
trophe threatened them. But in this case I
am making an exception. I have decided
to create a new race of humans! And you
two are to begin it.

You'll start a new life together, possessed
of transmissible physical characteristics that
should found a race capable of higher at-
tainments than ever possible to ordinary
humans, Oh, yes, I am going to inject Nona
to make her as you are. I'll do that now.”

The bear abruptly vanished and in its
place was the patriarch they'd seen before.
In his hand was a large hypodermic syringe.

“Whoa, Tillie,” cried Mark., “I don’t
want her to go to sleep for six thousand
years!”

“She won’t. I'll strengthen her system to
stand the shock.”

The needle was inserted and its fluid
pumped into the blood stream. Nona gave
no sign that she felt anything. And knowing
Omega’s powers, it is doubtful if she did.

“Now she has, or will have in a few
hours, all the life vitality that has been
yours since your awakening."”

“What is the principle behind this change
in blood?” inquired Mark.

“Scientists back in your time were begin-
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ning to suspect that life was dependent on
radio-activity, They spoke of life-charges
which they called radiogens. Fundamentally
they were on the right track. There had to
be something besides the ordinary working
chemistry of the body to explain the be-
havior of metabolism,

“The process might be summed up by
saying that at birth a creature of protoplasm
is endowed with a certain quantity of life-
charges. The radio-activity of these charges
is so slight as to be almost non-existent,
but is nevertheless sufficient to support the
life of the organism,

“As you know, radio-active materials are
continuously breaking down into other ele-
ments, As this occurs the emanations de-
crease. Applying this to the organism you
can see that as the radio-activity lessens, the
vitality also lessens, metabolism slows down
and the organism finally dies.

“In the case of your new blood, the radio-
active element is much stronger and has a
much longer half-period. The injection of
the compound has changed your body chem-
istry considerably and given you certain
physical properties which should ensure the
survival of the new race.

“TYOOD you will never need, because

A" your blood always contains more
energy than you can use in the everyday
operation of your body. Ordinary injuries
will scarcely pain, they will heal so quickly.
And no disease germ can withstand the
emanations of the compound. Any ques-
tions?”

“Yes. Now that you have started the ball
rolling, have you any further plans for us?”

“No. Just live your lives as you wish or
as you may. But remember that you are not
limited to three score years and ten. You
have plenty of time. I think half of the
world’s evil can be laid at the doors of
people who were willing to sacrifice others
that they might cram two lifetimes into the
short one allotted them. Your progeny will
grow up with the heritage of a long life,
and that, coupled with the finer mental
characteristics with which you will endow
them, should form the nucleus for a great
race. Well, good luck. I'm leaving for the
time being. By the way, can you speak
Swedish?”

“No, What’s that got to do with it?”

With a twinkle in his eyes, Omega quietly
faded in the manner of the Cheshire cat.
“You'd be surprised,” came his quavering
voice, as from a distance.

“Disconcertin’ cuss,” Mark complained.
"Do you feel any different?”

Nona, who by this time was becoming
accustomed to Omega’s abrupt comings and
goings, was looking at him with a specu-
lative gleam in her eyes. “No,” she stated.
"But that is unimportant. I gathered from
a remark you made that you were totally
unaware what Omega meant when he in-
troduced us, Is that right?”

Mark’s jaw dropped. He hadn’t credited
her with such perspicacity. “Yes,” he finally
admitted, “I didn't know then.”

“That’s what I thought. But what I want
to know is: Did you really want this to
happen?”

“You mean for us to be married? Sure
I did! But I didn’t know how you felt. So
I owe Omega a whole lot for settling the
thing.”

Nona's face brightened. “Then I was
right about the 'paying court’ that the old
books told of.”

“Oh, yes. It was quite the thing in those
days.” _ ’

"And didn’t the men tell the women how
much they loved them?”

"Yes, indeed. Although that came toward
the end.”

“Then you should tell me. Especially since
we are already married.”

“Of course, Nona.” His voice grew
solemn in spite of himself. “I love you with
all my heart. I thought you knew that.”

“I wanted to hear it. And maybe you
had better kiss me, I don’t want to have to
do all the wooing.”

XI

IN THE year 7966 forests covered most
of the area which had once comprised
the New England states. Thus it was that
when Mark and Nona finally broke out of
the woods’ dark corridors they found them-
selves on a narrow strip of rocky beach
facing the Atlantic Ocean.

A mile or so to the north was a rocky
prominence jutting out almost to the water’s
edge. From that distance details could not
be made out clearly, but it seemed to Mark
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that the lower fifteen feet of the cliff was
in deep shadow. That might indicate that
this lower portion was of soft rock which
had been worn away some time in the past
by the action of water, and now formed a
recess sheltered by the overhanging cliff.
It was well worth investigating, and they
set out in its direction.

The forest receded as they approached
the prominence, leaving a fairly wide beach.
The cliff was indented deeply around the
bottom. Mark didn't have time to notice
any more because he saw something a lot
more interesting. Emerging from the woods
at a point skirting the cliff was a large body
of decidedly odd-looking men. And unless
all the pictures in all the history books he'd
ever seen were lying, the men were full-
blown Vikings,

Big, rawboned, yellow-bearded bucks they
were, with leather trappings, and most of
them even bigger and heavier muscled than
he. Their weapons seemed to consist of the
short-sword and double-bitted battle-axe.

As yet the band had not sighted them
and Mark bustled Nona toward the nearest
fringe of forest, There would be a chance of
eluding them once within the darkening
wood, but they would surely be over-
whelmed if they were caught out on the
open beach.

Dusk was falling fast and it appeared for
a moment as if they would not be dis-
covered. The direction from which the
Norsemen were approaching would make it
impossible to escape if the band chose to
intercept their flight. But still Mark was
afraid to break into a run for the reason
that a swiftly moving body is far more apt
to be seen out of the corner of the eye than
a slow-moving one, So they proceeded at a
walk, in a direction at right-angles to the
nearing band of men, each step bringing
them closer to the safety of the forest.

One of the nearer Norsemen glanced
away from his course skirting the cliff and
saw them. A sudden shouting anaounced
that they were discovered.

“Run for it!” he cried.

But he knew as he sped across the shifting
sand, matching his pace with Nona's that
the Vikings had far less space to travel in
order to cut them off. The race was lost
before it was begun,

There was one last chance, however.

“Nona! Cut across to the left, I'll engage
them for a minute, and then catch up to
you.”

“No! 'They’ll kill you!”

“I can run faster than you,” he explained.
“I'll only nced to stop them for a minute,
and then I'll break away and catch up to
you. Do as I say!”

Nona reluctantly obeyed. But the manew-
ver was spotted by the Norsemen, for two
men detached themselves from the band and
galloped off to catch the girl before she
could reach the forest. Mark gave a groan
and caught up to her.

Instructing Nona to make a sudden bolt
for the forest when the marauders drew
near, Mark slowed his pace and loosened
his axe in its holster. The needle-gun he
held in readiness,

In another second they would be in range.
Aiming carefully at a level with their faces
he released the trigger, The gun vibrated
with a humming sound and one of the at-
tackers went down. Three more had fallen
when the throbbing of the gun abruptly
ceased. The magazine was empty!

Mark wiped the palm of his right hand,
on his jacket—remembering the bear—and
drew the axe, silently cursing himself for
neglecting to reload the gun. There was no
time now, for he was not at all familiar
with the workings of its mechanism,

The Fates must have been chuckling, for
as Nona obeyed his command to turn and
run again toward the forest, she slipped
on the treacherous sand and was immediately
grabbed up by a burly golden-haired giant.

The Viking had his hands full, for the
now tireless girl fought like a wildcat,
squirming and scratching and biting.

But Mark saw none of this, for he was
quite busy himself. There were about
twenty-six of the rovers, and he was certain
he was going to cut this number down con-
siderably before they finally got him. The
first to meet him was a bearded giant, fleeter
of foot than his companions, for he was
several feet in advance,

With a tigerish spring, Mark sunk his
axe through the fellow’s steel helmet and
snatched the short-sword out of his lifeless
hand. A wrench tore the axe loose while the
sword in his left hand fended off a blow
from the next one,

In two heast-beats he was dispatched in
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a like manner. But now the rest of Mark's
attackers had come up and were methodically
surrounding him. The cuts he was receiving
caused not the slightest pain for they healed
as fast as they came.

Time after time the Vikings were about
to cut him down form the sides and rear,
but his flashing sword and shearing axe
saved him,

Bul the inevitable finally happened. A
sword blow, delivered from behind, gave
his skull a terrific thump, There was a bright
flash, a feeling of falling, and then dark-
ness. He was unconscious for only a few
minutes but when he awoke he was trussed
up so securely that he could hardly move,
A twist of his head revealed that Nona was
similarly bound. She didn’t look very fright-
ened. Just mad. Mark grinned.

The Norsemen—the ones who weren't
dead or sitting on the ground nursing their
wounds—were arguing apparently about
Mark’s stainless-steel axe, held gingerly by
a blond Viking who seemed to be their
chief.

Their guttural speech was totally un-
familiar to Mark, and the occasional awed
glances in his direction from one or another
of his captors made even less sense.

After a minute, the chief bent over to
examine Mark’s wounds. There weren't
any. Not even scars. Another discussion
arose over this, but it sounded like so much
Swedish to Mark. Swedish! That blamed
Omega again! He had foreseen that Mark
would run afoul of these rovers. And he had
evidently known that they would not be
killed, but merely taken prisoners.

Finally the Norsemen seemed to have
come to some sort of conclusion, for the
chief approached and spoke in a respectful
tone of voice and motioned for Mark and
Nona to rise.

THERE was a great confusion for a few
minutes as the survivors made provision
to carry their fallen comrades.

The presence of Norsemen, fantastic as
it might be, meant that there must be a ship
somewhere in the vicinity, Yet there was
none in sight. The question was answered
in short order when the chief led the way
around the seaward side of the cliff. There,
standing well off the shore was a long,
Jow-slung, single-masted ship, barely visible

in the fast-fading twilight.

Evidently the shallow slope of the shore
had prevented closer approach, for the boat
lay just outside the whitecaps, rising and
falling with each rolling wave.

Without any hesitation the Norsemen
plunged into the sea, herding Mark and
Nona along. Four of the leather-clad giants
took it upon themselves to assist the captives,
as the water deepened and it became in-
creasingly difficult to maintain balance with-
out the use of their arms.

In the main, the ship was a typical Viking
raiding-vessel. High-prowed, and equally
high in the stern, its sleek lines were marred
by the long row of out-jutting oars. These
were out-rigged to provide a maximum
leverage.

The sail, now furled, was a departure
from the traditional Viking style. Its yards
and halyards were of an improved rig, and,
Mark guessed, far more manageable than
the older type.

As the wading party advanced several
more details showed variance with his recol-
lection of Norse ships. Although his knowl-
edge might have been gleaned from unre-
liable sources, Mark was sure, for one thing,
that Viking vessels were not nearly so large
as this one appeared to be. But these were
not Vikings of the tenth century. Of the
same general racial stock and possibly a
similar state of culture, they must have re-
tained some of the knowledge that was
theirs before the series of wars that wrecked
civilization throughout the world.

Willing hands hauled them aboard. The
captives were allowed to stand at the base
of the thick mast while the chief disap-
peared into the cabin in the fore part of
the ship. A guttural chattering was going
on between those who had remained on
board and the landing party. Several times
Mark noticed curious stares in his direction
and twice as often in Nona's.

“"What will they do with us?” quericd
Nona.

Mark looked at her with pride. Her face
showed only the calm, unruffled placidity
that was her natural expression.

“It’s hard to say,” he agreed. “But for
the present there’s no need to worry. The
sight of my blue blood, and the way my
wounds healed has got them buffaloed. And
then too, we both fought like wildcats and
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if these apes are anything like their an-
cestors, they have a great admiration and
respect for physical valor. Keep your chin
up. We'll come out on top.”

His words were a lot more cheerful than
his thoughts. His recollection of Viking
history was far from reassuring. The old
Notsemen, as far as he could remember,
were not given to going about shedding
sweetness and light.

The chief reappeared, barking orders.
The oars were manned and the big square-
sail unfurled. An offshore breeze soon had
the craft scudding out to sea, and the oars
were no longer needed.

As soon as the ship was well under way,
and there was no longer any need for his
supervison, the chief addressed Mark with
a series of unintelligible gutturals. Then
realizing that he was not understood, he
beckoned and led the way back to the
cabin, To the prisoner’s surprise, its interior
was as barbarically luxurious as a sultan’s
seraglio.

N A CUSHIONED divan reclined a
raw-boned giant with a flowing white
beard and a decidedly emaciated appearance.
This ancient had the look of one who was
suffering from, or just recovering from, a
wasting illness.

By the deferential attitude of the chief,
Mark wrongly deduced that this old one
was the captain of the ship and the other
was second in command, acting-chief during
his commander’s illness. The yellow-haired
one gave a stiff bow and made a sort of
salute with his right hand and with the
same motion waved it toward the captives,
as if presenting them,

He then stepped back and effaced himself
while the ancient calmly inspected the two
prisoners, While so doing, the decrepit old
fellow propped himself up on one elbow,
and then, after a long minute, sat erect. The
look of astonishment on the other Viking's
face gave Mark reason to believe that the
old fellow hadn’t sat up for many a day.
He was evidently recovering, then, though
just what effect that might have on Nona's
and his welfare he had no way of telling.

“Your knife, Sven, son of Sven,”
quavered the ancient, finally, holding out his
hands. The words, of course, were Swedish
é—Two Complete Science-Adventure Books—Summer

but their meaning was made clear when the
chief produced the knife. '

Mark wondered what was coming, but
stood quietly waiting, as did Nona. There
was nothing they could do, even if the
ancient should decide to slide the weapon
between their ribs. Mark wondered if his
new healing powers would stand up under
that kind of punishment. He was afraid
not.

But the oldster didn't scem to have any-
thing like that in mind, for with a great
creaking of stiffened joints, he rose to his
feet and started hacking away at the wet
bonds which were cutting into Mark’s
wrists,

The yellow-haired chief looked on wide-
eyed, but made no attempt to interfere. The
old man seemed to be quite a guy.

The bonds parted and Mark flexed his
muscles. He was surprised to see that the
ancient was holding the knife for him to
take.

The chief was egually surprised and this
time could not hold his peace. “Don’t!"” he
cried, and moved forward to interfere, “He
will kill you!”

But the graybeard waved him aside.
“Know you, Sven,” he admonished, “that
this one ts the chosen of Thor, the master of
thunder. He is an earthly representative of
the Hammer-thrower, Have you not seen
proof enough? His influence has already
cured my affliction. Observe!”

The ancient squatted and sprang erect
several times in quick succession, at the
same time flinging his arms wildly about,
Not understanding the reason for these
calisthenics, the captives wondered vaguely
if the oldster wasn’t probably a shade un-
hinged, but Yellow-hair was impressed.

“I bow to your superior knowledge, O
Wise One,” he said.

Mark, at this point, quickly took the
proffered knife before the old fellow could
go into his dance again. In an instant Nona
was likewise free. Mark returned the knife
to the dumbfounded chief.

“I don’t know what it's all about,” Mark
informed Nona, “but it looks as if the
danger is over.”

The ancient was looking at the chief
triumphantly, having proved his point, “I
shall now,” he proclaimed, “speak with the
strangers in the language of the Asa, the
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Gods, which they understand.”

HEN turning to the prisoners he said:
"Ay tank everything bane okay now.”

Mark looked at Nona and Nona looked
at Mark. Then they both looked at the
ancient. Mark groaned. “Omega! T might
have known."”

The ancient turned to the chief, Sven, son
of Sven, as if pleased with Mark’s words.
“The chosen of Thor tells me that he for-
gives you for attacking him and his mate,”
he said. “And furthermore that the Val-
kyries will bear those that he was forced to
kill to their eternal glory in Valhalla. You
may tell this to our men, And distribute
meade that all may rejoice in the good for-
tune that is ours in having such guests. Now
go and leave us alone.”

Sven, with a stiff bow which shook his
long hair into his eyes, left the cabin, The
ancient grinned impishly, and addressed the
captives. “You vars speaking of Omega?
Ay nefer bane heard of him.”

Mark eyed him askance, far from con-
rinced. When unusual things happened,
Omega was very apt to be within hailing
distance. I hate to dispute my elders,” he
mused, aloud. “But that’s very corny Sven-
ska you're handing out.”

“Whippersnapper!” raged the spurious
Swede. “Can't I have any fun? You'll talk
back to the wrong guy some day, and he’ll
spill some of your aristocratic hemoglobin.
Scoffer!”

Still muttering the old man let his aged
body creakily down on the cushioned divan.
“I ought to do something for this old
duffer,” the quavering voice resumed, in
quieter tones. “After all, he's allowing me
the use of his body, even if he does think
I am the spirit of Odin.” The body
stretched and started to fill out before their
eyes. Some of the gauntness seemed to leave
the face, but it still remained the face of
an old man. “Mustn’t go too far or they
won't recognize him. But this should give
him forty years more and he was dying
when I took charge.”

XII
MARK pulled Nona down on an up-

holstered bench beside him. “Of
course this is none of my business, but

would you mind clearing away some of the
fog?”

Omega sat up, chuckling. "I get a kick
out of watching you two. Not that I sicced
these latter-day Vikings on you. I admit I
knew you would run into them if you went
in the direction I sent you. If I had advised
any other course, you would have fared a
fot worse.

“Matter of fact I couldn’t have prevented
that fight by any normal means, but I did
save you from having your head sliced oft
on two occasions, That was one of the
reasons that those men were so in awe of
you. The two men who swung those blows
swore that their axes struck a wall in front
of your neck. And that is what started them
noticing that, although they had cut you up
a good bit, the wounds had healed. After
that they were willing to believe anything.”

“Thanks. But here we are, in the middle
of the ocean headed for Iceland, or some
such place, What's the idea? A bit of a
warning, since you were watching us any-
way, and we might have avoided all this.”

“What's the difference? What was for-
merly your country is now just so much
territory overrun by savage tribes, here and
there dotted with cities in a more or less
feudal state. There is no more civilization
there than there is anywhere else in the
world.

“These Vikings are just as advanced as
any race on the face of the Earth, And as
far as social relations are concerned, they
come closer to the old American traditions
than any of the other races.

“And as far as customs are concerned, you
certainly wouldn't want to live out your
lives as complete hermits. You'd have to
conform to the customs of some race. And
among these people you will be big-shots.
Chosen of the gods! I fixed that for you.
You'll have to prove it every so often, for
these lads don’t take much on hearsay, but
you can do that easily.”

Mark looked at Nona, who was keeping
a discreet silence. She seemed perfectly
happy just to sit beside him and listen.

“I don’t want to give the impression of
seeming ungrateful,” Mark said. “We both
appreciate the things you have done but I
don't fancy this business of sailing under
false colors. Chosen of the gods!”

“I expected you to pull that. Now
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listen . . . If I had given any other explana-
tion for your physical peculiarities, they
might not even have let you live. And if
they had, you could never have associated
with them on an even footing. You would
have been a pariah, something not alto-
gether to be trusted. An Elk at a Shriner’s
clambake . . .

“On the other hand, if you are con-
sidered a sort of demigod blessed by their
most respected deity, Thor, they will envy
and respect you, but nevertheless treat you
as one of them, It's the type of thing they
would fall for, too. They believe their gods
are very close to them and interested in their
slightest actions. Every exploit of theirs suc-
ceeds or fails only because the god inter-
ested approves or disapproves.

“And think of Nona. Her chances of
safety are improved immensely.”

Mark made a helpless gesture.

“I shouldn’t have started this discussion
in the first place,” he growled. “There
seems to be nothing to do but begin taking
lessons in Swedish.”

“It's not exactly Swedish. It's a' con-
glomeration of three or four languages—
Swedish, Norwegian, Danish and several
dialects—all of them changed considerably
by the passage of time. But I'll spare you
the mental effort of learning it.”

He arose, placed a hand on Mark’s head
and stared into his eyes.

For the first time it was driven home to
Mark the terrific energy that was Omega’s.
The impact of irresistible thought-waves
made his brain reel. It seemed as if a ham-
mer was beating repeatedly—throbbingly
—inside his skull. His senses were dim-
ming and he had almost lapsed into un-
consciousness when Omega quit and moved
over to Nona, Mark shook his head several
times, trying to clear it and gain sufficient
possession of his faculties to stop Omega
from subjecting Nona to the torture he had
just endured. But the operation was com-
pleted before he could speak.

“Calm yourself,” said the ancient, in the
Viking language, which Mark realized he
could now understand as well as English.
“I deadened her brain before I forced the
change in her memory cells. She felt no
pain, I'd have done the same for you except
that you needed taking dow.1 a peg or two.”

“I'm chastened. But the next time I'll

learn languages in the ordinary manner.”
“I'll have to explain to Sven that your
keenness of mind—a gift conferred by Thor
—enabled me to teach you the tongue in
short order.” Omega chuckled. “Now sup-
pose you two adjourn to the next room
until daylight. I have some thinking to do.”

XIII

ORNING found the ship well out of

sight of land, scudding with shortened
sail before a fresh west wind. The sky was
cloudless and the sun was so low on the
horizon when Mark fiest set foot on the
deck, that it seemed the ship was sailing
directly into it.

Omega had brought out an assortment of
feminine apparel for Nona to select from,
and a change for Mark, a Viking costume
more in keeping with his surroundings. The
shiny axe, which had been the center of the
Norsemen’s discussion, had been returned
and was now swinging from his belt on
the right side, while on the left was a
shortsword of exccllent manufacture, a gift
from Sven.

Nona had elected to stay in the cabin,
which was to be theirs for the duration of
the journey, and do a bit of tidying up.
So Mark was alone as he squinted into the
rays of the rising sun. Sven had seen him
emerge and was approaching from amid-
ships. At the same time the door at his
elbow opened and the ancient priest—
housing gmega's mind—stepped forth.

“Thought I had better. remind you about
proving your standing with Thor, You can't
back down now, you know. That would
make a liar out of the old guy whose body
I'm using.”

“Old guy! What's that make you? . . .
Tell me what to do, before Sven gets here.”

“Well, Thor is supposed to be a great
hand at throwing the hammer. You might
try that.”

“You know darn well I couldn't hit the

side of the Empire State Building with a

hammer.”

“No? Well, use your axe then. In a min-
ute I'm going to tell Sven to clear the deck
for an axe-throwing exhibition, so you had
better be good.”

Mark’s throat rumbled, but Sven had
arrived, so he kept still. The Viking brought
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up his arm in the salute he had used the
night before, This time it seemed to include
both of them. Mark decided to return it.
This man was the captain of the ship, he
had learned; the real ieader of the exgedi-
tion. An attempt to win his friendship
seemed to be wise. Omega didn’t do like-
wise, for, playing the part of the wise old
man, it wouldn't be in character. The an-
cient was on board, as he had explained
earlier in the motning, in the capacity of an
advisor and medical man. His position com-
manded respect mainly because of his own
wisdom and age. He had no real authority
in an active sense, but was nevertheless con-
sulted before any major step was taken,

Sven seemed to be quite pleased that
Mark had returned his salute.

“My men greet you,” he said, “and wish
to state that they are gratified that you
hold no malice because of our attack yester-
day.”

Mark rallied quickly. “You may say to
your men that their actions were only natural
and to think no more of the affair, It is
forgotten.”

Sven bowed with the stiff inclination of
the head that was characteristic. “There is
something the men would like explained, if
it is not too presumptuous. Two of my men
attest to the fact that when they aimed a
blow which should have cut off your head,
their axes rebounded as if striking a wall.
Was this imagination?”

Mark smiled enigmatically, “That is hard
to answer,” he said, quite frankly, “But
there is every chance that my patron inter-

osed an obstacle in front of the axes. It
as happened before.”

“Our honored guest,” Omega announced
pompously, “has consented to put the minds
of our men at ease, in case they are secretly
ashamed of the fact that they were not able
to conquer him without such terrific loss.
He is going to show that, due to the skill
with which he has been endowed by his
patron, Thor, no small body of warriors
could hope to prevail over him, You will
prepare 2 space for the throwing of the
axe.”

Sven turned on his heel and set out to
clear the deck.

“Now you've done it!” Mark growled.

Omega regarded him with a twinkle
o his eyes. "I think I'll give you an-

other language lesson,” he said.

“What are you worrying about? You have
a splendid physique. The necessary muscles
are well devcloped. All you do is aim the
axe at the target and heave with all your
strength. Simple! Of course I'll be on the
sidelines, rooting.”

“That ought to be a great help.”

Sven had gone efficiently about his task.
Every man on board, with the exception of
the helmsman, who luckily had a clear view
of the deck, was lined up against the rails
to watch the performance,

Omega led the way to a point about
seventy-five feet from the mast, and held
up his hands for silence.

"Our distinguished guest, Mark, the axe-
thrower, has consented to give you aa exhi-
bition of his skill. He requests a volunteer.”

A chorus of yells indicated that there were
plenty of takers. Sven was among them. He
was directed to stand a few feet away from
the mast. Omega produced a twig, about a
foot long, and placed it in the volunteer’s
mouth,

Mark’s heart sank. With a silent prayer
he firmly gripped the axe and measured the
distance with a decliberate eye, Corded
muscles stood out in relief as he slowly
drew back his arm,

Then, with the speed of a striking snake,
the arm shot out, releasing the axe.

With a swish that could be heard all over
the deck, the axe cleaved the air, speeding
true to its mark, The twig was sheared off
close to Sven's lips. But the axe did not
spend its force by falling to the deck. Oh
no. Not with Omega directing the perform-
ance. It continued flying, described an arc
around the thick mast and sped back to
Mark! Fortunately he saw it coming and
caught it, calmly restoring it to his belt.

For an instant there was a dead silence,
while Sven removed the short piece of twig
from his mouth and gazed at it stupidly.
Then bedlam broke loose.

Someone picked up the broken bit of
twig and the men fought each other for a
look at it. Some crowded about Mark and
Omega and respectfully asked for a closer
inspection of the axe. Its keen edge and
stainless steel surface hypnotized them.
Surely this axe was forged by the gods! No
other answer could explain its quality or

ability. No other weapon known to them
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would return to the hand of the thrower. It
was evident that the men who had not
witnessed the fight on shore were just as
convinced as the others of Mark’s divine
guidance, Only the hammer of Thor would
perform that trick.

Back in the cabin Nona heard about the
performance. Mark spoke apologetically,
embarrassed by the deception, but Omega
was chuckling gleefully.

“You'll simPly have to get over your
squeamishness,” he told Mark. “We've really
done them a favor. Given them something
new and wonderful to talk about. And in
a way, we've shown them the power of their
gods.”

X1v

CROSSING the Atlantic in a Viking ship
turned out to be a long drawn-out proc-
ess. When the wind failed the vessel was

propelled by oars, but the speed was agon-’

izingly snail-like. "

As the journey wore on, Mark found
himself liking more and more the hardy
crew, Sven, particularly, he found to be
congenial company. And, as Omega had pre-
dicted, the Norsemen came to accept him
as one of them, without any reservation on
the score of his peculiar talents, That they
were associating with a man who had been
singled out to be favored with special gifts
from a god, was a matter of course. Such
things had happened before, had they not?
It was just their good luck to meet up with
one so favored.

Several times during the journey the dis-
turbing recollection of Omega’s story of
the two Russians, came to plague Mark dur-
ing the long night hours when he was try-
ing to sleep.

At such times he would curse his inability
to control his mind, and would try mightily
to lead his thoughts to calmer channels. This
would make him even more wide-awake,
and he would give up and go outside to
pace the deck or talk to the crew. This in-
creased his knowledee of the manners and
customs of the Vikings, and due to his will-
ingness to listen and learn, he always found
an eager tutor.

Occasionally he would take part in a wres-
tling match with one of the crew. This was
a popular sport among the Norsemen, who

admired strength greatly, In fact it was his
ability at this pastime which accounted
mainly for his rise in popularity. For at one
time or another he defeated every man on
board. This was not due to any great skill
or superior knowledge of the art, but rather
to the fact that he was tireless.

But cventually his companionship with
the crew grew tiresome. He learned all he
could from them, and they certainly were
not brilliant conversationalists. And so he
would spend nights in his cabin where Nona
was sleeping as peacefully as a baby, and
think. And he was surprised how logical
and coherent his thought processes became
with practice,

He realized that he had really never
thought before. Now he found that he not
only was cerebrating abstractly, but enjoy-
ing it. Here was another side of the coin
Omega had paid out when he spoke of the
quicker progress that should be made by a
race of men with Mark’s characteristics.

He began to consider the two Russians
Omega had told him about. Brains equal in
capacity to the mighty mind of Omega, yet
twisted so that human suffering meant noth-
ing compared with the enjoyment of sceing
some experiment work itself out.

These minds were a constant menace to
any progressive civilization. It might even
be that they would refuse to allow any ad-
vanced civilization ever to develop. It
seemed likely that such minds would take
steps to prevent the development of other
brains that might at some future date chal-
lenge their right to ride rough-shod over the
rights of others. Here was a problem that
some day must be faced. And the future of
his own descendants was at stake, for the
Russians, when they finally returned to theit
earthly habitation, would be quick to see the
possibilities of this new race.

Yet it seetned hopeless to try to figure
any way of combating a danger that Omega
admitted was too much for him,

EVERAL times, however, he felt he had
almost caught the answer. But when-
ever this happened some fleeting idea on an
entirely unrelated theme would break his
train of thought, It was exasperating; he
would try for hours to recapture the sequence
of thought which had led to that almost-
point, only to fail and give up in disgust,
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On such occasions he would be irritable for
hours afterward; Nona was very patient
with him then, and he loved her more than
ever.

That elusive train of thought always
started with the doubt that the Russians
were as powerful as Omega believed. He
had Omega's word that the ability of a
brain increased with age. And certainly be
was immeasurably older than the compara-
tively youthful composite Russian brains.

From that premise the thought followed
that in all probability the Russians had not
nearly the control over the forces of nature
that Omega had. They would be, after a
mere four thousand years, and having sprung
from an intellectually inferior race, only
tyros in the use of their powers. It was pos-
sible that they were accomplishing their ends
by forcing their wills through hypnotism on
the people with whom they experimented.
This, he realized, would be a juvenile
method to Omega. A child’s meaningless
trick.

But there the train of thought always
ended. He could never co-relate these deduc-
tions to any logical conclusion. No plan of
action resulted. Sometimes he would carry
the matter further than others, but always
he would wind up against a stone wall.

Omega, who was staying with them for
some reason that Mark was not able to
fathom, noticed the periods of ill-humor,
but refrained from remarking upon them.
Mark often wondered whether his mind was
being probed without his knowledge, but
Omega had never given any indication that
he did this.

The voyage was coming to the close of
its third month when a lookout in the rig-
ging announced that land was in sight.

Excitement ran high among the Norse-
men until it was determined just what land
it was. Their navigation instruments were
pretty inaccurate, Mark discovered, and a
captain who hit land less than two or three
hundred miles from his port was considered
a distinctly superior seaman. This time,
however, it was quickly determined that
they were heading directly toward the home
pert, a point on the coast of Norway once
known as Stadtland.

Mark looked knowingly at Omega, for it
was obvious that all the others were very
much surprised at this unusual navigation.

Sven seemed to be very puffed up about
the whole thing.

Omega grinned. “We were headed for
the coast of Spain until I made a few cor-
rections,” he admitted to Mark. “It's a
miracle these lads ever get anywhere.”

The sail was furled as the ship ap-
proached the little cove that comprised the
harbor. People had gathered on shore to
welcome them; and beyond were the solid-
looking houses of a small town. Further in
the background was a stone structure, some-
thing on the order of a medieval castle, but
smaller.

“There don’t seem to be many on shore,”
remarked Sven, peering under his shading
hand. “They appear to be mostly women.
By the Aesir, they are 4/ women! Have
we become outcasts that we should be
greeted by women?”

His voice was angry.

There were echoing growls from others
among the crew, but the men were too glad
to be home to be upset by such a minor
matter, Probably their king had organized a
large hunt and the men were all away, The
crowd was swelling in size, but there were
still nothing but women. And they watched
silently. No cheer went up. No hand waved.
No mouth smiled,

XV

UNDER the drive of many oars the vessel
soon was beached. With shouts the
Norsemen leaped into the shallow water and
waded ashore, Sven helped the ancient over
the side and then waded on ahead. Mark
was looking ahead at the first of the Norse-
men to arrive on land. The men’s glad
shouts died out as more and more of them
reached the crowd on the beach, Sven had
already talked to one of the women and
waded part-way out again, Then he stopped,
passed a hand before his face, and stood
silent and bewildered.

“What is it, Sven?” Mark demanded,
gripping his arm.

The giant looked up blankly, then shook
his head. "My father—my sons—dead!” he
mumbled. "Dead—and my boy Sven would
soon have been a man.”

The story his bereaved wife had told him
came stumbling from his lips.

Only a month before, the town had been
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attacked by strange nomads, The defenders
fought with the fury of demons; but the in-
vaders kept coming in countless thousands
and at last overwhelmed them. Every towns-
man was slaughtered, and when no more
resistance was forthcoming the horde en-
tered the homes and killed all the boys,
even to the tiniest baby. No girls or women
were even molested, After their mission had
been accomplished the invaders marched
away and disappeared into the forest.

The following days had been busy ones
for the surviving women, who were left
with the task of burying their dead. With
relief they had greeted the arrival of two
shiploads of returning seamen a week after
the catastrophe. But on the following day
the invaders had reappeared and massacred
these, again leaving a town bereft of men.
Now the women were entreating these new
arrivals to leave, lest they, too, lose their
lives. And their wives, mothers and daugh-
ters were begging to leave with them.

Sven turned to Omega and asked for ad-
vice, but Mark interrupted. “Have the ship
provisioned immediately. We set sail as
soon as it can be done.

Sven was astonished. “But we can’t leave
the women. Suppose the invaders return?”

“Could you do anything if they did? I
am offering the only possible chance for re-
venge and freedom from another attack.
Order the ship provisioned. It's all right,
Sven. I have a plan.”

Sven, still bewildered, looked to Omega
for guidance. A nod answered him, and
Sven set about his task with a flurry of ac-
tivity.

“You've guessed the answer, eh?” in-
quired Omega.

“Part of it. You'll have to supply the rest.
\Where are they?”

“Do you mean their egos, or their
brains?”

“The brains, of course.”

“The place is not far from Arkhangelsk,
on the White Sea. The spot was chosen
originally because it was removed from
civilization. And the brains remain there for
the same reason, though they could move if
they wished.”

THE work of refitting the ship went on
quickly. Women, with pathetically hope-
less expressions on their faces, carried pre-

served foods down to the shore, and helped
every way they could. Most of them had
already lost their menfolk. Others were just
as anxiously helping to get their men, mem-
bers of this crew, away before the invaders
returned to kill them.

The sun still hovered above the hotizon,
bathing the western sea with a reddish glow,
when the ship again put to sea. This journey
was to be a long one, over a thousand miles
of coastwisc travel, but Omega winked at
Mark when he mentioned that fact. “Be of
good cheer, my friend,” he encouraged.
“These fellows have never made any trips
in this direction; and so they wont even
know it when I shorten the joutney by a
few hundred miles.”

“And how will you go about that?”

“Simple, my doubting friend, simple. To-
night, after most of the men have gone to
sleep, I shall cause those on watch to be-
come drowsy, and while they are catching
their forty winks, I'll just lift the ship and
then set it down within a couple days’ radius
of the White Sea. They won't know any-
thing happened.”

“Simple,” repeated Mark. “With all the
miracles you can perform I can’t see why
you haven't exterminated those Russian
vermin long ago.”

“But I've told you that it is against my
principles to do that sort of thing. And be-

sides I'm not at 2l sure I wouldn’t wind up

on the wrong end of the exterminating. But
you are different. For you, this is a matter
of self-preservation. How you intend to do
it is beyond me. They could blast you out
of existence in an instant.”

Mark was silent. “I'm not so sure myself.
But I think I have a chance. I'm banking
on two things ['ve learned about them. They
do not as yet know that they can exist as
pure thought-patterns, without their brains,
And they have an overwhelming curios-
ity.

“"You wouldn't care to elucidate?” in-
quired Omega, hopefully.

“No. I have an idea that here is one time
when an earthly brain is not wholly inade-
quate.”

“Such conceit! First idea you ever had—
probably no good, at that—and now you're
getting cocky.”

The moon was riding high overhead,
bathing the waves with a flicketing silver
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light and barely illuminating the distant
shoreline, when Omega went to work. The
helmsman, dreaming of Valhalla, failed to
notice that the wheel no longer tugged at
his arms, The few deckhands on duty never
knew that for a space of several minutes
the creakings and groanings of straining
timbers quicted as the ship lifted and was
no longer buffeted by wind and wave.

But Mark and Nona, hand in hand,
marveled as the craft soared and the waves
slid beneath them with astonishing rapidity.

THE shoreline became an indistinguish-
able blur as their speed increased. Even
the moon noticeably changed its position.
Yet there was no sensation of speed; no
raging wind tore the sail to shreds and
felled the great mast.

Nona shivered a little as the speed de-
creased and the ship settled gently into the
water. She clung tighter to Mark’s arm.

"Cold?” he inquired.

“Scared,” she said. “"We're almost there,
Mark. Oh, Mark . . . Let's give it up!
We're risking a lifetime of happiness. Our
lifetime. We could go to some other part of
the world and live out our lives in peace.
This isn't our fight, Mark dear.”

Mark didn't answer right away. Then he
shook his head and gave her hand a reas-
suring pat. “We have to do this, Nona, It
#s our fight. There could never be any
happiness for us knowing that this menace
is hanging over our heads, Distance
wouldn’t save us from them. No matter
where we went they could find us—and
fear us. And strike us down. Even if we
should live out our lives undiscovered, we
would know that sooner or later they would
find our children and destroy them. No, we
couldn’t be happy knowing that.

Nona smiled bravely; but a tear found
its way down her cheek. “You're right of
course, This is a good fight, Mark. I know
that. Only do—do please be careful . . . I
love you so cerribly.”

“Poor helpless creature,” Mark said,
grandly. “How I wish I might love you in
return.” She pinched his arm savagely, He

yelped.
Omega was regarding them with a wry
grin. “"Heroics!” he snorted. "But just the

same, you have plenty to worry about. Those
Russians are not nice boys to monkey with.

But that's your worry. I have more impor-
tant things to think of. I'm going to leave
you now _.."”

Mark was astonished, "Wait a minute,
you wretched little coward. You started this,
you know-—you might at least hang around
while I finish it. How am I ever to manage
to find—them?”

“Won't be hard. In the morning you will
sight the mouth of the White Sea. Follow
the eastern coast until you come to the ruins
of the city of Arkhangelsk—yes, there are
still some ruins visible, mainly because vege-
tation doesn't flourish so well in these parts
—then continue for about five miles. The
coast takes a turn toward the west after
you pass the city. Land when you sight a
deep ravine, then follow it until you arrive
at your destination.”

“But how will I know?”

X "}’ou'll know when you get there. Good-
ye.

With a sigh the gaunt figure of the an-
cient slumped and sat wearily down on a
coil of rope. The original owner of the
body was now in possession and evidently
was bewildered. After a minute he shook
his head slowly and looked up.

To Mark and Nona it was the face of a
stranger who somnolently regarded them. It
was the same cadaverous visage, with the
same shock of white hair and snowy beard,
but somehow different.

The difference, they realized, was one of
expression. Gone was the look of intelli-
gence, the twinkle that mirrored a colossal
humor,

“Great indeed are the gods!” he intoned,
stumbling to his feet and heading toward his
cabin. As he went they could hear him
muttering: "Omega or Odin . . . What dif-
ference? A change of name but not of iden-
tity. There can be but one Odin!”

It was a saddened, almost disheartened,
pair who followed to the cabin.

“I really shouldn’t have expected him to
stay,” Mark admitted. "I knew he didn’t
like the job. But somehow I had come to
expect that he would be there in the pinches,
lending moral support, if nothing else.”

“Maybe . . .” Nona hesitated, and then
appareatly decided to hold her peace.

But Mark divined her thought. “Nothing
doing. I'm going through with it anyhow.
His absence makes no difference.”
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ORNING came, clear and cold. The

course was now southeast, and the
shoreline was dimly discernible from star-
board. They were now entering the White
Sea, really an over-sized bay.

Before long the opposite coast would be
visible, and they would follow its contours
southward. During all these changes of di-
rection, from northeast to east, to south-
east, and finally to south, Mark noticed
“that the wind blew the ship continually be-
fore it, the most advantageous direction for
a single squaresail,

As yet Mark had said nothing to Sven ot
any of the crew explaining the purpose of
this voyage. And when he tried to think of
words to tell them what they were up
against, it seemed best to let the whole
matter drop.

The Norsemen seemed willing to follow
him without question. The fact that he knew
more than- they, and had a plan of action
appeared to be enough for them. They went
agout with a grim air, obviously looking for-
ward to some engagement in which they
could avenge their fost sons and brothers
and insure security for their people.

The day was nearing its end when Mark
spotted the crumbling ruins of Arkhangelsk.
From that point on it was necessary to give
strict attention to the shore. He posted men
in the rigging as lookouts, for if the ravine
described by Omega was missed in the
fading light, they might have to spend half
the next day retracing their course. His pre-
caution turned out to be unnecessary. The
ravine was so deeply cut that it was plainly
visible from the deck.

There seemed to be nothing to do now
but lie at anchor until morning. So he spent
the night perfecting his plans.

Mark had already decided that only half
the ship’s company was to accompany him.
About thirty-five men would be sufficient to
manage the return voyage and warn the
survivors in the town of their failure, if
failure it was. And the other half would be
more than enough to carry out his plan. To
take more might mean a needless sacrifice.

Those to remain would be instructed to
wait for two days—he had to make it that
long, for he had no idea how far his quest
might lead him—and then return and warn
the townspeople that it would be best to
leave the vicinity against the possible return

of the invaders. There would be dissension,
he knew, when he told the men that only
half were to be given a chance for revenge,
but he counted on their allegiance to him
as a favored one of Thor, to see him
through,

XVI

THE ravine wound circuitously toward
the interior, and the rocky stubble which
littered the ground made traveling difficult.
In some distant age in the past, a fast-
flowing stream had made this deep cut,
strewing rocks and shale haphazardly along

‘its bed.

So early had been their start that the party
had covered several miles before the light
of the sun was able to light their path.
Mark noticed as they traveled, the ravine
widened out and flattened.

Noon passed, still without sign that they
were nearing their destination.

His companions munched the dried meats
they had brought. Mark was glad he had
ordered the ship to remain two days, and
was wishing he had made it three, But
there had been nothing in Omega’s instruc-
tions to lead him to believe the trip would
be very long.

His reverie was shattered by a loud shout
from one of the Norsemen, All eyes were
following his outstretched hand. Coming
toward them at a rapid trot were more than
a score of horsemen!

Mark gasped. They were nomads such as
those who rode and ravaged under the
leadership of Il Khan, the Mongol chief.
Conical hats, yataghans and nondescript
mounts, there could be no mistaking the
rovers, though their period of existence had
lapsed many thousands of years past.

Yelling orders, he deployed his men in
a long line against the nearest wall of the
ravine. This move canceled any advantage
the enemy’s horses might give them, With-
out any apparent plan the horsemen spread
and charged. But the charge lost its force
when the wall made them slow up their
mounts to prevent dashing themselves to
pieces against its sides. With a timing that
could not have been better had it been re-
hearsed, each Norseman picked his adversary
and attacked at the moment when the horse
was partially out of control due to the
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change in pace.

Several yataghans found sheaths in Viking
flesh in that instant of wild fighting, but the
result was never in doubt.

Nomad after slant-cyed nomad was
dragged from his hotse and cut down by
axes which seemed imbued with a desire for
vengeance all their own. In a few minutes
the battle was over.

The riderless horses were flecing back in
the direction where they had come from, and
the Vikings were reckoning their losses.

The Norsemen suffered four casualties.
Two would never fight again, and the other
two had been bandaged and left in the
ravine to be helped back to the ship when
the party returned.

Mark was puzzled by a strange phenome-
non he had noticed after the battle. He had
kept his eycs on the fleeing horses until
they had disappeared in the distance. But
these picces of horseflesh had disappeared
long before reaching a size too small to be
detected by the human eye. They had
blurred and vanished while still distinctly
discernible! The performance smacked of
somcthing from Omega’s bag of tricks. And
so it followed that the occurrence was the
work of the Russians.

Besides if the hotses were flesh-and-blood
imitations of the real thing—as Omega
would have created—there would be no
reason for going to the trouble of causing
the disappearance. The Russians would have
just left them to run wild. But the fact that
they did disappear practically proved his
forming theory. '

The horses—and the nomads—were not
of flesh and blood, but only hypnotic crea-
tions forced upon the minds of the Norse-
men and himself. And the slain bodies of
the nomads persisted because of post-hyp-
notic suggestion, a thing understood even
in his day. The horses, no longer needed in
the illusion, were allowed to vanish as if
they had never existed, which indeed they
hadn't,

HE question then arose as to whether

an hypnotic suggestion could do bodily
injury. The answer to that came just as
readily. It had and therefore it could.

He remembered back before his long
sleep that there were hypnotists who could
terder a subject totally insensible to pain,

and who could even pierce the body of the
subject with sharp knives and leave no sign
of a wound. If this could be done by gifted
mortals of his day, it was certainly logical
that the terrifically powerful composite
brains of the Russians could do the opposite
—make wounds by hypnotic suggestion.

The fact that men had been killed and
others wounded by powerful hypnotic
thoughts infuriated Mark; but it did give
him an idea. In the case of another encoun-
ter with these solid-seeming phantoms he
might now pre-sow seeds that would prevent
any more shedding of Viking blood.

“Did you notice how dull their weapons
were?” he asked Sven, who was marching at
his side.

“Not  particularly,”
“Were they?”

Mark nodded.

“Yes, indeed. Those men were Mongols,
and I know them of old. And one thing they
never have mastered is the art of sharpening
steel weapons. Look at the dent in your
helmet. A sharp sword would have cut it
in half. And look at the wounds of Olaf
and Haldar. They are shallow cuts and yet
I distinctly saw the blows struck and they
were powerful. Then, too, for twenty
mounted men to merely dispose of two of
our number testifies in itself that their
swords would not slice hot lard.”

The entire band had been listening to
Mark’s words and several of them examined
the superficial wounds’ of the men men-
tioned, and marveled that powerful sword-
cuts should be so shallow. The slight dent
on Sven's helmet—one which had really
been caused by a light blow—further con-
vinced them that Mark was right. The
whole party brightened up considerably,
Each man now felt equal to a thousand
nomads, with steel helmets and leather
jackets to protect them from the dull
yataghans.

Mark's sceds were taking better root than
he had hoped. His men were now fortified
with the thought that they could not be
greatly hurt by the Mongols. It would take
a lot of suggestion to overcome this pre-
viously implanted idea, if it came to another
encounter.

Thoughts of the two who had been killed
and the other two grievously wounded,
secemed not to bother them at all, If any-

Sven admitted.
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thing, the small number of the casualties
strengthened the idea he had suggested.
None of them was astute enough to realize
that this was directly due to his quickness
in placing the band so as to nullify the ad-
vantage of the horses.

He had scarcely finished con%ratulating

himself on the success of his idea, when
another shout informed him that another
danger was in sight.

This time Mark laughed when he saw
the sort of adversary the Russians had
thrown in his path. Just before them was a
gradual slope, accompanied by a sharp nar-
rowing of the ravine, At this point the rocky
walls of the cut were evidently so hard that
the ancient river responsible for the forma-
tion had been ‘forcegféo wear a deeper path
for a stretch.

And directly in the middle of this natrow
stretch, completely blocking their path, was
an enormous dragon! No other name could
describe the creature, It had all the formid-
able appearance of the imaginary figures
woven into a Chinese tapestry. It breathed
fire and lashed its sinuous, scale-encrusted
tail,

The Vikings gazed in awe at the spectacle
and then at the laughter-convulsed Mark.
Here was a creation so foreign to their ex-
perience that they had no standards to judge
it by. But their wise and respected leader
evidently thought it a matter for hilarity,
and accordingly they drowned their fears
and tried half-heartedly to join in his mitth.

Mark controlled his spasm. This might
not be a laughing matter after all. But then
he musta't tbink such things or the beast
would be able to hurt them. He knew—
knew positively—that here was but a fig-
ment of a controlled imagination, and harm-
less—so long as he recognized it as such.

For the Russians had overstepped them-
selves this time. They had proved, by the
creation of this outlandish apparition, that
they were employing hypnotism and not
creating material adversaries for him, Where
he had been guessing—and hoping—he
now krew. And the knowledge further for-
tified the plan he had for their destruction.

“But what is it?"” queried Sven, not quite
sure but what his leader might be mistaken
about the innocuous character of this beast.

"That is a dragon,” explained Mark. "A
fabulous creature that never really existed.

This one”—he hesitated, not eager to con-
tinue, but seeing no other way out of it—
“has been placed in our path to test our
courage and steadfastness of purpose. Per-
haps Odin; maybe Thor; who knows? Stay
here, and I shall slay the creature!”

UT the creature refused to wait to be

slayed. As Mark confidently strode for-
ward, a tremendous gush of flame emerged
from its nostrils!

* For a second Mark was hidden from the
view of the Vikings and they gasped in dis-
may. But the flame died away and they saw
him, still advancing. What followed left
them without even breath enough to gasp.
For Mark raised his axe and threw it directly
at the eyes of the dragon, And in the instant
that the axe should have cleaved the rep-
tilian skull, the apparition vanished!

Mark, beckoning his followers to join
him, was elated. When the flame enveloped
him, he had felt a tremendous power ham-
mer at his brain, similar to, but weaker than,
that he had felt when Omega had forced
knowledge of a complete language into his
mind. And with this hammer blow had come
the physical consciousness that the air was
heating about him, The thought seemed to
be sledging into his mind that he was to be
burnt to a crisp, utterly consumed, in this
conflagration.

But to combat this insidious idea was the
ever-present knowledge that the whole per-
formance was a fraud; that there was no
dragon and the fire really did not exist. And
when he had thrown the axe, he had felt
another impression—this one much weaker,
and very likely unintentional, This new
thought conveyed a feeling of frustration.

He had, he realized, won only the first
rounds of the battle. Much depended on the
amount of knowledge possessed by the Rus-
sians. They knew, it was certain, that this
party of Norsemen were out for revenge.
That was evident—and easily explainable.

The Norsemen were frankly adoring
since his outstanding feat of monster-slay-
ing. And in spite of himself he liked it.
For he knew that in a small measure he de-
served their admiration. There had been a
tiny, gnawing doubt in his mind when those
flames had wrapped about him. A doubt that
he would emerge unscathed. And it was
probably this rebellious thought, however
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submerged it had been, which had caused
him to feel even the slightest heat from that
imaginary flame,

The old river bed widened as they went
on. The formation could hardly be called a
ravine any more. It was a depressed area in
an otherwise flat countryside. But they con-
tinued to follow its turnings and windings.

It was late in the afternoon when Mark’s
eye was caught by a reflection of the sun’s
rays striking a peculiar, domed structure off
to the left. Could this be what they were
seeking? There was nothing to do but in-
vestigate, It certainly wouldn't do to risk
passing it. This might be what Omega had
meant when he said that he would know
when he got there.

Mark ordered the change in direction,
pcering into the reflection in an effort to see
the details of the thing that caused it. At
first this was imrossiblc, but as they
scrambled up the sloping bank of the dry
river bed, the angle of the sun's rays
changed, making the reflection less intense.

The formation was unmistakably a man-
made structure. Completely dome-shaped,
and covering an area somewhat larger than
the dome of the old White House at Wash-
ington, the thing appeared to be made of
some sort of shiny metal. He couldn’t be
sure, at first, whether this was a building in
itself, or if it was merely the domed roof
in some enormous structure which had been
partially covered by the silt of thousands
of years,

It wasn't until they had walked around
to the other side of the thing that the
question was settled. It was undoubtedly 2
complete building in itself, for here before
them was a door, curved to match the lincs
of the dome, ,

Mark didn’t realize how large the thing
was until he pulled aside the door and
stepped in. It was a vast place only dimly
lighted by slanting rays which were entering
a transparent segment of the roof. But most
surprising of all was the fact that the place
was completely and starkly empty!

XVII

R the first time since his awaken-

ing, Mark felt a sensation of weakness,
When he had recognized this structure as
Liaving been the work of men, he had been

certain that here was the end of his quest.
And when he had entered the doorway his
nerves had been keyed to a fine edge in the
expectation of confronting the malignant
brains. But here was . . . nothing.

The Norsemen were evidently experi-
encing a similar let down. Each had bravely
strode through the portal, axe in hand, not
knowing what to expect; and they were now
gazing aimlessly about the empty interior,
their faces mirroring emotions which ranged
from acute disappointment to resignation.

Mark was looking disconsolately toward a
goint directly in the center of the curved

oor.

It was here that he had pictured, even be-
fore entering, the citadel of the brains.
Right at that spot they would have been;
enclosed in glass he had thought they would
be; two globular crystal containers enclosing
human brains, twelve in each, immersed in
a greenish fluid. And the whole arrangement
would be mounted on a broad platform,
raised from the floor.

Abruptly he realized that he was actually
seeing the things he had pictured in his
mind. Shimmeringly the vision was taking
form!

In a flash his mind sought and found the
answer to the amazing phenomenon. No—
two answers. The Russians, as a precaution
against his band, had assumed a cloak of in-
visibility. Not actual invisibility, but rather
a thought projected into their minds that
the place was empg'.

He had no guard against that sort of sug-
gestion and it was done without his know-
ing it. Then, when he looked so fixedly at
the spot where they were enshrined, they
assumed that he was sceing through the
deception and withdrew the hypnotic sug-
gestion as useless. The other solution—and
it scemed the more tenable, considering that
he had pictured the contaimers with such
uncanny accuracy—indicated that the fine
Lunarian hand of Omega might be involved
somewhere.

He was considerably heartened by the
thought.

But no sooner had the brains become visi-
ble than a wall came between him and the
sight, a wall of charging Mongols!

With a mad shout that had been heard at
Copenhazen and » thousand other places
where Norsemen had fought, the Vikings
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brandished axes and advanced in a solid
body to meet the charge. They needed no
orders to fight this sort of battle,

The attackers were not mounted, nor
were they seemingly directed by any co-
herent plan of battle. They merely charged
in a straggling rush, mouthing war-cries
that daunted the Norsemen not in the least.
Though outnumbered five to one, Matk’s
men advanced steadily in a wedge formation
that immediately closed up as the enemy
showed signs of clumsily executing a flank-
ing movement.

There was no desperation in their faces.
Instead there was the look of unholy joy
that they were to be given the opportunity
to make mincemeat of the Mongols, and
thus gain the revenge for which they
thirsted.

And much mincemeat was made.

The Vikings, calm with the knowledge
that the armament of the enemy was in-
ferior to their own keen axes and swords,
went about their business with deliberate
efficiency.

Mark found himself at the point of
the advancing wedge, lashing vigorously
with his flashing axe and glancing at every
opportunity toward the platform which was
getting nearer and nearer.

It wouldn’t be long until he would get a
chance to test the hardness of the glass that
enclosed the brooding brains of those mon-
sters who had caused so much suffering on
this and other worlds.

But there seemed to be arising a new
spirit among the Mongols.

THEY were fighting with a fresh vigor
that had almost stopped the steady ad-
vance of the Norsemen. And the slashing
blows of the yataghans, which had been in-
effectual up to now—mainly because the
Vikings were convinced that the edges were
too dull to penetrate—were beginning to
draw blood from Mark’s men.

He also noticed that the nomads were
appearing in ever-increasing numbers. Dis-
mayed, he renewed the vigor of his own
attack.

His racing mind realized what was hap-
pening. The Russians had noted that the
Vikings were not falling, mortally wounded,
with the cuts of the ya#taghans, and had
evidently deduced that they were fortified

with the belief that these were not very
cffective weapons.

So, without changing the type of weapon
or the attackers, they had caused the Mon-
gols to appear to be striking much harder
blows. Naturally the Vikings would be in-
jured by such blows, for they could see
the force with which they were struck and
the suggestion in their minds that even the
dullest of weapons could thus inflict punish-
ment, would be accepted without question.

If only his mind was sufficiently trained
or sufficiently powerful to banish the sug-
gestions of the Russians, he might be able
to reach and destroy them before any more
damage was done.

But although he refused to allow the
Mongol apparitions who struck at him to
inflict a single wound, nevertheless he was
unable to deny their existence altogether.
He could deny their power to hurt him. In
fact he sometimes deliberately allowed one
to aim a blow at his head, to test his ability
to deny the existence of the wielder.

The blow never was so much as felt, But
when he tried to walk through one of the
apparitions, he found that he must first use
physical force to remove the obstacle.

He was getting frantic as he saw his fine
hopes go glimmering, and from the knowl-
edge that his comrades were being wounded,
perhaps killed, at his back. Progress had
now come to a complete stop.

Bodies of Mongols he had killed were
at his feet, and every time he would try to
get them out of his way, fresh reserves
would hammer at him. The hammering was
now becoming acutely painful inside his
skull, as well. It seemed that one of the
composite intellects was devoting all his
attention to stopping him personally, while
the other carried on the sham battle with
the others. His senses were reeling with the
repeated blows at his mind.

Dimly Mark, through sheer habit, con-
tinued slashing at the Mongol forms. His
arms moved with a volition all their own.
Axe slash with the right, and sword cut with
the left. The Mongol's were pushing their
own dead aside to get at him. But he piled
them up just the same. They seemed a bit
more solid now. He was beginning to feel
their blows, Dimly . . . not hard. Of course
not. They couldn’t hurt him! He was im-
agining things, With a sideward twist of his
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head he glanced back to see how the others
were doing.

Good . . . Excellent!

There were more Vikings now than there
were when he had entered this accursed
building. He downed another Mongol, but
not before the other had dealt him a re-
sounding blow on the helmet. That hurt,
but somehow it cleared his head just a bit.
It shouldn’t have hurt, He knew that in the
instant he had turned to look behind him,
he had let down in his fight against the
hammering waves that were beating at his
brain. In that second he had forgotten that
the Mongols were phantoms. And he had
forgotten something else. There couldn’t be
more Vikings than he had brought with
him! Omega was here!

Good old Omega! Creating real Vikings
to fight the spurious Mongols. He risked
another glance. His own force was being
shouldered out of the way by these new-
comers, and being protected by their blades.
Good—they nceded a rest. They were not

tireless like him. But maybe he wasn’t as _

tireless as he thought. There did seem to be
a weariness in his arms. He couldn’t hit as
hard as he had. Maybe this new blood
couldn’t replace worn-out tissue as quickly
as Omega had said.

IGHT not be such a bad idea to sort of

let the replacements surround him and
get a little rest, Let the newcomers carry
on this fight for a while,

In fact it might be a good idea to have
the remains of his original band retire to the
ship. Omega could handle these Bolsheviks
by himself, now that he knew that they
weren’t as strong as he had assumed. Of
course. And then, back on the ship was
Nona. He could sec the aching warmth of
her glad smile. She was in his arms, her soft
flesh pressed against him-—and he was kiss-
ing her, stroking her hair, her shoulders,
his arm clamped around her waist. Her
fragrance was like a delicious cloud about
him, making him drunk . . .

Abruptly his brain cleared. These
thoughts were not his. And with the knowl-
edge his feeling of lassitude left, and new
strength flowed through his body.

They were trying to make him think they
would allow him peace if he deserted. But
they wouldn't, They evidently thought they

could take care of Omega alone, once they
could get rid of him, But the suggested
thought of Nona's welcome had undone all
the progress they had made in his mind.

It brought back the realization that INona
and all the future happiness that Nona
stood for was jeopardized.

He slashed out savagely with both
weapons, And the fact that he now knew
that he had the upper hand caused the
Mongols to fall back at his furious attack.
Why? Were they not controlled by the
Russians? Would the Russians allow them
to retreat, even a step? The answer must
be that the sore-pressed pair were having
their hands full at the moment combating
the mind-force of Omega,

In that case Mark could only be seeing
these Mongols because of a post-hypnotic
suggestion that he must continue to sec
Mongols barring his progress.

And the Mongols had fallen back because
any flesh and blood creature—such as they
represented—had to fall back before such a
savage assault. Dropping his arms, he faced
the platform, a grim smile on his lips. No
post-hypnotic suggestion could stop him
now. Ignoring the Mongols he moved
directly into them,

Hastily, they stepped aside, Mark laughed
savagely. He was controlling them now!
Even if they wouldn't disappear, as they
should, they at least had no more power
to stop him.

With deliberate step he approached the
platform. It was only ten feet away now.

He could see the twin containers with
their hellish residents. Dimly visible through
the greenish liquid, they look like fat, hor-
rible sausages with a dozen links each. The
greenish fluid took on a tinge of red as his
rage at these malignant excrescences grew.

With a savage snarl he drew back his
axe, and crashed it into the nearer of the
crystal globes. A sudden blow of numbing
force struck his brain when the glass shat-
tered and the fluid gushed forth. It was the
last dying effort of a doomed intellect, for
the numbness left immediately.

But when he advanced upon the next
crystal he was met with a force that was far

- from feeble,

The shock of its impact blinded him for
a moment, so great was its intensity, But
only -for a moment,
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His sight returned and he found himself
staring at the remaining container. Its green-
ish liquid was in a constant motion, swirling
endlessly about the linked brains, He won-
dered which of the Russians this was, the
biologist or the assistant., It mattered not;
he was paralyzed; couldn’t move a muscle.

Within the range of his vision was his
axe, half raised to strike the final blow.

But could he move it? No! The arm was
rigid as if made of steel. He stared into the
crystal globe, fighting for consciousness.
This was a strain that made the sudden
acquisition of a language seem child'’s play.
But there was one consolation—he was hold-
ing his own, If he couldn’t move, neither
could the other blank out his consciousness.

DIMLY he realized that the fighting had
ceased and the Vikings were gazing
wonderingly at this strange tableau. The
Mongols had probably vanished into the
nothingness from which they had sprung.

But where was Omega?

One would think that as long as he had
done as much as he had, he would do more
and blast this lone opponent. Possibly he
knew that success lay within the reach of
Mark’s hand, and was standing by to see
the outcome, For several moments Mark
found it necessary to abandon this line of
thought and concentrate all his energy on
keeping conscious. This lad certainly wasn’t
letting up on him.

He still remained in the rigid posture
that the intelligence had arrested. The arm
was still half raised. Suddenly the solution
struck him,

This entity could hold him here forever,
for it was tireless too, And he could stay
conscious forever. Even against this mighty
opponent, for his blood was building up
brain tissue as fast as it was being used
up in the effort. But his adversary was divid-
ing his efforts—causing the paralysis, and
at the same time trying to render Mark
unconscious. And the brain was having all
it could do to keep both actions maintained.

Mark was kept busy staying awake, with-
out trying to combat the paralysis,

Suppose something distracted the atten-
tion of the entity? And caused some of the
already taxed mental power to be diverted?
Then obviously, Mark would have some
freedom, and possibly be able to strike the

necessary blow. But what might cause such
a distraction? No sooner did the question
present itself than the diversion occurred.

Sven bleeding from a dozen wounds,
decided that if Mark had destroyed one of
the crystal globes, then it was the other
which was holding him enchanted.

And accordingly the blond giant leaped
into action, yowling like a lunatic. But be-
fore he had taken three steps, he stopped
suddenly, immobile, Mark’s pulses gave a
jump.

Concentrating mightily, he tried to bring
his axe back further to strike a crashing
blow. The arm barely moved. He had some
freedom, but not enough! Even if he now
brought the axe down, it would never shat-
ter the container.

Turgidly the greenish liquid boiled as he
strove against its hellish occupant. He was
winning! The axe moved faster upward as
he brought the arm back.

Two more Vikings had seen his trouble
and tried to help. They were both stopped
in mid-rush, but the added strain on the
composite brain took some of the power it
needed to hold Mark.

Then, as three more Norsemen made the
effort, Mark suddenly felt free, and in a
brief flash shattered the crystal.

A weird, wailing mental vibration grip-
ped him for another instant, but vanished
with the death of the cruel intelligence.

XVIII

SIX dazed Norsemen picked themeelves
off the floor as the paralysis left them.
Mark looked jubilantly about to see what
form Omega had taken this time, A brawny
Swede stepped forth from the ranks of the
reinforcements, grinning all over his homely
face.

“"Howdy, fella,” said the newcomer.
“Congratulations. I couldn’t resist coming to
watch the fun.”

“Fun!” Mark snorted but his eyes con-
veyed his gratitude. "Nice of you to show
up. They about had me licked till you came
along.”

“Nonsense! You didn’t need me at all. I
didn’t pit my mind against theirs for an
instant. You did it all yourself. But tell me
how you figured you could lick them, I still
don't see it. By what line of reasoning were
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you so sure they would die, instead of living
as pure thought patterns?”

Mark looked at him quizzically, wearily
gave orders for the march back to the ship,
and then tried to explain,

“The idea never occurred to you until I
suggested it. And yet if your brain had been
destroyed in your absence would you have
died when you found it out? No. You
would have realized instantly that you had
been living without it and would therefore
continue to. But if you had been attacked
by some material enemy while residing
within it, and that enemy had smashed
your brain you would have died without ever
considering that the thing might not be
essential to your existence.

“Working on these lines I realized that
it was necessary to destroy the Russians while
they were at home, so to speak. That was
why I took the gang along. They would be
sure to spot us and arrange a welcome. I had
bcen giving the thing some thought on the
trans-Atlantic trip, but the idea never came
to me, full-blown, until we landed and I
saw the suffering those monsters had caused.
And realized that my own descendants
would receive no better treatment.”

Omega, trudging along beside Mark,
shook his head in amazed admiration.

“You've a much longer alimentary canal
than I ever had,” he remarked.

“I don’t know just how that is to be
interpreted, but if you mean ‘more guts,” I
won't be offended.” ,

“It's not so bad in Swedish. But how
were you so sure they wouldn’t utterly de-
stroy you along the way? An avalanche or
some such thing.”

“Well I had to take a chance on that.
But you will remember that the Russians
had been having their own way for many
a year, and wouldn't be likely to think that
ordinary humans could harm them, For that
reason, and also because I already knew
that they loved to exercise their seemingly
endless powers to cause human suffering. 1
figured that they would decide to play with
us for a whilc before destroying us. Of
course it was a long chance, but it worked
out all right.”

Omega chuckled. “It seems it did. I
wouldn’t have missed it for anything. It
proves my assertion that any race with such
a strong will to live and such unselfish
courage in its individuals, is worth giving a
boost to. And I'm glad I let you fight the
battle yourself. You didn’t need me, any-
way.

Mark grinned. "Hope you're around the
next time that I don't need you,” he said.

“I will be,” Omega assured him, with a
sly twinkle in his eye. "At the christening!”

The party was forced to camp with the
anroach of night, Mark looked at the
sleeping reinforcements with satisfaction.
They had existed for only a few hours but
Omega had fitted them with brains equal to
those of their natural born companions.
They would be accepted into the community
and no doubt some of the women would
eventually forget their grief to mate with
them. The dead could not be replaced, but
these newcomers would help fill in the gap.

His thoughts turned to Nona, who was
waiting anxiously for his return. Life would
be something worth living now. He had
earned the right to live it.




