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THE ULTIMATE
CATALYS

Her hand was almost in the snake pen

Kadir Rules Amazonia—But the Animal and Plant Kingdoms
Are Beyond His Sway!

By JOHN TAINE

Author of “The Time Stream,” “The Purple Sapphire,”’ etc.

CHAPTER 1 with the Dictator’s monogram, K. I.—
Kadir Imperator, or Emperor Kadir
Quarantined —embossed in a design of machine

guns round the edge. And, like every
HE Dictator shoved his plate other plate on the long banquet table,
aside with a petulant gesture. Kadir’s was piled high with a colorful
The plate, like the rest of the assortment of raw fruits.
official banquet service, was solid gold This was the dessert. The guests

A NOVELET OF SUPER-CHEMISTRY
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When a Dictator and a Bio-Chemist

had just finished the main course, a fruit. Blood and iron—that’s what we
huge plateful apiece of steamed vege- need.”
tables. For an appetizer they had The guests stopped eating and eyed
tried to enjoy an iced tumblerful of the Dictator apprehensively. They
mixed fruit juices. recognized the first symptoms of an
There had been nothing else at the
feast but fruit juice, steamed vegeta-
bles, and raw fruit. Such a meal might
have sustained a scholarly vegetarian,
but for soldiers of a domineering race
it was about as satisfying as a bucket-
ful of cold water.

A foul red fungus lay

¥ imperial rage. Always when Kadir
was about to explode and lose control
: of his evil temper, he had a prelimin-
s ary attack of the blues, usually over
some trifle.

“Vegetables and fruit,” Kadir com- They sat silently waiting for the
plained. “Always vegetables and storm to break, not daring to eat while
fruit. Why can’t we get some red their Leader abstained.
beef with blood in it for a change? Presently a middle-aged man, hali-

I'm sick of vegetables. And I hate way down the table on Kadir’s right,

A Scientist's Daring Researches Bridge

14




Clash, the Ensuing Reaction Is Surprising!

calmly selected a banana, skinned it, “Beetle!” The Dictator began roar-
and took a bite. Kadir watched the ing again.

daring man in amazed silence. The But Beetle quietly cut him short.
last of the banana was. about to dis- “‘Doctor’ Beetle, please. I insist.”

appear when the Dictator found his Purple in the face, Kadir subsided.
He had forgotten what he intended
to say. Beetle chose a juicy papaya
for himself and a huge, greenish plum
for his daughter, who sat on his left.
" Ignoring Kadir’s impotent rage, Bee-
. tle addressed him as if there had been
no unpleasantness. Of all the com-

directly in their path

voice.
“Americano!” he bellowed like an
outraged bull. “Mister Beetle!”
“Doctor Beetle, if you don’t mind,
Senhor Kadir,” the offender corrected.
“So long as every other white man in pany, Beetle was the one man with
Amazonia insists on being addressed nerve enough to face the Dictator as
by his title, I insist on being ad- an equal.
dressed by mine. It’s genuine, too. “You say we need blood and iron,”
Don’t forget that.” he began. “Do you mean that liter-

the Gap Between Red Blood and Green!
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16 THRILLING WONDER STORIES

ally?” the scientist said slowly.

“How else should I mean it?” Ka-
dir blustered, glowering at Beetle. “I
always say what I mean. I am no
theorist. I am a man of action, not
words!”

“All right, all right,” Beetle soothed
him. “But I thought perhaps your
‘blood and iron’ was like old Bis-
marck’s—blood and sabres. Since you
mean just ordinary blood, like the
blood in a raw beefsteak, and iron
not hammered into sabres, I think
Amazonia can supply all we need or
want.”

“But beef, red beef—" Kadir expos-
tulated.

QQI’M coming to that in a moment.”
Beetle turned to his daughter.
“Consuelo, how did you like that
greenbeefo?”

“That what?” Consuelo asked in
genuine astonishment.

Although as her father’s laboratory
assistant she had learned to expect
only the unexpected from him, each
new creation of his filled her with
childlike wonderment and joy. Every
new biological creation her father
made demanded a new scientific name.
But, instead of manufacturing new
scientific names out of Latin and
Greek, as many reputable biologists
do, Beetle used English, with an occa-
sional lapse into Portuguese, the com-
monest language of Amazonia. He
had even tried to have his daughter
baptized Buglette, as the correct tech-
nical term for the immature female
offspring of a Beetle. But his wife, a
Portuguese lady of irreproachable
family, had objected, and the infant
was named Consuelo.

“] asked how you like the green-
beefo,” Beetle repeated. “That seed-
less green plum you just ate.”

“Oh, so that’s what you call it.”
Consuelo considered carefully, like a
good scientist, before passing judg-
ment on the delicacy. “Frankly, I
didn’t like it a little bit. It smelt like
underdone pork. There was a distinct
flavor of raw blood. And it all had a
rather slithery wet taste, if you get
what I mean.”

“I get you exactly,” Beetle exclaim-
ed. “An excellent description.” He
turned to Kadir. “There! You see
we've already done it.”

“Done what?” Kadir asked suspici-
ously.

“Try a greenbeefo and see.”

Somewhat doubtfully, Kadir select-
ed one of the huge greenish plums
from the golden platter beside him,
and slowly ate it. Etiquette demanded
that the guests follow their Leader’s

. example,

While they were eating the green-
beefos, Beetle watched their faces.
The women of the party seemed to
find the juicy flesh of the plums un-
palatable. Yet they kept on eating
and several, a f t er finishing one,
reached for another.

The men ate greedily. Kadir him-
self disposed of the four greenbeefos
on his platter and hungrily looked
about for more. His neighbors on
either side, after a grudging look at
their own diminishing supplies, offered
him two of theirs. Without a word of
thanks, Kadir devoured the offerings.

As Beetle sat calmly watching their
greed, he had difficulty in keeping his
face impassive and not betraying his
disgust. Yet these people were starv-
ing for flesh. Possibly they were to
be pardoned for looking more like
hungry animals than representatives
of the conquering race at their first
taste in two years of something that
smelt like flesh and blood.

All their lives, until the disaster
which had quarantined them in Ama-
zonia, these people had been vora-
cious eaters of flesh in all its forms
from poultry to pork. Now they could
get nothing of the sort.

The dense forests and jungles of
Amazonia harbored only a multitude
of insects, poisonous reptiles, gaudy
birds, spotted cats, and occasional col-
onies of small monkeys. The cats and
the monkeys eluded capture on a large
scale, and after a few half-hearted at-
tempts at trapping, Kadir’s hardy fol-
lowers had abandoned the forests to
the snakes and the stinging insects.

HE chocolate-colored waters of
the great river skirting Amazonia
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on the north swarmed with fish, but
they were inedible. Even the natives
could not stomach the pulpy flesh of
these bloated mud-suckers. It tasted
like the water of the river, a foul soup
of decomposed vegetation and rotting
wood. Nothing remained for Kadir
and his heroic followers to eat but
the tropical fruits and vegetables.
Luckily for the invaders, the orig-
inal white settlers from the United
States had cleared enough of the jun-
gle and forest to make intensive agri-
culture possible. When Kadir ar-
rived, all of these settlers, with the
exception of Beetle and his daughter,
had fled. Beetle remained, partly on
his own initiative, partly because

friends in mind. “Give me three years.
If you don’t see me again by then,
shed a tear and forget me.”

“Senhorina Beetle!” 1t was Kadir
roaring again. The surfeit of green-
beefos restored his old bluster.

“Yes?” Consuelo replied politely.

“I know now why your cheeks are
always so red,” Kadir shouted.

For a moment neither Consuelo nor
her father got the drift of Kadir's
accusation. They understood just as
Kadir started to enlighten them.

“You and your traitorous father
are eating while we starve.”

Beetle kept his head. His con-
science was clear, so far as the green-
beefos were concerned, and he could

Jhe Quthov of. this Stowy
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Kadir insisted that he stay and “carry
on” against the snakes. The others
traded Kadir their gold mines in ex-
change for their lives.

The luscious greenbeefos had dis-
appeared. Beetle suppressed a smile
as he noted the flushed and happy
faces of the guests. He remembered
the parting words of the last of the
mining engineers.

“So long, Beetle. You're a brave
man and may be able to handle Kadir.
If you do, we'll be back. Use your
head, and make a monkey of this dic-
tating brute. Remember, we're count-
ing on you.”

Beetle had promised to keep his

say truthfully that they were not the
secret of Consuelo’s rosy cheeks and
his own robust health. He quickly
forestalled his daughter’s reply.

“The meat-fruit, as you call it, is
not responsible for Consuelo’s com-
plexion. Hard work as my assistant
keeps her fit. As for the greenbeefos,
this is the first time anyone but my-
self has tasted one. You saw how
my daughter reacted. Only a great
actress could have feigned such inex-
perienced distaste. My daughter is a
biological chemist, not an actress.”

ADIR was still suspicious.
*“Then why did you not share
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these meat-fruits with us before?”

“For a very simple reason. I cre-
ated them by hybridization only a
year ago, and the first crop of my fifty
experimental plants ripened this
week. As I picked the ripe fruit, I
put it aside for this banquet. I
thought it would be a welcome treat
after two years of vegetables and
fruit. And,” Beetle continued, warm-
ing to his invention, “I imagined a
taste of beef—even if it is only green
beef, ‘greenbeefo’—would be a very
suitable way of celebrating the second
anniversary of the New Freedom in
Amazonia.” .

The scientist’s sarcasm anent the
‘new freedom’ was lost upon Kadir,
nor did Kadir remark the secret bit-
terness in Beetle’s eyes. What an in-
ferior human being a dictator was, the
scientist thought! What stupidity,
what brutality! So long as a single
one remained—and Kadir was the last
—the Earth could not be clean.

“Have you any more?” Kadir de-
manded. “

“Sorry. That’s all for the present.
But I'll have tons in a2 month or less.
You see,” he explained, “I’'m using hy-
droponics to increase production and
hasten ripening.”

Kadir looked puzzled but interested.
Confessing that he was merely a sim-
ple soldier, ignorant of science, he
deigned to ask for particulars. Beetle
was only too glad to oblige.

“It all began a year ago. You re-
member asking me when you took
over the country to stay and go on
with my work at the antivenin lab-
oratory? Well, I did. But what was
I to do with all the snake venom we
collected? There was no way of get-
ting it out of the country now that
the rest of the continent has quaran-
tined us. We can’t send anything
down the river, our only way out to
‘civilization—"

“Yes, yes,” Kadir interrupted im-
patiently. “You need not remind any-
one here that the mountains and the
jungles are the strongest allies of our
enemies. What has all this to do with
the meat-fruit?”

“Everything. Not being able to ex-

port any venom, I went on with my
research in biochemistry. I saw how
you people were starving for flesh,
and I decided to help you out. You
had slaughtered and eaten all the
horses at the antivenin laboratory
within a month of your arrival. There
was nothing left, for this is not a cat-
tle country, and it never will be.
There was nothing to do but try chem-
istry. I already had the greenhouses
left by the engineers. They used to
grow tomatoes and cucumbers before
you came,”

“Sc you made these meat-fruits
chemically?”

Beetle repressed a smile at the
Dictator’s scientific innocence.

“Not exactly. But really it was al-
most as simple. There was nothing
startlingly new about my idea. To
see how simple it was, ask yourself
what are the main differences between
the higher forms of plant life and the
lower forms of animal life,

“Both are living things. But the
plants cannot move about from place
to place at will, whereas, the animals
can. A plant is, literally, ‘rooted to
the spot.’

HERE are apparent excep-

tions, of course, like water hya-
cinths, yeast spores, and others that
are transported by water or the at-
mosphere, but they do not transport
themselves as the living animal does.
Animals have a ‘dimension’ of free-
dom that plants do not have.”

“But the beef—"

“In a moment. I mentioned the dif-
ference between the freedoms of
plants and animals because I antici-
pate that it will be of the utmost im-
portance in the experiments I am now
doing. However, this freedom was
not, as you have guessed, responsible
for the greenbeefos. It was another,
less profound, difference between
plants and animals that suggested the
‘meat-fruit.””

Kadir seemed to suspect Beetle of
hidden and unflattering meanings,
with all this talk of freedom in a coun-
try dedicated to the ‘New Freedom’
of Kadir's dictatorship. But he could
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do nothing about it, so he merely nod-
ded as if he understood.

“Plants and animals,” Beetle con-
tinued, “both have ‘blood’ of a sort.
The most important constituents in
the ‘blood’ of both differ principally
in the metals combined chemically in
each.

“The ‘blood’ of a plant contains
chlorophyll. The blood of an animal
contains haemoglobin. Chemically,
chlorophyll and - haemoglobin are
strangely alike. The metal in chloro-

phyll is magnesium; in haemoglobin, -

it is iron.

“Well, it occurred to chemists that
if the magnesium could be ‘replaced’
chemically by iron, the chlorophyll
could be converted into haemoglobin!
And similarly for the other way
about: replace the iron in haemoglo-
bin by magnesium, and get chloro-
phyll!

“Of course it is not all as simple or
as complete as I have made it sound.
Between haemoglobin and chlorophyll
is a long chain of intermediate com-
pounds. Many of them have been
formed in the laboratory, and they are
definite links in the chain from plant
blood to animal blood.”

“I see,” Kadir exclaimed, his face
aglow with enthusiasm at the prospect
of unlimited beef from green vegeta-
bles. He leaned over the table to ques-
tion Beetle.

“It is the blood that gives flesh its
appetizing taste and nourishing
strength. You have succeeded in
changing the plant blood to animal
blood ?” :

Beetle did not contradict him. In
fact, he evaded the question.

“I expect,” he confided, “to have
tons of greenbeefos in a month, and
thereafter a constant supply as great
as you will need. Tray-culture—hy-
droponics—will enable us to grow
hundreds of tons in a space no larger
than this banquet hall.”

The “banquet hall” was only a ram-
shackle dining room that had been
used by the miners before Kadir ar-
rived. Nevertheless, it could be called
anything that suited the Dictator’s
ambition,

“Fortunately,” Beetle continued,
“the necessary chemicals for tray-cul-
ture are abundant in Amazonia. My
native staff has been extracting them
on a large scale for the past four
months, and we will have ample for
our needs.”

“Why don’'t you grow the green-
beefos in the open ground?” one of
Kadir’s officers inquired a trifle sus-
piciously.

OO inefficient. By feeding the

plants only the chemicals they
need directly, we can increase produc-
tion several hundredfold and cut
down the time between successive
crops to a few weeks. By properly
spacing the propagation of the plants,
we can have a constant supply. The
seasons cut no figure.”

They seemed satisfied, and discus-
sion of the glorious future in store
for Amazonia became general and ani-
mated. Presently Beetle and Con-
suelo asked the Dictator’s permission
to retire. They had work to do at the
labotatory.

“Hydroponics?” Kadir enquired
jovially. Beetle nodded, and they
bowed themselves out of the banquet
hall,

CHAPTER 11
Forbidden Fruit

——

ONSUELO withheld her attack
until they were safe from pos-
sible eavesdroppers.

“Kadir is a lout,” she began, “but
that is no excuse for your filling him
up with a lot of impossible rubbish.”

“But it isn’t impossible, and it isn’t
rubbish,” Beetle protested. “You
know as well as I do—"

“Of course I know about the work
on chlorophyll and haemoglobin. But
you didn’t make those filthy green
plums taste like raw pork by changing
the chlorophyll of the plants into hae-
moglobin or anything like it. How
did you do it, by the way?”

“Listen, Buglette. If I tell you, it
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will only make you sick. You ate one,
you know.”

“I would rather be sick than igno-
rant. Go on, you may as well tell me.”

“Very well, It’s a long story, but
I'll cut it short. Amazonia is the last
refuge of the last important dictator
on earth. When Kadir’s own people
came to their senses a little over two

years ago and kicked him out, he and .

his top men and their women came
over here with their ‘new freedom’.
But the people of this continent
didn’t want Kadir’s brand of freedom.
Of course a few thousand crackpots in
the larger cities welcomed him and his
gang as their ‘liberators,’ but for once
in history the mass of the people knew
what they did not want. They com-
bined forces and chased Kadir and his
cronies up here.

“I never have been able to see why
they did not exterminate Kadir and
company as they would any other
pests., But the presidents of the Unit-
ed Republics agreed that to do so
would only be using dictatorial tac-
tics, the very thing they had united to
fight. So they let Kadir and his crew
live—more or less—in strict quaran-
tine. The temporary loss of a few rich
gold mines was a small price to pay,
they said, for world security against
dictatorships.

“So here we are, prisoners in the
last plague spot of civilization. And
here is Kadir. He can dictate to his
heart’s content, but he can’t start an-
other war. He is as powerless as Na-
poleon was on his island.

“Well, when the last of our boys
left, I promised to keep them in mind.
And you heard my promise to help
Kadir out. 1 am going to keep that
promise, if it costs me my last snake.”

EY had reached the laboratory.
Juan, the night-nurse for the rep-
tiles, was going his rounds.

“Everything all right, Juan?” Bee-
tle asked cordially.

He liked the phlegmatic Portu-
guese who always did his job with a
minimum of talk. Consuelo, for her
part, heartily disliked the man and
distrusted him profoundly. She had

long suspected him of being a stool-
pigeon for Xadir.

“Yes, Dr. Beetle. Good night.”

“Good night, Juan,”

When Juan had departed, Con-
suelo returned to her attack.

“You haven’t told me yet how you
made these things taste like raw
pork.”

She strolled over to the tank by the
north window where a luxuriant green-
beefo, like an overdevelcped tomato
vine, grew rankly up its trellis to the
ceiling. About half a dozen of the
huge greenish “plums” still hung on
the vine.

Consuelo plucked one and was
thoughtfully sampling its quality.

“This one tastes all right,” she said.
“What did you do to the others?”

@®@®&VINCE you really want to know,

I'll tell you. I took a hypo-
dermic needle and shot them full of
snake blood. My pet constrictor had
enough juice in him to do the whole
job without discomfort to himself or
danger to his health.”

Consuelo hurled her half-eaten fruit
at her father’s head, but missed. She
stood wiping her lips with the back of
her hand.

“So you can’t change the chloro-
phyll in a growing plant into anything
like haemoglobin? You almost had
me believing you could.”

“I never said I could. Nor can any-
body else, so far as I know. But it
made a good story to tell Kadir.”

“But why?”

“If you care to analyze one of these
greenbeefos in your spare time, you
will find their magnesium content ex-
traordinarily high. That is not ae-
cident, as you will discover if you
analyze the chemicals in the tanks. I
shall be satisfied if I can get Kadir and
his friends to gorge themselves on
greenbeefos when the new crop comes
in. Now, did T sell Kadir the green-
beefo diet, or didn’t I? You saw how
they all fell for it. And they will keep
on falling as long as the supply of
snake bload holds out.”

“There’s certainly no scarcity of
snakes in this charming country,”
Consuelo remarked. “I'm going to get
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the taste of one of them out my mouth
right now. Then you can tell me what
you want me to do in this new culture
of greenbeefos you've gone in for.”

So father and daughter passed their
days under the last dictatorship.
Beetle announced that in another
week the lush crop of greenbeefos
would be ripe. Kadir proclaimed the
following Thursday “Festal Thurs-
day” as the feast day inaugurating
“the reign of plenty” in Amazonia.

As a special favor, Beetle had re-
quested Kadir to forbid any sightsee-
ing or other interference with his
work.

Kadir had readily agreed, and for
three weeks Beetle had worked twenty
hours a day, preparing the coming
banquet with his own hands.

“You keep out of this,” he had
ordered Consuelo. “If there is any
dirty work to be done, I'll do it my-
self. Your job is to keep the staff
busy as usual, and see that nobody
steals any of the fruit. I have given
strict orders that nobody is to taste a
greenbeefo till next Thursday, and
Kadir has issued a proclamation to
that effect. So if you catch anyone
thieving, report to me at once.”

The work of the native staff con-
sisted in catching snakes. The workers
could see but little sense in their job,
as they knew that no venom was be-
ing exported. Moreover, the eccentric
Doctor Beetle had urged them to bring
in every reptile they found, harmless
as well as poisonous, and he was con-
stantly riding them to bestir them-
selves and collect more.

More extraordinary still, he insisted
every morning that they carry away
the preceding day’s catch and dump
it in the river. The discarded snakes,
they noticed, seemed half dead. Even
the naturally most vicious put up no
fight when they were taken from the
pens.

ETWEEN ten and eleven every

morning Beetle absented himself
from the laboratory, and forbade any-
one to accompany him. When Con-
suelo asked him what he had in the
small black satchel he carried with
him on these mysterious trips, he re-

plied briefly:

“A snake. I'm going to turn the
poor brute loose.”

And once, to prove his assertion, he
opened the satchel and showed her the
torpid snake.

“I must get some exercise, and I
need to be alone,” he explained, “or
my nerves will snap., Please don't
pester me.”

She had not pestered him, although
she doubted his explanation. Left
alone for an hour, she methodically
continued her daily inspection of the
plants till her father returned, when
she had her lunch and he resumed his
private business.

On the Tuesday before Kadir’s
Festal Thursday, Consuelo did not
see her father leave for his walk, as
she was already busy with her inspec-
tion when he left. He had been gone
about forty minutes when she dis-
covered the first evidence of treach-
ery.
The foliage of one vine had obvious-
ly been disturbed since the last in-
spection. Seeking the cause, Consuelo
found that two of the ripening fruits
had been carefully removed from their
stems. Further search disclosed the
theft of three dozen in all. Not more
than two had been stolen from any
one plant.

Suspecting Juan, whom she had al-
ways distrusted, Consuelo hastened
back to her father’s laboratory to
await his return and report. There
she was met by an unpleasant sur-
prise.

She opened the door to find Kadir
seated at Beetle’s desk, his face heavy
with anger and suspicion.

“Where is your father?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come, come. I have made women
talk before this when they were in-
clined to be obstinate. Where is he?”

“Again I tell you I don’t know. He
always takes his exercise at this time,
and he goes alone. Besides,” she
flashed, “what business is it of yours
where he is?”

“As to that,” Kadir replied careless-
ly, “everything in Amazonia is my
business.”

“My father and I are not citizens—
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or subjects—of Amazonia.”

“No. But your own country is sev-
eral thousand miles away, Senhorina
Beetle. In case of impertinent ques-
tions I can always report—with
regrets, of course—that you both died
by one of the accidents so common in
Amazonia, Of snakebite, for in-
stance.”

“I see. But may I ask the reason for
this sudden outburst?”

“So you have decided to talk? You
will do as well as your father, per-
haps better.”

His eyes roved to one of the wire
pens.

In it were half a dozen small red
snakes.

“What do you need those for, now
that you are no longer exporting
venom?”

“Nothing much. Just pets, I sup-
pose.”

“Pets? Rather an unusual kind of
pet, I should say.” His face suddenly
contorted in fear and rage. “Why is
your father injecting snake blood into
the unripe meat-fruit?” he shouted.

ONSUELO kept her head. “Who
told you that absurdity?”

“Answer me!” he bellowed,

“How can I? If your question is
nonsense, how can anybody answer
it?”

“So you refuse. I know a way to
make you talk. Unlock that pen.”

“I haven’t the key. My father trusts
nobody but himself with the keys to
the pens. :

“No? Well, this will do.” He
picked up a heavy ruler and lurched
over to the pen. In a few moments he
had sprung the lock.

“Now you answer my question ot I
force your arm into that pen. When
your father returns I shall tell him
that someone had broken the lock, and
that you had evidently been trying to
repair it when you got bitten. He will
have to believe me. You will be cap-
able of speech for just about three
minutes after one of those red beauties
strikes. Once more, why did your
father inject snake blood into the
green meat-fruits?”

“And once more I repeat that you

are asking nonsensical questions.
Don’t you dare—"

But he did dare. Ripping the sleeve
of her smock from her arm, he gripped
her bare wrist in his huge fist and be-
gan dragging her toward the pen. Her
frantic resistance was no match for
his brutal strength. Instinctively she
resorted to the only defense left her.
She let out a yell that must have car-
ried half a mile.

Startled in spite of himself, Kadir
paused, but only for an instant, She
yelled again,

This time Kadir did not pause. Her
hand was already in the pen when
the door burst open. Punctual as
usual, Beetle had returned exactly at
eleven o’clock to resume his daily
routine.

The black satchel dropped from his
hand.

CHAPTER III
The Red Fungus

ee HAT the hell—" A well-
aimed ‘laboratory stool
finished the sentence. It caught the
Dictator squarely in the chest. Con-
suelo fell with him, but quickly dis-
engaged herself and stood panting.

“You crazy foal,” Beetle spat at the
prostrate man. “What do you think
you are doing? Don’t you know that
those snakes are the deadliest of the
whole lot?”

Kadir got to his feet without reply-
ing and sat down heavily on Beetle’s
desk. Beetle stood eying him in dis-
gust.

“Come on, let’s have it. What were.
you trying to do to my daughter?”

“Make her talk,” Kadir muttered
thickly. “She wouldn’t—"

“Oh, she wouldn’t talk. I get it.
Consuelo! You keep out of this. I'll
take care of our friend. Now, Kadir,
just what did you want her to talk
about?”

Still dazed, Kadir blurted out the
truth.

“Why are you injecting snake blood
into the unripermeat-fruit?”
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Beetle eyed him curiously. With
great deliberation he placed a chair in
front of the Dictator and sat down.

“Let us get this straight. You ask
why I am injecting snake blood into
the greenbeefos. Who told you I
was?”

“Juan. He brought three dozen of
the unripe fruits to show me.”

“To show you what?” Beetle asked
in deadly calm. Had that fool Juan
brains enough to look for the punc-
ture-marks made by the hypodermic
needle?

“To show me that you are poisoning
the fruit.”

“And did he show you?”

“How should I know? He was still
alive when I came over here. I forced
him to eat all three dozen.”

“You had to use force?”

“Naturally. Juan said the snake
blood would poison him.”

“Which just shows how ignorant
Juan is.” Beetle sighed his relief.
“Snake blood is about as poisonous as
cows’ milk.”

“Why are you injecting—"

“You believed what that ignorant
fool told you? He must have been
drinking again and seeing things. I've
warned him before. This time he goes.
That is, if he hasn’t come to his senses
and gone already of his own free will.”

“Gone? But where could he go from
here?”

“Into the forest, or the jungle,”
Beetle answered indifferently. “He
might even try to drape his worthless
hide over a raft of rotten logs and
float down the river.. Anyhow, he will
disappear after having made such a

fool of himself. Take my word for it,
we shan’t see Juan again in a month
of Sundays.”

“On the contrary,” Kadir retorted
with a crafty smile, “I think we shall
see him again in a very few minutes.”
He glanced at the clock. It showed
ten minutes past eleven. “I have been
here a little over half an hour. Juan
promised to meet me here. He found
it rather difficult to walk after his
meal. When he comes, we can go into
the question of those injections more
fully.”

OR an instant Beetle looked star-
tled, but quickly recovered his
composure.

“I suppose as you say, Juan is slow
because he has three dozen of those
unripe greenbeefos under his belt. In
fact I shouldn’t wonder if he were
feeling rather unwell at this very mo-
ment.”

“So there is a poison in the fruits?”
Kadir snapped.

“A poison? Rubbish! How would
you or anyone feel if you had been
forced to eat three dozen enormous
green apples, to say nothing of un-
ripe greenbeefos? I'll stake my repu-
tation against yours that Juan is hid-
ing in the forest and being very sick
right now. And I'll bet anything you
like that nobody ever sees him again.
By the way, do you know which road
he was to follow you by? The one
through the clearing, or the cut-off
through the forest?”

“I told him to take the cut-off, so as
to get here quicker.”

(Turn Page)
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“Fine. Let’s go and meet him—only
we shan’t. As for what I saw when I
opened that door, I'll forget it if you
will. I know Consuelo has already for-
gotten it. We are all quarantined here
together in Amazonia, and there's no
sense in harboring grudges. We've
got to live together.”

Relieved at being able to save his
face, Kadir responded with a gener-
ous promise.

“If we fail to find Juan, I will ad-
mit that you are right, and that Juan
has been drinking.”

“Nothing could be fairer. Come on,
let’'s go.”

Their way to the Dictator’s “palace”
—iformerly the residence of the super-
intendent of the gold mines—lay
through the tropical forest.

The road was already beginning to
choke up in the gloomier stretches
with a rank web of trailing plants feel-
ing their way to the trees on either
side, to swarm up their trunks and
ultimately choke the life out of them.
Kadir’s followers, soldiers all and new
to the tropics, were letting nature take
its course. Another two years of in-
competence would see the painstaking
labor of the American engineers
smothered in rank jungle.

Frequently the three were com-
pelled to abandon the road and follow
more open trails through the forest
till they again emerged on the road.
Dazzling patches of yellow sunlight
all but blinded them temporarily as
they crossed the occasional barren
spots that seem to blight all tropical
forests like a leprosy. Coming out
suddenly into one of these blinding
patches, Kadir, who happened to be
leading, let out a curdling oath and
halted as if he had been shot,

“What’s the matter?” Consuelo
asked breathlessly, hurrying to over-
take him. Blinded by the glare she
could not see what had stopped the
Dictator.

“I stepped on it.” Kadir’s voice was
hoarse with disgust and fear.

“Stepped on what?” Beetle de-
manded. “I can’t see in this infernal
light. Was it a snake?”

“I don’t know,” Kadir began hoarse-
ly. “It moved under my foot. Ugh! I

see it now. Look.”

They peered at the spot Kadir in-
dicated, but could see nothing. Then,
as their eyes became accustomed to
the glare, they saw the thing that Ka-
dir had stepped on.

A foul red fungus, as thick as a
man’s arm and over a yard long, lay
directly in the Dictator’s path.

o BLADDER full of blood and

soft flesh,” Kadir muttered,
shaking with fright and revulsion.
“And I stepped on it.”

“Ro*!” Beetle exclaimed contempt-
uously, but there was a bitter glint in
his eyes. “Pull yourself together,
man. That’s nothing but a fungus.
If there’s a drop of blood in it, I'll eat
the whole thing.”

“But it moved,” Kadir expostulated.

“Norisense. You stepped on it, and
naturally it gave beneath your weight.
Come on. You will never find Juan at
this rate.”

But Kadir refused to budge. Fas-
cinated by the disgusting object at his
feet, the Dictater stood staring down
at it with fear and loathing in every
line of his face.

Then, as if to prove the truth of his
assertion, the thing did move, slowly,
like a wounded eel. But, unlike an
eel, it did not move in the direction
of its length. It began to roll slowly
over,

Beetle squatted, the better to follow
the strange motion. If it was not the
first time he had seen such a freak
of nature, he succeeded in giving a
very good imitation of a scientist ob-
serving a novel and totally unexpected
phenomenon. Consuelo joined her
father in his researches. Kadir re-
mained standing.

“Is it going to roll completely
over?” Consuelo asked with evident
interest.

“I think not,” Beetle hazarded. “In
fact, I'll bet three to one it only gets
halfway over. There—I told you so.
Look, Kadir, your fungus is rotted to
the spot, just like any other plant.”

In spite of himself, Kadir stooped
down and looked. As the fungus
reached the halfway mark in its at-
tempted roll, it shuddered along its
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entire length and seemed to tug at
the decayed vegetation. But shudder-
ing and tugging got it nowhere. A
thick band of fleshy rootlets, like
coarse green hair, held it firmly to the
ground. The sight of that futile
struggle to move like a fully con-
scious thing was too much for Kadir’s
nerves.

“I am going to kill it,” he muttered,
leaping to his feet.

“How?” Beetle asked with a trace
of contempt. “Fire is the only thing
I know of to put a mess like that out
of its misery—if it is in misery. For
all I know, it may enjoy life. You
can’t kill it by smashing it or chopping
it into mincemeat. Quite the con-
trary, in fact. Every piece of it will
start a new fungus, and instead of one
helpess blob rooted to the spot, you
will have a whole colony. Better
leave it alone Kadir, to get what it can
out of existence in its own way. Why
must men like you always be killing
something?”

“It is hideous and—"

“And you are afraid of it? How
would you like someone to treat you
as you propose treating this harmless
fungus?”’

“If I were like that,” Kadir burst
out, “I should want somebody to put
a torch to me.”

“What if nobody knew that was
what you wanted? Of if nobody
cared? You have done some pretty
foul things to a great many people in
your time, I believe.”

“But never anything like this!”

“Of course not. Nobody has ever
done anything like this to anybody.
So you didn’t know how. What were
you trying to do to my daughter an
hour ago?”

oe E agreed to forget all that,”
Consuelo reminded him
sharply.

“Sorry. My mistake. I apologize,
Kadir. As a matter of scientific inter-
est, this fungus is not at all uncom-
mon.”

“I never saw one like it before,”
Consuelo ojected.

“That is only because you don’t go

walking in the forest as I do,” he re-
minded her. “Just to prove I'm right,
I’ll undertake to find a dozen rolling
fungi within a hundred yards of here.
What do you say?”

Before they could protest, he was
hustling them out of the blinding
glare into a black tunnel of the for-
est. Beetle seemed to know where he
was going, for it was certain that his
eyes were as dazed as theirs.

“Follow closely when you find your
eyes,” he called. “I'll go ahead. Look
out for snakes. Ah, here’s the first
beauty! Blue and magenta, not red
like Kadir’s friend. Don’t be preju-
diced by its shape. Its color is all the
beauty this poor thing has.”

If anything, the shapeless mass of
opalescent fungus blocking their path
was more repulsive than the monstro-
sity that had stopped Kadir. This one
was enormous, fully a yard in breadth
and over five feet long. It lay
sprawled over the rotting trunk of a
fallen tree like a decomposing squid.

Yet, as Beetle insisted, its color was
beautiful with an unnatural beauty.
However, neither Consuelo nor Kadir
could overcome their nausea at that
living death. They fled precipitately
back to the patch of sunlight. The
fleshy magenta roots of the thing,
straining impotently at the decaying
wood which nourished them, were too
suggestive of helpless suffering for
endurance. Beetle followed at his lei-
sure, chuckling to himself. His amuse-
ment drew a sharp reprimand from
Consuelo.

“How can you be amused?
thing was in misery.”

“Aren’t we all?” he retorted lightly,
and for the first time in her life Con-
suelo doubted the goodness of her
father’s heart.

They found no trace of Juan. By
the time they reached the Dictator’s
palace, Kadir was ready to agree to
anything. He was a badly frightened
man.

“You were right,” he admitted to
Beetle. “Juan was lying, and has
cleared out. I apologize.”

“No need to apologize,” Beetle re-
assured him cordially. “I knew Juan
was lying.”

That
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“Please honor me by staying to
lunch,” Kadir begged. “You cannot?
Then I shall go and lie down.”

They left him to recover his nerve,
and walked back to the laboratory by
the long road, not through the forest.
They had gone over halfway before
either spoke. When Beetle broke the
long silence, he was more serious than
Consuelo ever remembered him hav-
ing been.

CHAPTER IV
The Torch

oe AVE you ever noticed,” he

began, “ what arrant cowards
all brutal men are?” She made no
reply, and he continued. “Take Kadir,
for instance. He and his gang have
tortured and killed thousands. You
saw how that harmless fungus upset
him. Frightened half to death of
nothing.”

“Are you sure it was nothing?”

He gave her a strange look, and she
walked rapidly ahead. “Wait,” he
called, slightly out of breath.

Breaking into a trot, he overtook
her.

“I have something to say that I
want you to remember, If anything
should ever happen to me—I'm always
handling those poisonous snakes—I
want you to do at once what I tell you
now. You can trust Felipe.”

Felipe was the Portuguese foreman
of the native workers.

“Go to him and tell him you are
ready. He will understand. I pre-
pared for this two years ago, when
Kadir moved in. Before they left, the
engineers built a navigable raft.
Felipe knows where it is hidden. It
is fully provisioned. A crew of six
native river men is ready to put off at
a moment’s notice. They will be un-
der Felipe’'s orders. The journey
down the river will be long and dan-
gerous, but with that crew you will
make it. Anyhow, you will not be
turned back by the quarantine officers
when you do sight civilization. There
is a flag with the provisions. Hoist it

when you see any signs of civiliza-
tion, and you will not be blown out of
the water. That’s all.”
“Why are you telling me this now?”
“Because dictators never take their

-own medicine before they make some-

one else taste it for them.”

“What do you mean?” she asked in
sudden panic.

“Only that I suspect Kadir of plan-
ning to give me a dose of his peculiar
brand of medicine the moment he is
through with me. When he and his
crew find out how to propogate the
greenbeefos, I may be bitten by a
snake. He was trying something like
that on you, wasn’t he?”

She gave him a long doubtful look.
“Perhaps,” she admitted. She was
sure that there was more in his mind
than he had told her.

They entered the laboratory and
went about their business without an-
other word. To recover lost time,
Consuelo worked later than usual.
Her task was the preparation of the
liquid made up by Beetle’s formula,
in which the greenbeefos were grown.

She was just adding a minute trace
of chloride of gold to the last batch
when a timid rap on the door of the
chemical laboratory startled her un-
reasonably. She had been worrying
about her father.

“Come in,” she called.

Felipe entered. The sight of his
serious face gave her a sickening
shock. What had happened? Felipe
was carrying the familiar black
satchel which Beetle always took with
him on his solitary walks in the forest.

“What is it?” she stammered.

FOR answer Felipe opened his free
hand and showed her a cheap
watch. It was tarnished greenish
blue with what looked like dried
fungus.

“Juan’s,” he said. “When Juan did
not report for work this afternoon, I
went to look for him.”

“And you found his
Where?”

“On the cut-off through the forest.”

“Did you find anything else?”

“Nothing belonging to Juan.”

“But you found something else?”

watch?
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“Yes. I had never seen anything
like them before.”

He placed the satchel on the table
and opened it.

“Look. Dozens like that one, all
colors, in the forest. Doctor Beetle
forgot to empty this bag when he went
into the forest this morning.”

She stared in speechless horror at
the swollen monstrosity filling the
satchel. The thing was like the one
that Kadir had stepped on, except that
it was not red but blue and magenta.
The obvious explanation flashed
through her mind, and she struggled
to convince herself that it was true.

“You are mistaken,” she said slowly.
“Doctor Beetle threw the snake away
as usual and brought this specimen
back to study.”

Felipe shook his head.

¥No, Senhorina Beetle. As I always
do when the Doctor comes back from
his walk, I laid out everything ready
for tomorrow. The snake was in the
bag at twelve o’clock this morning, He
came back at his regular time. I was
busy then, and did not get to his
laboratory till noon. The bag had been
dropped by the door. I opened it, to
see if everything was all right. The
snake was still there, All its under-
side had turned to hard blue jelly. The
back was still a snake’s back, covered
with scales. The head had turned
green, but it was still a snake’s head.
I took the bag into my room and
watched the snake till I went to look
for Juan. The snake turned into this.
I thought I should tell you.”

“Thank you, Felipe. It is all right;
just one of my father’s scientific ex-
periments. I understand. Goodnight,
and thank you again for telling me.
Please don’t tell anyone else. Throw
that thing away and put the bag in its
usual place.”

Left to herself, Consuelo tried not
to credit her reason and the evidence
of her senses. Then inconsequential
remarks her father had dropped in the
past two years, added to the remark
of today that dictators were never the
first to take their own medicine, stole
into her memory to cause her acute
uneasiness.

What was the meaning of this new

technique of his, the addition of a
slight trace of chloride of gold to the
solution? He had talked excitedly of
some organic compound of gold being
the catalyst he had sought for months
to speed up the chemical change in
the ripening fruit.

“What might have taken months the
old way,” he had exclaimed, “can now
be done in hours, I've got it at last!”

What, exactly, had he got? He had
not confided in her. All he asked of
her was to see that the exact amount
of chloride of gold which he pre-
scribed was added to the solutions.
Everything she remembered now
fitted into its sinister place in one
sombre pattern.

“This must be
thought.

It must be stopped, yes. But how?

stopped,” she

E next day the banquet took
place.

“Festal Thursday” slipped into the
past, as the long shadows crept over
the banquet tables—crude boards on
trestles—spread in the open air. For
one happy, gluttonous hour the bear-
ers of the “New Freedom” to a be-
nighted continent had stuffed them-
selves with a food that looked like
green fruit but tasted like raw pork.
Now they were replete and somewhat
dazed.

A few were furtively mopping the
perspiration from their foreheads,
and all were beginning to show the
sickly pallor of the gourmand who has
overestimated his capacity for food.
The eyes of some were beginning to
wander strangely. These obviously
unhappy guests appeared to be
slightly drunk.

Kadir’'s speech eulogizing Beetle
and his work was unexpectedly short.
The Dictator’s famous gift for ora-
tory seemed to desert him, and he sat
down somewhat suddenly, as if he
were feeling unwell. Beetle rose to
reply.

“Senhor Kadir! Guests, and bearers
to Amazonia of the New Freedom, I
salute you! In the name of a freedom
you have never known, I salute yon,
as the gladiators of ancient Rome
saluted their tyrant before marching
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into the arena where they were to be
butchered for his entertainment.”

Their eyes stared up at him, only
half-seeing. What was he saying? It
all sounded like the beginning of a
dream,

“With my own hands I prepared
your feast, and my hands alone spread
the banquet tables with the meat-fruits
you have eaten. Only one human
being here has eaten the fruit as na-
ture made it, and not as I remade it.
My daughter has not eaten what you
have eaten. The cold, wet taste of the
snake blood which you have mistaken
for the flavor of swine-flesh, and
which you have enjoyed, would have
nauseated her. So I gave her uncon-
taminated fruit for her share of our
feast.”

Kadir and Consuelo were on their
feet together, Kadir cursing incoher-
ently, Consuelo speechless with fear.
What insane thing had her father
done? Had he too eaten of— But
he must have, else Kadir would not
have touched the fruit!

Beetle's voice rose above the Dicta-
tor’s, shouting him down.

“Yes, you were right when you ac-
cused me of injecting snake blood into
the fruit. Juan did not lie to you.
But the snake blood is not what is
making you begin to feel like a vege-
table. I injected the blood into the
fruit only to delude all you fools into
mistaking it for flesh. I anticipated
months of feeding before I could
make of you what should be made of
you.

“A month ago I was relying on the
slow processes of nature to destroy
you with my help. Light alone, that
regulates the chemistry of the grow-
ing plant and to a lesser degree the
chemistry of animals, would have
done what must be done to rid Ama-
zonia and the world of the threat of
your New Freedom, and to make you
expiate your brutal past.

“But light would have taken
months to bring about the necessary
replacement of the fron in your blood
by magnesium. It would have been a
slow transformation, almost, I might
say, a lingering death. By feeding
you green beef I could keep your

bodies full at all times with magnes-
ium in chemically available form to
replace every atom of iron in your

blood!
ee NDER the slow action of
photosynthesis—the chemical
transformations induced by exposure
to light—you would have suffered a
lingering illness. You would not have
died. No! You would have lived, but
not as animals. Perhaps not even as
degenerated vegetables, but as some
new form of life between plant and
the animal. You might even have re-
tained your memories.

“But I have spared you this—so far
as I can prophesy. You will live, but
you will not remember—much. In-
stead of walking forward like human
beings, you will roll. That will be
your memory.

“Three weeks ago I discovered the
organic catalyst to hasten the replace-
ment of the iron in your blood by
magnesium and thus to change your
animal blood to plant blood, chloro-
phyll. The catalyst is merely a chem-
ical compound which accelerates
chemical reactions without itself be-
ing changed.

“By injecting a minute trace of

chloride of gold into the fruits, I—
and the living plant—produced the
necessary catalyst. I have not yet had
time to analyze it and determine its
exact composition. Nor do I expect
to have time. For I have perforce,
taken the same medicine that I pre-
scribed for you!
" “Not so much, but enough. I shall
remain a thinking animal a little
longer than the rest of you. That is
the only unfair advantage I have
taken. Before the sun sets we shall
all have ceased to be human beings,
or even animals.”

Consuelo was tugging frantically at
his arm, but he brushed her aside. He
spoke to her in hurried jerks as if rac-
ing against time.

“I did not lie to you when I told you
I could not change the chlorophyll in
a living plant into haemoglobin. No-
body has done that. But did I ever
say I could not change the haemo-
globin in a living animal into chloro-



THE ULTIMATE CATALYST 29

phyll? 1f I have not done that, I have
done something very close to it. Look
at Kadir, and see for yourself. Let
go my arm—I must finish.”

Wrenching himself free he began
shouting against time.

“Kadir! I salute you. Raise your
right hand and return the salute.”

Kadir’s right hand was resting on
the bare boards of the table. If he
understood what Beetle said, he re-
fused to salute. But possibly under-
standing was already beyond him.
The blood seemed to have ebbed from
the blue flesh, and the coarse hairs on
the back of the hand had lengthened
perceptibly even whilz Beetle was de-
manding a salute.

“Rooted to the spot, Kadir! You
are taking root already. And so are
the rest of you. Try to stand up like
human beings! Kadir! Do you hear
me? Remember that blue fungus we
saw in the forest? I have good reason
for believing that was your friend
Juan. In less than an hour you and I
and all these fools will be exactly
like him, except that some of us will
be blue, others green, and still others
red—like the thing you stepped on.

“It rolled. Remember, Kadir? That
red abomination was one of my pet

fungus snakes—shot full of salts of
magnesium and the catalyst I ex-
tracted from the fruits. A triumph of
science, I am the greatest biochemist
that ever lived! But I shan’t roll
farther than the rest of you. We shall
all roll together—or try to. ‘Merrily
we roll along, roll along’—I can see
already you are going to be a blue and
magenta mess like your friend Juan.,”

EETLE laughed harshly and
bared his right arm. “I'm going
to be red, like the thing you stepped
on, Kadir. But I've stepped on the
lot of you
He collapsed across the table and
lay still. No sane human being could
have stayed to witness the end. Half
mad herself, Consuelo ran from the
place of living death.

“Felipe, Felipe! Boards, wood—
bring dry boards, quick, quick! Tear
down the buildings and pile them up
over the tables. Get all the men, get
them all!”

Four hours later she was racing
down the river through the night with
Felipe and his crew. Only once did
she glance back. The flames which
she herself had kindled flapped against
the black sky.
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