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PREFACE, by Alec Nevala-Lee

The greatest science fiction horror story of all time opens with the accidental discovery of a relic that has gone undisturbed for ages. Frozen Hell was unearthed in much the same way, although its reappearance was somewhat less dramatic. Instead of the Antarctic ice, it resided in an offsite storage facility used by Houghton Library at Harvard, and it wasn’t detected through a magnetic anomaly, but through a line in a letter and an obscure catalog entry. It went overlooked for six decades, rather than 20 million years, which was still long enough for it to be forgotten. And instead of an extraterrestrial spacecraft, it lay within a carton of a few dozen manila folders, labeled lightly in pencil, that contained the bulk of the fiction of John W. Campbell, Jr., and Don A. Stuart, who somehow were the same man.

When you glance through the browned typewriter carbons inside the box, you find many titles that only the most dedicated science fiction fan would recognize. Among the manuscripts are drafts of the superscience sagas, such as “Uncertainty” and The Mightiest Machine, that Campbell cranked out in the ’30s under his own name, as well as other works, notably the novel The Moon is Hell, that wouldn’t appear in print until much later. There are also the vastly superior stories that he wrote as Don A. Stuart, including early versions of “Night,” “Dead Knowledge,” and “Forgetfulness,” and a few efforts—“The Bridge of One Crossing,” “The Gods Laugh Twice,” “Silence”—that he never published at all. One precious folder holds a copy of “Beyond the Door,” the only known work of fiction by his remarkable wife Doña.

But two folders—labeled “Frozen Hell” and “Pandora”—stand out from the rest. One contains the first 20 pages of a story in clean typescript, a fair copy that was presumably prepared by Doña, who was a better typist than her husband. The other holds 112 pages of a complete rough draft, with typographical errors and misspellings that suggest that it was typed by Campbell, along with numerous corrections in the author’s hand. A cover page bears the alternative titles “Frozen Hell” or “Pandora,” one typewritten, the other written in small capitals, and a note indicates that the manuscript was meant for Argosy, the leading pulp magazine of its era.

The pages that follow correspond to no published work, although some readers might recognize the character named McReady, as well as the setting on an icy plateau in Antarctica. Reading further, they might start to suspect the truth, especially after encountering the buried spaceship with its horrifying passenger inside. After about forty pages, as familiar lines appear with greater frequency, many would know for sure that this was no ordinary document—and even if they didn’t recognize it from context, its significance would be made clear by a penciled note on the upper corner of the first page of the fair copy: “Version of Who Goes There?”

Frozen Hell is a dramatically longer and more detailed version of one of the most famous science fiction stories ever written, which remains best known among the general public for its cinematic adaptations as The Thing. Its lengthy opening section, which was cut before publication, is more than worthy of the rest—Campbell was still in his twenties, but under the name Don A. Stuart, he was perhaps the most admired pulp science fiction writer of his time. Another folder contains a set of false starts for the same story, with at least five different openings told from various points of view, which reflects the care that Campbell put into its construction. He was feeling his way into it, and although most of his singular career still lay in the future, part of him may have sensed that this was the best story that he would ever write.

Campbell was only twenty-five when he came up with the idea that that evolved into “Who Goes There?” In 1936, he was about to start work as a secretary at Mack Truck in New Jersey, having failed to land the research position that he had wanted after college. He was a popular writer in the pulps, and in a casual conversation with an organic chemist, he became interested in the problem of how to tell whether an alien life form was a plant or an animal. As he explained to his friend Robert Swisher, he proceeded from there to the notion of organisms that “could alter their form, animal to vegetable, or vice versa, as the conditions of their environment momentarily required. This led to the idea of an intelligent animal having this property.”

As Robert Silverberg notes in the introduction that follows, Campbell initially wrote up the premise as a humorous throwaway, “Brain Stealers of Mars,” which he sold for $80 to Mort Weisinger at Thrilling Wonder Stories. Yet he continued to mull over the underlying idea, and after discussing it with Jack Byrne, the editor of Argosy, he reworked it into an ambitious horror story titled Frozen Hell. Decades afterward, he told the author James H. Schmitz that once he figured out the premise, setting, and first scene, the rest was easy, although finding the right opening had been a challenge: “This was where I sweated out things and made false starts.” In the end, however, Byrne passed, and Campbell decided to try it on the editor of Astounding Science Fiction, F. Orlin Tremaine, whom he saw on October 5, 1937.

At the meeting, Campbell was offered the editorship of Astounding instead. It was an unforeseen development that would change his life forever—but he didn’t forget Frozen Hell. His own magazine was the obvious place for it, but Tremaine still retained editorial control. In January 1938, Campbell revised the story with input from Tremaine and Frank Blackwell, the editor-in-chief of the publishing firm Street & Smith. This was evidently when the original opening was cut, as Campbell implied to Swisher: “I rewrote the first third of Frozen Hell, and have hopes Tremaine will take it.” “Who Goes There?” finally appeared in the August 1938 issue, credited to Don A. Stuart, and the full draft of Frozen Hell was quietly put away.

Eight decades later, the manuscript unexpectedly resurfaced. In 2017, I was working on the biography Astounding: John W. Campbell, Isaac Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, L. Ron Hubbard, and the Golden Age of Science Fiction. In the course of my research, I had to review thousands of pages of correspondence, and I found a letter that had been sent to Campbell on March 2, 1966 by Howard L. Applegate, the administrator of manuscripts at Syracuse University. The library was building a science fiction collection that would ultimately include the papers of such figures as Hugo Gernsback, Forrest J Ackerman, and Frederik Pohl, and Applegate wrote to ask if Campbell would be interested in contributing his archive.

Campbell responded on March 16 to politely decline: “Sorry…but the Harvard Library got all the old manuscripts I had about eight years ago! Since I stopped writing stories when I became editor of Astounding-Analog, I haven’t produced any manuscripts since 1938.… So…sorry, but any scholarly would-be biographers are going to have a tough time finding any useful documentation on me! I just didn’t keep the records!” Since I was currently engaged in writing just such a biography, I read this passage with unusual interest—and Campbell’s belief about the lack of primary sources turned out to be fortunately off the mark.

But I was even more intrigued by the reference to Harvard. At that point, I had been working on the book for over a year, and I had never heard of any such archive. Long afterward, I noticed a passing mention in a letter that Campbell wrote to Swisher, who had been storing many of the editor’s drafts, on October 7, 1957: “The manuscripts, Bob, will be taken up to Harvard on our next trip. Harvard’s started a science fiction collection, and is definitely interested in it as a development of American culture. They’re collecting books, magazines, manuscripts, etc.” But I didn’t see this until later, and as far as I knew, no other scholar had ever referred to these papers.

When I checked the online catalog of the Harvard Library system, I found them—but I had to look closely. A search for Campbell’s name generated numerous results, but it was only after scrolling to the fourth page, past dozens of marginally relevant listings, that I saw the entry that I wanted: “John Wood Campbell compositions, ca. 1935-1939 and undated.” After I contacted the library, I received a list of the folders inside, one of which was labeled “Frozen Hell.” I knew from Campbell’s correspondence that this was the working title of “Who Goes There?,” and I immediately wanted a closer look. Since I was unable to travel to Cambridge, Massachusetts in person, I hired a research assistant to copy the manuscripts and send me the scanned images.

As soon as I received the copies on my end, “Frozen Hell” was the first file that I examined. At that point, I was hoping to find little more than a draft of “Who Goes There?” with a few variations from the published text. When I realized how much had been cut, I was amazed—and to the best of my knowledge, no one else alive ever knew that the story had been reworked so completely. (Going back over Campbell’s correspondence, I did find a reference to Doña typing up the draft, “40,000 words of it,” but it was easy to overlook.) I reached out to Campbell’s daughter, Leslyn Randazzo, and she pointed me to John Betancourt, who handled the rights for the estate. The result is the book that you hold in your hands.

Over the last year, I’ve occasionally wondered whether Campbell would have wanted this version to be read. He personally edited Frozen Hell for publication, and the decision to cut the story to emphasize the horror element was unquestionably sound. Campbell had agonized over the opening, and he advised another young writer years later: “Asimov, when you have trouble with the beginning of the story, that is because you are starting in the wrong place, and almost certainly too soon. Pick out a later point in the story and begin again.” He had ruthlessly cut the openings of several of his own stories, including “Night” and “Dead Knowledge,” and “Who Goes There?” certainly didn’t suffer from the change.

But he also appears to have liked the original draft. He told Swisher that it gave him “more fun” than anything else he had ever written, and he cut the beginning only after consulting with Blackwell and Tremaine. The quality of the excised material is on much the same level as the rest, and both versions have their merits. “Who Goes There?” is darker and more focused, but there’s something very effective—and oddly modern—in how Frozen Hell abruptly shifts genres from adventure to horror. It drastically alters the tone and effect of the overall story, and the result is worth reading as more than just a curiosity.

Finally, the obvious care that Campbell took to preserve this manuscript—and all of his discarded openings—implies that he thought that it was worth saving. Campbell was a man of tremendous ambition, and he might have had mixed feelings at the idea that his most famous work would be one that he wrote in his twenties. Yet he undoubtedly wanted to be remembered after his death, and I think that he would be gratified by the excitement over Frozen Hell. Every version of this story is about a discovery that would have been better left unmade, as reflected in the third title, “Pandora,” that its author seems to have considered for it. But I suspect that Campbell would be pleased that this particular box was found and opened.


INTRODUCTION, by Robert Silverberg

The novella “Who Goes There?” by John W. Campbell, Jr., is one of the most famous science-fiction horror stories ever written. When it first appeared, in the August 1938 issue of Astounding Science Fiction, the magazine that the 28-year-old Campbell had been editing for less than a year, it established itself immediately as a classic work. Along with Robert A. Heinlein’s “By His Boot-straps,” Lester del Rey’s “Nerves,” and Isaac Asimov’s “Nightfall,” it was one of the four anchoring stories of the 1946 anthology Adventures in Time and Space, a book still in print after more than seventy years that is the definitive collection of Golden Age science fiction (most of which came from Campbell’s own magazine.) Campbell’s story finished in first place in the voting when the Science Fiction Writers of America chose the stories for its 1971 Hall of Fame anthology of the greatest science-fiction novellas. It has been filmed three times and in 2014 the World Science Fiction Convention gave it a retroactive Hugo award as the best novella of 1938. I can never forget my own first reading of it, in Adventures in Time and Space, when I was thirteen: it had an overwhelming impact for me and has never failed, in many rereadings over the decades, to generate the same sort of excitement I felt in that first encounter. “Who Goes There” is a masterpiece, the work of a writer in full command of his powers.

Campbell would go on to edit Astounding and its successor Analog Science Fiction for 33 more years, publishing, along the way, the best work of such writers as Heinlein, Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, Henry Kuttner, L. Ron Hubbard, A.E. van Vogt, L. Sprague de Camp, and many another mighty figure of that formative period in the history of science fiction. He was a mighty figure himself, physically imposing, a big man with a commanding voice, still the dominant editor of the field when I first entered his office, with more than a little trepidation, as a new young writer in 1955. Though he no longer wrote science fiction himself—his editorial responsibilities kept him too busy for that—he was a fountain of ideas, sharing them freely with the authors who visited them (myself included, though I was just a twenty-year-old beginner.)

What I had trouble realizing, as a novice writer standing in the presence of the great John Campbell in 1955, was that there had been a time when Campbell himself was a novice, young, uncertain, struggling to earn a living as a writer. Like me, he had begun writing science fiction in his teens.

And, like me, he had won editorial acceptance right away. The editor who took his first story promptly lost it, though, and since Campbell had no other copy of it, it was lost forever. But a second story, “When the Atoms Failed,” afforded him his professional debut in the January 1930 issue of Amazing Stories. He was nineteen years old. The editor’s introduction declared, “Our new author, who is a student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, shows marvelous ability at combining science with romance, evolving a piece of fiction of real scientific and literary value.”

Young Campbell followed it swiftly with a string of lengthy stories—“The Black Star Passes,” “Piracy Preferred,” “Islands of Space,” “Invaders from the Infinite,” and others, which established him, while he was still in his early 20s, as the second most popular science-fiction writer of the time, behind only Dr. E.E. Smith, the author of vast and ponderous space epics that Campbell had carefully imitated. By 1934, when his serialized novel “The Mightiest Machine” appeared in Astounding (even then the leading magazine of the field), he was looked upon by readers more highly than even Smith himself.

The problem was that this early success did not translate itself into any sort of financial security. The science-fiction magazines of that early day paid a cent a word at best, and Campbell’s primary market, Amazing Stories, paid on publication, which meant he could wait as long as two years before seeing any return on his work. And, major figure that he was to science-fiction readers, he was not doing well in the mundane world. He had flunked out of M.I.T. in his junior year after three times failing to pass his German course, a required subject. After that embarrassing debacle he enrolled at Duke University, where, after an intensive summer course in German, he finally was able to come away with a degree in 1934. By then he had married, and, unable to earn a real-world living from his writing, he had embarked on a series of undistinguished jobs—car salesman, air-conditioner salesman, and a secretarial job at Mack Trucks, among others—but never managed to keep any of them very long.

His writing career was presenting difficulties, too. F. Orlin Tremaine, the astute editor of Astounding, had begun to think that readers were tiring of the sort of super-science tales that had brought Campbell his early fame, wordy epics in which grim, methodical supermen repeatedly saved the world from menacing aliens by mastering, with the greatest of ease, such things as faster—than-light travel, the fabrication of matter-destroying rays, the release of atomic energy, and the penetration of hyperspace. In 1935 Campbell turned in three lengthy sequels to The Mightiest Machine and Tremaine rejected all three. He had no place else to sell them, since Amazing Stories already was holding a novel of his for which it had not yet paid, and Wonder Stories, the third of the three science-fiction magazines of the day, was in financial trouble and buying very little new material, and the failure of the three novellas left him in harsh financial circumstances.

Having exhausted the possibilities of the high-tech galactic epic on which he had built his fame, Campbell somewhat desperately began to reposition himself as a writer. At Tremaine’s suggestion he began a series of moody, poetic stories of the far future under the pseudonym of “Don A. Stuart”. These, beginning with the haunting, visionary “Twilight” and going on to “Blindness,” “The Machine,” “Night,” and several others, were an immediate success with the readers of Astounding. Seeking to escape from the low—pay world of the science-fiction pulps, Campbell looked toward Argosy, a weekly magazine of general fiction noted for publishing fantastic novels by such writers as Edgar Rice Burroughs and A. Merritt and paying quite well for them. He tried them with Frozen Hell, a tight, tense novel about a lunar expedition stranded on the Moon, which had not interested Tremaine. But it was written in diary form, a mode not ideally suited to the demands of the magazine readers of the day for fast-paced fiction, and neither Argosy nor any other magazine cared for it. (It finally saw print in 1951, published by a small press under the title of The Moon is Hell.)With the heavy-science epic no longer marketable, and the moody Don A. Stuart stories insufficient to support him by themselves, Campbell needed to find something different to write, and, with the help of a new editor named Mort Weisinger, he undertook a series of potboilers in the comic mode of Stanley G. Weinbaum, an immensely popular writer who had died in 1935 after a brief, spectacular career. Weinbaum was a natural storyteller with a distinctive light touch, and his work had won him a wide following, beginning in 1934 in Hugo Gernsback’s Wonder Stories with “A Martian Odyssey,” still often reprinted in anthologies, and continuing until his death eighteen months later. The sales of Wonder Stories were approaching the vanishing point early in 1936, and Gernsback sold it to the aptly named Standard Magazines, a chain of pulps that dealt in simply told action-adventure stories for young readers, which renamed it Thrilling Wonder Stories. Weisinger, a long-time science-fiction fan who was put in charge, was aware that Weinbaum had been the old magazine’s readers’ favorite, and, with Weinbaum no longer available, he called in John Campbell and asked him to write a series of stories in the Weinbaum manner.

Campbell, hard pressed to pay his rent at the time, eagerly complied. The usual Weinbaum plot had involved space explorers who become entangled in some complicated manner with alien beings, and though Campbell’s published work had been anything but lighthearted up until then, he proposed a group of breezy Weinbaumian tales featuring two space travelers named Penton and Blake. The first one Campbell turned in, in the spring of 1936, was “Imitation,” to which Weisinger gave the livelier title of “Brain-Stealers of Mars” when he ran it in the December 1936 issue of Thrilling Wonder Stories.

“Brain-Stealers” begins in a cheerfully Weinbaumian way. Penton and Blake, having caused some trouble on Earth by touching off an atomic explosion in the course of an experiment, jump into a spaceship and take off for Mars. They are puzzled to find what look like Japanese maple trees there, and also weirder-looking plants, weird plants and animals having been a Weinbaum specialty. Before long things get stranger: the Japanese maples change form, becoming something very alien; and then Penton and Blake find themselves surrounded by some twenty duplicate Pentons and Blakes, identical in all respects, including voices, personalities, and memories.

They respond fairly casually at first, Blake shooting one of the extra Pentons with his atomic pistol when it begins to show signs of further physical change, then eliminating some of the others. Then centaur-like creatures show up—Martian natives, quite friendly, who explain telepathically that the shapeshifters are creatures called thushol that have the power of transforming themselves into perfect imitations of other life-forms.

“How do you tell them from the thing they’re imitating?” Penton asks.

“It used to bother us because we couldn’t,” one of the centaurs replies. “But it doesn’t any more.”

“I know—but how do you tell them apart? Do you do it by mind-reading?”

“Oh, no. We don’t try to tell them apart. That way they don’t bother us any more.”

The centaurs are untroubled by the presence of shapeshifters in their midst (“If the imitation is so perfect we can’t tell the difference, what’s the difference?”), but Penton and Blake see real danger in it, and abruptly what had been an amiable Weinbaumian romp takes on a much darker tone. What if some future explorer from Earth inadvertently brings a thushol back from Mars? “If they eat like an amoeba,” Penton says, “God help us. If you maroon one on a desert island, it will turn into a fish, and swim home. If you put it in jail it will turn into a snake and go down the drain pipe. If you dump it in the desert it will turn into a cactus and get along real nice, thank you.” The thushol, he saw, were infinitely adaptive creatures that could conquer and absorb all enemies, and if they somehow managed to get to Earth it would mean the end of the human race.

The thing to do, they realize, is to return to Earth immediately. But all about them are duplicate Pentons and Blakes, indistinguishable from the originals. How can each of the authentic Earthmen be certain that no thushol has taken the place of the other one for the return voyage? Some reliable way of determining authenticity is needed; and after a time Penton devises one, an ingenious biological test, quite Weinbaumian in nature, that allows them to identify and destroy all the false Pentons and Blakes in their midst. The world is saved and the story ends with a wry Weinbaumian punchline.

“Brain-Stealers of Mars” was no more than a clever piece of hackwork nicely suited for the undemanding requirements of \Thrilling Wonder Stories. Campbell quickly followed it with further Penton and Blake adventures for Weisinger. But he still yearned to break away from the low-paying science-fiction magazines, and in the spring of 1937, he paid a call on Jack Byrne, the editor of Argosy, who had let it be known that he wanted to publish more science fiction but had no idea where to find it.

Campbell told of his meeting with Byrne in a letter to his best friend, Robert Swisher, a pharmaceutical chemist and avid science-fiction reader who lived in a suburb of Boston: “Byrne was offered a collection of story ideas, including the human mutant one, but he liked best the idea of the Thusol [sic] from ‘Brain-Stealers of Mars’. I told him I’d done it in a humorous vein—comic opera possibilities of course obvious—for Wonder. Would he like it done in a horror vein, with the setting Earth instead of Mars.… He would. Wants 24,000, 35,000, or 44,000 words of it. They pay 1-1/4 to 1-1/2 cents a word for their stuff—34,000 of them sound interesting.… Byrne said he didn’t think the Thusol should be let loose on Earth—inject ’em into a movie colony on location—or on a desert island or something—in a city would be too darned much, and too impersonal. (Think he’s right myself.) The horror angle there is—they might get loose.… I finally decided they get loose in an Antarctic expedition, when one was thawed out of the Antarctic ice.…Starts with the finding of things. Biologist puts frozen beast in the one cabin that’s kept warm all night, so that it can thaw out for dissection; the hut where the meteor observer sits alone all night. Something stirs behind him—he turns.

“The next morning—he finds animal gone. Great curiosity. Meteor man says he didn’t hear a sound all night—wanders off— He’s missing later, but they find a cow in the passage, half molten, and a three-foot image of meteor man growing from it—it runs—they learn the horrible truth.”

Thus was the future classic “Who Goes There?” born. But there was many a step, and a misstep or two, between the initiation of the idea and the final great story.

Campbell set out immediately to write it, working at his usual high speed, and by June, 1937 had done his new story employing the shapeshifting monster theme, setting it on an Antarctic base that he envisioned after reading the account of Admiral Richard E. Byrd’s recent expedition to the south polar regions. He may also have been influenced to some degree by H.P. Lovecraft’s novella “At the Mountains of Madness,” which had been serialized in Astounding in 1936—a powerful tale with an Antarctic setting, although Lovecraft’s style and narrative approach had very little in common with Campbell’s. A third factor that may have enabled Campbell to intensify the impact of his shapeshifter plot was a strange autobiographical one that Campbell revealed many years later: his mother had been one of a pair of identical twins, so much like each other that as a small boy he was unable to tell them apart. The sisters disliked each other and the aunt disliked her nephew, and on occasion he would come home from school to seek comfort from his mother for some mishap that day, only to be coldly rebuffed by a woman who was actually his aunt.

He called the new story Frozen Hell, thus recycling the title of his unsold and apparently unsalable novel of lunar exploration of the year before. His intended market was Argosy, but when Jack Byrne of Argosy called him into the office to discuss the story, it was to tell him of its rejection. As Campbell wrote to his friend Swisher, Byrne had said “‘it’s a good yarn, good idea, good writing. But there aren’t any characters in it. It’s got a bunch of minor characters, but no major characters.’ Quite true—I can see that. Hence, most of the conference revolved about how to bring out characters.” In the 15-minute discussion that followed, Byrne’s associate editor, George Post, suggested that what the story needed was a female character. Campbell was willing to give that a try, but saw no way to make a woman part of a 1930s Antarctic expedition. He went home promising to study the story and find some way to make it acceptable.

Campbell was destined to become one of the most capable editors in the history of science fiction, and I can testify from my own experience of his editorial skills, eighteen years after the time he was working on his Antarctic horror tale, that he had a superb sense of story construction and knew how to guide the author of a not-quite-right work toward a satisfying revision. Those skills must already have been well developed even in 1937, when, after all, he had been writing for the science-fiction magazines for eight years and had published a great many widely admired stories.

We know how he went about shaping the Antarctic novel he called Frozen Hell into the masterly novella “Who Goes There?,” because we have the text of Frozen Hell available for comparison today. No one had given much thought to that original version for many years, though when the Swisher-Campbell letters were published in a limited edition in 2011 it was mentioned; but even then the manuscript was believed to be lost. A few years later, though, Alec Nevala-Lee, while doing research for his book Astounding (an account of Campbell’s influence on science fiction, and in particular of his editorial relationships with Isaac Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, and L. Ron Hubbard), came upon a reference in Campbell’s correspondence file to a box of manuscripts that Campbell had deposited in the Harvard University library. Nevala-Lee eventually discovered the forgotten box in Harvard’s Houghton Library, and there within it was the Antarctic version of Frozen Hell, now brought forth at last for 21st-century readers.

Comparing the rediscovered manuscript with the published novella is an instructive lesson in Campbell’s growing mastery of his craft. What is immediately apparent when putting one against the other is that Campbell the future editor must have realized at once that he had opened the story in the wrong place. Frozen Hell starts with the discovery of an alien spaceship buried in the Antarctic ice cap, but, though Campbell tells of it in the crisp, efficient prose that had become his professional hallmark, and describes the south polar setting with a vividness worthy of Admiral Byrd himself (“The northern horizon was barely washed with rose and crimson and green, the southern horizon black mystery sweeping off to the pole.…”), nothing that he tells us in the first three chapters of the original version drives the reader toward the terrifying situation that is the mainspring of the novella’s plot. That situation is foreshadowed, in a heavy-handed way, toward the end of Chapter Three, when McReady, who is as close to a protagonist as the story will have, tells of a nightmare he has had (which recapitulates the story line that Campbell had used in “Brain-Stealers of Mars”). In his dream the Antarctic explorers have brought forth a strange frozen creature from the ice that manifests shapechanging powers. “It could turn into anything, or anybody.… It had a secret, unholy knowledge of life and life-stuff, protoplasm, gained through ages of experiment and thought. That is, it wasn’t bound to any form or size or shape, but could mold its very blood and flesh and smallest cell to not merely imitate but duplicate the blood and flesh and cells of any other thing it chose. And read the thoughts, the habits, the mind of anyone.”

This is, of course, the nightmarish central situation we will ultimately encounter in “Who Goes There?” But laying it out in this blunt way, in flat exposition and in the arm’s-length reality of a retold dream, must have struck Campbell, upon re-reading, as a woefully ineffective way of setting up his plot. There were other flaws in the longer version, too. On page 12 we find a scientist named Norris explaining something to McReady, in two paragraphs of leaden dialogue, that McReady surely already knows. (“To a compass the magnetic South Pole is what the true south pole 1,200 miles away is to the geographer; any direction is due north. There is no horizontal pull, the shortest way north is straight down.…”) And on page 35 the Antarctic explorers accidentally destroy the buried alien spaceship in a clumsy attempt to excavate it, though it would have been much more plausible to leave it in the ice to be recovered by some later, and better-equipped, expedition.

In his revision Campbell solved all these problems simply by cutting the first three chapters, getting rid of the slow opening sequence and the lecture on geomagnetism, and brushing McReady’s dream and the destruction of the spaceship into quick flashbacks where they would be less obtrusive. To set events in motion now he wrote two new paragraphs that constitute one of the most potent story openings in the history of science fiction:

The place stank. A queer, mingled stench that only the ice-buried cabins of an Antarctic camp know, compounded of reeking human sweat, and the heavy, fish-oil stench of melted seal blubber. An overtone of liniment combatted the musty smell of sweat-and-snow-drenched furs. The acrid odor of burnt cooking fat, and the animal, not-unpleasant smell of dogs, diluted by time, hung in the air.

Lingering odors of machine oil contrasted sharply with the taint of harness dressing and leather. Yet, somehow, through all that reek of human beings and their associates—dogs, machines, and cooking—came another taint. It was a queer, neck-ruffling thing, a faintest suggestion of an odor alien among the smells of industry and life. And it was a life-smell. But it came from the thing that lay bound with cord and tarpaulin on the table, dripping slowly, methodically over the heavy planks, dank and gaunt under the unshielded glare of the electric light.

It is all there, from the harsh crackle of that three-word opening sentence through the sensory pressure of the reek of sweat and blubber to the presence of some mysterious alien thing strapped up in a tarpaulin on a table. And from that point on the pace is unrelenting, as horror upon horror is manifested, and, ultimately, the survivors conquer the alien menace a way analogous to the resolution of the similar problem posed in “Brain-Stealers of Mars,” but this time in no way comic.

The final version of the story, now called “Who Goes There?,” is essentially the last five chapters of the eight-chapter Frozen Hell, with only minor revisions. “I had more fun writing that story than I’ve gotten out of any I ever turned out,” he said in a letter to Robert Swisher. Though he must have known that the revised story was far superior to the original, Campbell was un- certain enough about it to show the manuscript to his wife Doña, who frequently served as his first reader. “Doña says I clicked,” he told Swisher jubilantly. He showed it also to his friend Mort Weisinger of Thrilling Wonder Stories. Weisinger was impressed also, though he grumbled about Campbells’ recycling of the plot idea of “Brain-Stealers of Mars,” which he had published. “Mort got peeved,” Campbell reported to Swisher. “Seems he has an idea he bought the idea as well as the story, when he bought ‘Brain-Stealers of Mars’. I disagree. We left with no blows exchanged.”

Weisinger did not want the story for Thrilling Wonder Stories—he needed material that adhered more closely to pulp-magazine formulas—and it is not clear whether Campbell submitted it to Argosy, which had suggested he rewrite the longer version in the first place. But late in the summer of 1937 he offered it to F. Orlin Tremaine of Astounding. A strange thing happened, though, while the manuscript was still sitting on Tremaine’s desk. In September, 1937, Street & Smith, the publishers of Astounding, underwent a vast corporate shakeup. Ten of its magazines were discontinued, some high managerial figures were dismissed, and Tremaine was moved up into the post of executive editor of the entire magazine chain, leaving Astounding itself without an editor. And at the beginning of October Tremaine asked Campbell to be his replacement. With astonishing swiftness Campbell found himself the editor of the very magazine to which “Who Goes There?” was currently under submission.

Science-fiction fandom was amazed that Campbell, who was looked upon as a titan among writers, would abandon a brilliant writing career to take on a mere editorial job. From Campbell’s point of view the situation looked quite different. He had depended, since leaving college in 1934, on the uncertain income from three science-fiction magazines that paid, at best, a cent a word for their material. He had held a series of uninteresting mundane jobs, affording satisfaction neither to himself nor to his various employers. Science fiction was central to his life, and the job at Astounding would provide a steady income while allowing him to immerse himself in the field that he loved. And, in fact, this was the last job Campbell ever would have: he would hold it to the end of his days, in 1971.

He could not, however, buy his new novella on his own say-so. As editor he was at that time merely a first reader, and needed Tremaine’s approval for anything he acquired; but “Who Goes There?” presented no problems for Tremaine, and the story was purchased and put into the schedule for publication in an early issue. Campbell would run it not under his own name but with the “Don A. Stuart” pseudonym; but by then the identity of “Stuart” was pretty much an open secret among science-fiction readers.

By the time “Who Goes There?” appeared, in the August 1938 Astounding, Campbell no longer had Orlin Tremaine looking over his shoulder. Tremaine was not comfortable in his new managerial post and Street & Smith was not comfortable with him, and by May, 1938, he was gone, ostensibly by resignation but actually having been dismissed by Street & Smith’s new president, “with the result,” Campbell told Swisher, “that I am now all of Astounding. There isn’t any more. No assistant, no readers, no nobody.” With Tremaine out of the picture Campbell had put the magazine through an extensive makeover, going about it in the dynamic manner that would mark his entire long editorial career.

One of the first things Campbell did was to change the magazine’s name from Astounding Stories to Astounding Science Fiction with the March 1938 issue. He loathed that gaudy adjective “astounding,” but could not then get rid of it; this was the best he could do in 1938. (He finally dumped it in 1960 in favor of Analog Science Fiction, the name it still bears.) The cover format underwent a redesign, and a splendid new cover artist, Hubert Rogers, arrived and created, month after month, visions of the shining future that were in line with Campbell’s own. Campbell had inherited a considerable backlog of stories from Tremaine, which was not a serious problem, since Tremaine had been an excellent editor. But Campbell, a younger man firmly grounded in the twentieth-century, wanted the magazine’s fiction to take a fresher approach, and a change in tone became apparent within a few months. Some of the stories he bought were by long-time Tremaine contributors like Jack Williamson, Nat Schachner, and Raymond Z. Gallun, but, month by month, new names appeared on the contents page—L. Sprague de Camp, Lester del Rey, Theodore Sturgeon, Robert A. Heinlein, Isaac Asimov, A.E. van Vogt, and many others, who under Campbell’s editorial guidance would transform the way science fiction was written forever. It was a radical and memorable metamorphosis, and knowledgeable readers today still look back on the era of Astounding Science Fiction of Campbell’s early years as a golden age.

Of all the Golden Age classics, Campbell’s own “Who Goes There?” has long held a key position, and those of us who have revered that story since our first acquaintance with it owe Alec Nevala-Lee deep gratitude for his excavation of the earlier version of that masterpiece. Not only is Frozen Hell of major interest by the way it shows a great s-f writer gaining total mastery of his craft and the nascent great editor that was the John W. Campbell of 1937 demonstrating why the magazine he would shortly be editing defined the modern era of science fiction, but the original version itself, for all its flaws, is exciting in its own right, providing character development and background detail that Campbell, for the sake of telling a swifter story, eliminated from his final draft. It is, of itself, a treasure. We are lucky to have it.


FROZEN HELL, by John W. Campbell, Jr.


CHAPTER ONE
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McReady stuck his head barely above the surface, and looked off toward the north. The sun was a dulled wheel of light barely hanging on the horizon of an ice-bound plateau. The wind that had started with a mad slide down the foothills of the South Polar Plateau 800 miles to the south, and strengthened in its sweep across the glacier-locked continent, had lost nothing of its edge. Thirty miles of wind from the southeast, honed by 75 degrees of frost.

It carried a few sharp-edged, fine grains of ice, mementoes of their digging three days before. It wasn’t drift. The high, bald plateau had been scoured free of drift-snow ages ago; the unending winds had swept a huge patch 10 miles in diameter as bald as a buzzard’s throat.

McReady grinned behind his face-muffling scarf and adjusted his goggles. The physicists could be relied on to pick a place like this to roost. A quarter mile away, the orange paint of the tractor and the lesser blot of its trailing sledge loomed out of a dusk which represented two o’clock on a spring afternoon—October, in fact. October 2, 1939.

Barclay was running toward him, downwind like a man going down hill, his ice crampons sending up showers of ice chips that swirled away in front of him in the wind. Suddenly his feet went out from under him, and the wind tossed him along for ten yards before he caught himself and he climbed to his feet again. The padding of his coat and many layers of thermal clothing protected him from serious injury.

When Barclay reached the Secondary Magnetic Station, the wind shied a larger chip of ice against his goggles. It might have blinded him without their protection. McReady stepped back, giving him room. Barclay cursed, ducked through the flapping canvas door, and climbed backwards down the small ladder into the Station’s antechamber.

“Christ, Mac,” he said, voice dulled by layers of wool, “do you like this weather so much you’ve got to stand out in it?”

McReady smiled slowly. The sky was cloudless; only the drumming organ music of the wind and the wash like the slipstream of a transport plane suggested a storm.

“This place fascinates me. As a meteorologist, I’m always interested in storms. Anywhere else I’ve ever been, I’d call this a storm, but it’s been blowing steadily for four consecutive days, ever since we came here. The barometer hit 23 inches on the way down. I wonder…what would a real storm be out here?”

Barclay inched his head up above the level of the blue ice, into which they had cut the Secondary Magnetic Station. His goggles flashed twin reflections of the white of the sun

“If there were water,” Barclay mused, “it would be hell and high water. Dutton at Big Magnet reported fine, clear skies, wind SW 5. Bah! This is the world’s worst spot for a camp. I’ve some notes for them from Big Magnet that may keep them underground for a while.”

McReady reached up and tied shut the outer canvas door-flap. Then they went through the next door—a wood one—into the Station proper.

The roof of tent canvas laid across chicken wire and slats, weighted down by chunks of ice cut out in the making, rested across bolted uprights. Fiberboard panels made up the side walls. A copper stove, in the center of the room, succeeded in bringing the upper layer of air to about 80 degrees, but the wooden floor had a tracery of ice crystals scattered over it. Wind growled threats down the stove pipe.

Norris and Vane sat on the edge of Norris’s bunk, working over a sheaf of data sheets. Above the table, they were clad in long-sleeved grey woolen underwear and shoulder-length hair. They had on light khaki trousers, and the clothing increased in thickness as it approached the floor, ending in knee-length wool socks, and heavy, fur-lined boots. Perishable stores were kept frozen on the floor, while dry cells, beer, and food stock took to the temperate climate half way up. The tropics near the 7-foot ceiling were reserved for drying socks, two suits of underwear, and Vane’s bunk.

The galley was tossed into the stock-box at present, its space preempted by the magnetic instruments Norris and Vane were working over. McReady’s meteorological instruments, being of a more rugged type, were fastened to the wall. McReady crossed to check the recording anemometer card. It showed an almost straight line across the dial—30 to 35 miles of wind during every hour of the last 20. The thermometer showed greater activity, climbing to a height of -40°.

“Get through with the schedule?” Vane looked up toward Barclay.

“The batteries thawed out enough, but they won’t stand many more shots. I’ll have to use the dynamo next time, and you’ll have to shut down shop, I’m afraid, Vane.” Barclay nodded toward the magnetic instruments. “Dutton said my stuff was just coming in, and his voice was weak in the receiver. Here are the data. I’ll try to turn it into English letters, if you can’t read it, but it’s damned hard to write on that rig.”

“I know.” Vane nodded. “Did it work, though?”

“Well—in a way. I didn’t get frost-nipped much, and I didn’t get burned much, but trying to use a primus stove for a writing table isn’t quite the best way to do things.” Barclay shrugged. “Commander Garry wanted to know if you’d gotten any answers yet, and I replied none that I knew of. Right?”

“Not altogether.” Norris poked a stubby finger at a large scale sketch-map of the area, which included their Secondary Magnetic Station as well as the main Antarctic base camp at the South Magnetic Pole, 78 miles away. He had drawn a small X near the Station. “The data we got from Big Magnet combined with what we got here during the last 24 hours make the magnetite-mountain idea impossible. It seems to be a meteor or something of the sort. Apparently a very considerable mass of extremely dense material, far too small and concentrated to be an iron-oxide mountain.”

“A meteorite?” McReady looked doubtfully at the spot marked on the map. “About a half mile away, eh? But would a meteorite affect your instruments at Big Magnet?”

Norris nodded. “Big Magnet is directly over the South Magnetic Pole of the Earth, therefore the compass needle should point directly downward. There is no horizontal component—that is, a horizontal compass needle would say that any direction is north, turning freely about a vertical axis. To a compass, the Magnetic South Pole is what the true south pole 1,200 miles away is to the geographer; any direction is due north. There is no horizontal pull, the shortest way north is straight down.

“But we found, with our sensitive instruments, that there was a horizontal component, indicating a sort of secondary south magnetic pole, a very weak one, in this direction. It’s only detectable where there is no horizontal interference from the Earth’s magnetic pole.” His finger jabbed at the X again. “And that meteorite, whatever it’s made of, is terrifically magnetic.”

McReady whistled softly. “You think you’ve got it located? Going to try to find it?”

Vane looked up at him with a smile. “If you found the nesting place of the great-grandfather of all storms—would you go after it?”

McReady laughed. “Thanks, boys, but I think you’ve already found that great-granddaddy of all storms for me. The barometer’s falling, and this place has a 30-mile wind as a normal condition. Commander Garry will have to send one of the planes back up country that way to see if there isn’t a funneling mountain chain sending us these breezes.” He glanced at the map. “Do you think you can find that meteorite?”

“Certainly,” Vane said. “If it is only a half mile away, then it can’t be very deep under the surface. We might even be able to reach it physically. I’m just damn fool enough to hope, and I’m going to set out tomorrow with ice axes and shovels.”

“Ye Gods,” Barclay groaned, “more digging? I thought I hated snow shovels, but since I’ve played with these non-magnetic darlings of yours in this blasted ice, my star detestation has become the ice axe.”

Barclay glanced toward the tool chest. The lid was up two inches or so, and the ends of three pointed ice axes showed, looking like teeth in a grinning mouth.

“You can always hope that it’s buried good and deep so we can’t possibly dig it out,” pointed out Norris. “And those beryllium-bronze tools aren’t so bad—the stuff will cut steel.”

“All right maybe for ice axes and butcher knives,” Barclay admitted, “but every blasted wrench and cold chisel we’ve got is made out of it. It hasn’t got the grip that case-hardened steel has. The Stillson wrenches aren’t worth a damn on a hardened steel tractor shaft. What I object to is making me use bronze-age tools on a machine-age tractor. Since the magnetic mass of the tractors make it impossible for you to work near them anyway, you might have let me have steel tools there.”

“Avoid duplication,” said Vane, spreading his hands sorrowfully. “Axiom number One of South Polar research. We had to use carbon dioxide in the Geiger counters for cosmic ray work because the argon bottle leaked and we didn’t have a duplicate. If you really want to lug an extra 150 pounds of steel tools around, that’s your privilege, I suppose. Speaking of duplication and digging—how many thermite bombs have we got left?”

“Three,” said Barclay. “I fell over all three trying to get at the radio set in the tractor. Three 25-pounders.”

“Well, if McReady’s storm holds off, we’re going hunting tomorrow. I think Norris better ride the sledge with the instruments, while we man-haul him. Sad experience convinces me you can’t watch a dip needle and your feet at the same time. This ice-dome may be bald, but it presents some nice cracks to fall into.”

McReady sighed and sat down on the edge of his bunk. “It’s my turn to cook this evening, I believe. If you birds will move that junk, I’ll set up the primus stove and we’ll see what the larder offers. I think I’m going to crack a few eggs. Everybody willing?”

“What, no pemmican? No rancid seal-blubber? We couldn’t stand for that omission.” Vane sprang to remove the magnetic apparatus. “By the way, Mac, do you suppose that they still have eggs, up there in the north, that lie down flat when you open ’em? Eggs that lie down together like the lion and the lamb, with both yolk and white flat?

“If you don’t like eggs that have been frozen, you don’t have to eat ’em. You can have that seal-blubber. And if you don’t like that, remember that the seal didn’t ask to be eaten. I just thought it might be a good idea to stoke up for work tomorrow. Either we dig for your blasted meteorite, or we have to lace down the roof against the wind. We’ll have a little variety tonight, and then tomorrow breakfast can be something different. How about cocoa and oatmeal?”

“Let’s see, didn’t we have that yesterday? It was oatmeal and cocoa this morning, but wasn’t it cocoa and oatmeal yesterday?”

“No, it was oatmeal and cocoa.” McReady assured him. “I fixed it. Barclay, will you start heaving the kitchen over here. Primus stove first—let’s go.”

Barclay started in at the top of the chest, and worked down rapidly. First the stove. Then the food crate.

* * * *

McReady was first up next morning, and his was the joy of starting the copper stove to dispel the frost of the night. The Garry Expedition had tried, with fair success, a new system in Antarctic exploration. Since they were basing at the South Magnetic Pole, Big Magnet base had been, perforce, 350 miles from the nearest point accessible to ships. The entire mass of expedition equipment had been freighted in by the five planes. Even one of the six tractors had been flown in. But the impossibility of freighting 500 tons of fuel so far inland had forced Commander Garry to try to live off the country in this respect; Antarctica was known to have coal reserves greater than those of any equal area on Earth, excepting only the United States. The expedition’s tractors and electric power plant were steam driven, the heating and cooking stoves coal-fired.

The fuel found 20 miles from Big Magnet in the Magnet Range had, however, been a low-grade, high-ash bituminous coal. McReady’s task of starting the little stove was, in consequence, no easy one. Belches of smoke served effectively to force the others from their bunks into the chill temperature of the Secondary Magnetic Station.

“The temperature outside,” reported McReady carefully placing another lump of coal, “has fallen to -58°. The storm has arrived, the abnormal condition of the local weather. I might have known what it would be.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Barclay said.

“It’s a dead calm. Bar, my friend, I fear we dig today, unless the meteorite is happily placed very deep. Let us pray.”

“Damn. A dead calm. Oh, well, the temperature may go down, but that’s more comfortable than wind. Is it still dropping?”

“On its way down. It’ll be -65° by the time we get started.” McReady assured him. “Will you get some ice for the melter?”

* * * *

Two hours later, the thermometer verified McReady’s prediction. From horizon to horizon, the blue ice of the bald plateau stretched out under winking stars, the calmest and clearest air they had seen since reaching this wind-swept dome. The northern horizon was barely washed with rose and crimson and green, the southern horizon black mystery sweeping off to the pole. The auroral lights wavered in shimmering curtains about them, intensified slightly off to the northeast, in the direction of Big Magnet base and the magnetic pole. The brightest stars had dancing crystalline duplicates in the sparkling ice underfoot. Off to the west, the ice contracting under the cold gave a ripping crack, and a succession of spreading, lesser reports as the strain was eased.

“Be hell if one of those relief cracks strikes through the camp,” muttered Barclay. “We’ve weakened the ice cutting into it here, so it might.”

“The seismic sounding showed the ice right here to be 1,200 feet deep,” Vane pointed out. “A 7-foot hole is just a little chip. By the way, the ice movement is toward the northwest, here, and we’re bound in that direction. There is probably a drowned mountain or hill backing the ice up this way; we may hit it.”

“Got everything?” McReady asked.

“Um. Let me get settled, and thank God that your storm was a flat calm.” Vane alone of the party had worn heavy furs. The others would be sweating in stout khaki trousers, woolen shirts, and mackinaws under wind-proof clothes. Vane, riding the man-hauled sledge would have the least pleasant task, that of sitting still and observing the magnetic instruments.

“I said an unusual condition would arrive,” McReady defended himself, “and it did. This is the first calm we’ve seen since we got here. I admit I gave the wrong interpretation, but there must be wind storms here at times. One might even say that this is a storm—a 35-mile-per-hour wind in the opposite direction.”

The men set off. The ice crampons chipped into the ice under their heels and made going not too difficult, but the age-scoured ice, gouged by the sand-like grains of ice borne on howling, unceasing winds, remained a rough and uncertain surface. The man on the sledge had to brace himself continuously at unexpected angles. Two deep crevasses, unbridged in this drift-free territory, forced them to detour for nearly a mile before returning to the course indicated by the dip needle and the spaced inductor-readings Vane made.

Slowly, though, the dip needle reacted to their motion, and the steady point toward the greater power of Earth’s South Magnetic Pole gradually weakening as they approached the unknown magnetic body near at hand. Abruptly, as they entered a region cut and folded with hundreds of crevasses ranging from 6-inch cracks to 10-foot wide gaps falling to unplumbed depths, the needle swung idle. Swung, then in the jar of a hummock of ice, languidly took a new direction.

“Stop,” Vane called excitedly, “She’s swung!”

The hiss of the air turbine, and the soft whine of the inductor coil spinning madly in the magnetic field started again as Vane unlocked the galvanometer needle and opened the valve. Slowly Vane rotated the brushes, while Norris took a sight on several of the brighter stars to the south, faded now in the growing light to the North as the sun crept nearer the horizon. “No effective field to speak of. The Earth’s field and the meteor’s field about cancel here.” Vane closed off the turbine valves, and the hiss of escaping air stopped.

The dip needle rocked with the swaying sledge, twisting in its multiple, delicate gimbals. Now it moved less and less sluggishly as they approached the new center of attraction. The crevassed area forced their way to slant and twist, required the utmost care lest a small crack be the surface warning of a cavern whose walls curved nearly to meeting at the surface, leaving flimsy shelves to snap off under their weight. Roped to each other, 190-pound Barclay lead the way, examining each crack as he passed.

“That ridge damming back the ice must lie near here, Norris.” McReady pointed toward the field of crevasses ahead, and the further field of smooth ice sloping down to a field of familiar antarctic drift snow beyond.

The sledge twisted on, through the last of the crevassed region. The returning sun sweeping above the horizon had begun to stir a slight wind, a wind that would barely turn anemometer cups, but added a danger of sudden frost-bite at that temperature. The crest of the ice-buried hill was passed, and a gradual slope to the field of drift snow, less broken than the region they had passed, lay before them.

“She’s almost vertical now, Norris,” Vane called presently. “A little to the left—whoa! She’s backed up! Norris, that damn meteorite isn’t fifty feet across!”

Barclay took a beryllium-bronze hammer from the sledge, a blowtorch, and some sounding equipment. The ice axe cut a chip from the ice, while the physicists worked over their apparatus. McReady struggled with the blowtorch while Barclay buried the sounder and the receiver under ice chips. The torch roared suddenly, and in its blast the ice chips fused about the sounder and receiver, to freeze solidly the moment the torch was withdrawn. Skilled by long practice, Barclay thawed out the dry cells and slipped them, still faintly warm, into his belt against his body.

He pressed the sounder key, and a sharp, clean-cut whine shot out from the sounder. Instantly a needle jerked across the dial of the apparatus, to halt abruptly a fraction of a division from the stop pin. “Less than fifty feet of ice, and then an unregistered depth of rock.” Barclay reported finally. The blowtorch freed the bits of apparatus. He tried a new station. Still less than fifty feet. Then the depth fell abruptly as they passed some ice-drowned rocky cliff-edge. Back and forth they maneuvered, plotting a profile of the invisible surface beneath the ice.

Vane and Norris were tracing spirals about them, widening and narrowing their range, until at last they found their center of action. Barclay and McReady joined them. A dozen careful plots back and forth across the lines Vane and Norris determined magnetically gave only consistent readings of less than fifty feet—too small for the sonic instrument to measure.

“I hate to mention it—” Vane looked suggestively at the ice axes and snow shovels lashed to the sledge. “That ice axe there has been forcefully reminding me of its presence all the way out here. Let’s give it a beating.”

The sun rose very gradually above the horizon to the north, rising by sliding along an invisible, angling groove somewhere beyond the edge of the frozen continent. The thermometer rose slowly with it, and wind began to creep across the plateau, gaining velocity as the temperature differences increased. The thermometer passed -50°, and the wind passed 15 miles an hour. The four men still chopped and hacked into the cold-brittled ice. A sloping, step-nicked tube grew down into the ice, the solid blue of the stuff began to scintillate with blinding, intense azures, pure rays of sapphire, the chips became huge wealths of discarded emeralds, sapphires and rubies. The sun’s slanting rays were piercing down, heatless, through nearly twenty feet of crystalline ice. Still the magnetic needle pointed straight downward.

Barclay returned to the surface with a tarpaulin of ice-chips to dump, and cursed over the blowtorch. The rising wind nipped at his fingers, the metal was torture to ungloved fingers, and the gasoline blistered his fingers by its swift evaporation, while refusing to ignite. The wind whipped the flames out, and it was minutes before it roared in welcome blue-white heat.

“As long as we’ve got this damned hole, we may as well try to heat it,” Barclay growled as he stumbled down the tube to the others. “And this ice seems clear as glass. Maybe we can see what we’re driving at if we melt a smooth patch.”

The blowtorch flame licked at the chipped wall at the bottom of the pit. The jagged fractures smoothed, and ran. Slowly, as Barclay circulated the torch, the smooth surface widened to a window in the unbelievably clear, hard ice. The vague shapes of rocks moved and wavered as the melting water flowed away from the flame; a blue sea lit by the diffused light of the sun became visible beyond the clearing window.

Norris looked through the window. Only vaguely could the dark, rounded forms of huge rocks be guessed at, great dark masses too far away now for clear vision. The compass needle pointed almost directly downward. “Try a window in the floor, Bar. I think you’ve got a sound idea there.”

The flame washed at the floor, after McReady had chopped it more nearly level with an ice axe, and cut a deeper groove to catch the melted water. The others, crowded out of the narrow tube as Barclay worked below, saw him turn the torch aside suddenly. It roared to itself, a stuttering, fluctuating mumbling almost on the verge of speech. Barclay stared down through the window he had cleared, a black, slick surface in the blue sea of ice.

He straightened slowly and cut off the torch. His head bent far back to look up the steep tube toward the others, he spoke at length. “I’m nuts, so I’m going to chop up this window, and you birds can go on digging, if you like.”

The ice axe McReady had left shivered the slick blackness into refracting, scattering chips, and Barclay walked stolidly up the crude steps cut in the slanting wall of the pit.

“Bar—what the hell’s the matter?” Vane demanded.

“Go ahead and dig. I know damn well I’m screwy, so I’ll let you find out for yourselves. If you find what I think I saw, I’ll help. But not until or unless. It’s about five feet down. Go easy when you get there.” Barclay walked off toward the sledge, and began relashing the load silently.

For a moment the other three looked at each other uneasily. “There’s one good way to find out,” suggested McReady. He slid down the steep slope, using an ice axe to break his fall. Vane joined him, throwing the ice chips he tore loose into a tarpaulin to be taken to the surface. Norris followed Barclay over to the sledge, fruitlessly trying to get some answer to his question.

Abruptly, the two men turned at the explosive shout of McReady in the depth of the pit. There was an immense silence, then a single curse. Then: “Bar—Bar, you damned wall-eyed idiot. Why in ten hells didn’t you say what you saw. Norris—Norris—for God’s sake come here! There’s a plate of polished, machined metal that extends for an indefinite distance.”

“It’s the magnet, Norris!” Vane’s voice rang out hollowly from the pit.

“That,” said Barclay softly, seating himself on the edge of the sledge, “is not what I saw. I guess I’m not nuts, maybe, but maybe I am at that. They haven’t gone down five feet. Tell ’em to keep going.”

Norris left on the run. Vane passed up the ice chips to him, and a second sack before the first was returned, while McReady’s ice axe and snow shovel rapidly enlarged and deepened the pit before Norris was able to get down for an examination. Then—the brittle schith sound of the splitting ice crystals changed to a duller, sodden crack. The activity below became a sudden silence.

“God!” said McReady softly. “Good God!” The schuff of the ice axe started, very gently, very carefully.

Unable to see past the two men, Norris heard Vane’s soft sigh, and over his head caught a glimpse of glittering silvery metal. A smooth, curving metal surface nearly five feet square was bared. The sun had set again, but the rose and lavender, apple greens and melting yellows lingered in the sky. The light that trickled down through twenty feet of ice glimmered on the bared metal, hinting at an immense bulk of machined, rounded metal plates, joined with unhuman skill.

Vane straightened, and backed away. Half visible between McReady’s legs was a head, a half-split head laid open by a careless ice axe. Norris turned up toward the sun-painted patch of sky and called out to Barclay.

“Bar, if what you saw had blue hair like earthworms and three red eyes, it’s here.”


CHAPTER TWO
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The autogyro settled to the ice gingerly, in an absolutely vertical descent. The thirty-five-mile wind rushing across the bald ice was a steady, smooth river of super-cold air flowing from the high South Polar Plateau to the sea somewhere to the north. The brilliant orange of the plane was the only color on a landscape, made glaringly blatant under the fierce brilliance of four magnesium torches. The moment it touched, the four members of the Secondary Magnetic Station party started inward with the torches, while Blair jumped from the cabin of the plane with ice-anchors in hand. Behind the wiry little biologist, the stocky figure of Dr. Copper tumbled out with further anchors. The ’gyro rocked slightly back and forth as the pilot gunned the engine uncertainly. The propeller had to maintain a fair thrust to barely hold the plane in place against the unceasing thrust of the wind from the south. The twinkling rotor blades shifted jerkily, then slowed as Macy gradually cut their lift-angle to make the plane stay more solidly on the ground.

The biologist and the medico had the anchors placed by the time McReady and Norris reached them, and the pilot cut back his throttle. Almost instantly the thin, cold blast of air chilled the motor, and it began to splutter. Macy gunned it again, jazzing the throttle to make it catch. His mouth moved behind the plastic windows, but the roar of the engine drowned his words.

“Six sacks of coal—food supplies—two more bunks.” Blair shouted. “He’s going right back. Dr. Copper can stay only two days or so. Commander Garry had to stay behind—too much weight.”

Norris nodded vigorously. Barclay and Vane came up, dousing their unneeded torches. The bitter blast of the plane’s slipstream forced the men to some distance, as Copper explained the plans.

“Garry thinks he will let you men work here, modify the plans for the Geological Party to leave this tractor available. They’ve sent another gang of men to the coal vein so more fuel can be used. Done any more digging?”

Vane shook his head. The booming of the engine made conversation half lip-reading. “Waiting for you. Moved the tractor up, though. Bring the saw?”

“Yes. Upjohn kicked, but gave it up. He’s needed it making the ‘houses’ on the other tractors, so he wants it back when we can let him have it. Macy wants to get going. Says that he can land the Douglass here if you can promise a wind like this all the time.”

McReady grinned sourly. “We’ve had it practically 24 hours of every day we’ve been here. The elevation’s only 1100 feet, and a little chopping will smooth any humps out of this ice. He could land the big Boeing here if he had to. I’ll promise him a 35-mile wind any day, and on special order we can get him a 50-miler.”

“We’ll need more coal,” Barclay put in. “We’ll be running the tractor engine for the dynamo a lot.”

“Couldn’t carry any more this trip. Too much junk. He’ll be back for me in the Lockheed, he said, and bring three tons if you need it. Let’s get that stuff out before his engine conks. Ye gods, its cold.”

McReady said, “You haven’t been here, Doc. It’s -45° tonight. Let’s go.”

* * * *

Ten minutes later, the ’gyro’s vanes began spinning more rapidly. There was no need to clutch in the engine here; the river of wind cranked them to speed. The plane took off from the ice in a vertical climb, the windmill vanes flapping awkwardly, like some immense duck rising from blue water. The tiny lights circled overhead, then vanished at express speed as Macy turned downwind toward Big Magnet.

“I’ll signal the take off.” Barclay started toward the buried station, two bags of coal trailing black dust behind him, black dust the rushing wind scoured off the ice instantly to whip away toward the Antarctic Ocean 400 miles north. Blair and McReady were lashing the little biologist’s instruments onto the sledge, piling bunk sections and sacked food supplies on top.

The Station seemed even more crowded, with everything jammed down to one wall. The magnetic instruments were gone, packed on the tractor and moved to the new location. But the battery-operated trail radio set had replaced them, the dry batteries forming a fringe under Barclay’s bunk, swinging high enough from the floor to be above the “frost line.” The transmitter had been suspended at shoulder height by cords from the ceiling, the key lashed to a horizontal brace of the wall.

Barclay leaned against the bunk upright and began tapping out a call for Big Magnet. Macy and the ’gyro were already in sight over the main base before he got an answer fifteen minutes later. Macy had found a band of 80-mile wind at 4,000 feet.

“Is it time for theories yet?” Dr. Copper asked, as the bunk sections were going into position. “By the way, I hope you birds aren’t sloppy eaters. I see my bunk is going to be the dining table.”

“Bar’s not bad,” McReady grunted. “He laps up everything he drops. But I don’t think it’s theory time. Whatever that thing is, it might be taken for a submarine—the soundings we made, both magnetically and sonically, indicate it’s about fifty to sixty feet in diameter, and the magnetic instruments indicate a tapering length of about 250 feet. It definitely doesn’t have wings. There’s a tremendous concentration of magnetic mass, Vane says, near the center. Engines or something, maybe. It might be a submarine wrecked when this portion of Antarctica was submerged. I don’t believe that. Then it’s a type of flying gadget we never heard of, and it got wrecked somehow. The length of it, incidentally, runs northeast and south-west, almost at right angles to a line drawn from it to the Magnetic Pole.

“Here’s where the meteorology comes in. It’s been glaciated under. Once upon a time, snow fell here, and drift fell, and the Thing was buried. Weight compacted the snow to this blue ice. Then the wind of this bald plateau scoured God knows how much of the snow and ice away. If that thing landed before the snow started compacting, it’s at least half a million years old. If it fell warm, it might have melted its way under the surface for a while and landed where it is at any time. It’s on the sheltered side of the drowned ridge, behind a tongue of high land that runs south for half a mile dividing the glacier, and diverting the ice movement and pressure. That’s the reason for those crevasses we ran into. You know Doc, that thing could have been there a hell of a while.”

“How about the—thing you found?” Blair asked.

“No dope.” Vane stoked his pipe and lit it. “We didn’t mess with it much, Unpleasant animal, I can tell you that. I think we said about all we knew about it. Frozen hard as the ice it’s in. Might have been there a million years—or fifty million. Perfectly preserved, of course, and dead as those mammoths they find in Siberia. It’s kept for some while already, so we figured it’d keep until you got here. You can play with it. We didn’t like it.”

“You described the head rather vaguely,” the biologist objected. “Is it anthropomorphous?”

“Man-like? The rest of it’s under the ice and rather blurred. What we could see suggested that we let you look at it. We saw enough. If it had a disposition such as the face indicated, I’m not interested, even if it’s been dead since Antarctica froze.”

“Disposition—the face—?” Blair looked curiously at the members of the Station party.

Barclay spat into the little stove and heaved in a few lumps of coal. “You can look at it tomorrow. You’d rather.”

“Eh?”

“He means you’ll sleep better,” Vane said. “There aren’t any scientific terms for facial expression, so far as I know.” He looked into the fire for a moment silently. “Anyway, the face isn’t human, so maybe we can’t interpret it. He might actually be registering resignation in the only way his kind of face could. But I don’t think so. Certainly if he was, he started out with a terrible handicap; that face wasn’t designed to register any peaceable emotion. From human experience—which one glance at the face would assure you has nothing to do with the problem whatever—it isn’t remotely human—I’d say the thing was trapped, and it was mad. Not crazy, though any human to have as much distilled essence of hatred in his eyes would have to be crazy. I think it was just angry.

“Vaguely through the ice, I got a suggestion that the flying submarine-thing was jammed up against a rock wall, the nose crumpled in. The small section we exposed was strained and bent; I think the nose was ruined. From the build and the lines, I’d say that whatever it had been, it was fast—damn fast. Make the trip from the magnetic pole to where it was in maybe 30 seconds, say, or—perhaps—a trip from Mars or Venus in three or four days. Nothing Earth ever spawned had the inexpressibly cruel hatred those three red eyes displayed, I know that.

“But the center section of the ship had an impossible magnetic mass, the section where driving engines ought to be. All that attraction we detected 80 miles away at Big Magnet originated in a section about 20 by 20 feet. That’s fact. This isn’t even theory, it’s just guess. I think that ship came down to Earth too near the magnetic pole, and the driving mechanism—however it may have worked—soaked up too much of Earth’s magnetic field and blew out. Earth’s field isn’t particularly intense, but it’s big. A hundred million ampere current circulating the equator might cause it. If that ship’s engines tangled with the planet’s field, something would blow. It wouldn’t be the Earth’s field.

“So that thing came out of its ship, trapped. It must belong to an older race than man. It looked out over an Antarctica already frozen, perhaps even colder then than now. Four hundred miles of it in every direction, four hundred miles of impassable glaciation without a living thing bigger than a microbe or an alga between it and an unattainable sea. And oh, God the hatred in that three-eyed face, with its blue earthworm hair.

“Damn it man, let’s turn in. Tomorrow’s soon enough to, think about that Thing out of the Pit.”

Vane grunted, knocked out his dead pipe against the belly of the copper stove, and started fixing up his bunk. The wind mouthed throaty gurgles down the stove pipe, curses and maledictions whose seeming syllables made one listen, struggling to understand the nearly-intelligible vindictiveness. Syllables, perhaps, that the Thing out in the frozen pit had taught it once, ages ago.

* * * *

The wind was belching the same vague syllables when they rose in the morning. Norris, taking his turn at starting the sullen stove, cursed and kicked it back to life.

When they started out, the wind slashed at them with an edge keened by a -45° temperature. The lashings of the sledge grunting and thrumming under its pressure. The unremitting force seemed to be pushing them away, trying to turn them back from the flag-marked trail. Many of the tough, orange cloth flags had been whipped to three-inch tattered remnants in the 30 hours since they had been placed, and some of them had been torn away completely.

But the trail was marked now. They no longer had to feel an uncertain way through the treacherous crevasses, and as they passed the region cracked and torn by pressure from the ice-river to the south, the orange blot of the tractor loomed up against the colored wash of the northern horizon. Close beyond it, the wind-leveled heaps of ice chips the Magnetic Station party had cut from around the buried ship marked the entrance to the excavation.

They parked and dismounted. McReady lead the way into the tunnel, substituting a furiously incandescent magnesium-metal torch for the dimmer pressure lamps used on the trail. The magnesium strips burned with an incredible white light in the blue crystalline tube, the ice slanting down about them in rough, blazing gems of crystalline refraction. The fierce thrust of the radiance seeped through the ice for a distance of more than a hundred feet. From the surface, the men below became vast bat-like shadows writhing beneath the ice, the whole ice field glowing with an inner incandescence for 100 feet around save for the immense black shadow of the strange ship, frozen in this glacier unknown ages before.

When they reached the Thing, Blair and Copper looked thoughtfully at the face staring up from the scintillant floor of the tube. Ice chips blown in by the wind had dusted it with a powder that glittered like diamond-dust under the brilliance of the magnesium flare.

Blair drew a bulky little camera out from under his windproof clothes and took half a dozen pictures. The face seemed disembodied, a mad sculptor’s interpretation of incarnate evil tossed carelessly on a jeweled floor. Copper scraped carefully with an ice axe and passed his ungloved hand over the smoothed surface. His body heat fused the surface to a black, slick, wavy lens giving view to the depths below.

McReady grinned as the doctor hastily scuffed the surface with the ice crampons on his heel. “That’s our pretty beastie, Doc. We have got to dig the damned thing out.”

“Ugh. Damned is right. That thing belongs in this sunken pit in the middle of a frozen hell. It isn’t quite so bad, here. That glittering ice under the rather unreal light of that flare—” Copper shook himself. “Hell of a thing for a medical man and a scientist to say, but I don’t want to dig it out.”

Blair continued to stare down at the face. The little biologist spoke suddenly above the organ thrum of the wind over the pit’s mouth. “You split the head accidentally, when you were digging down to it?”

McReady nodded. “You couldn’t see what you were approaching because of the ice chips. This ice is as clear as glass once you smooth it, but it’s like frosted glass when you’re digging. First warning we had was when I struck and heard a different scrunch sound. Those beryllium-bronze tools are heavy, and my axe went right through that—that skull.”

“It’s a member of a race far more ancient than man’s, all right.” The biologist nodded. “The developments would indicate that. Strange, though, the way fur sprouts on the flesh. Looks almost active now—as though it had been just beginning when the creature froze here. But it’s not so bad. It has a rather—uh—unpleasant expression, but it’s as much a child of nature, and her strange moods, as are men or dogs or the algae that somehow manage to live down here, where no other living thing is.”

“Unpleasant.” Copper grunted. “I suppose we have to get that thing out and start investigating the ship. I hope there aren’t more like it inside.”

“There probably are,” McReady said. “Vane estimated that it would take at least ten beings to run it—and that it could readily carry three hundred.”

Copper whistled. “What do you think it weighs? Can we get it out in one piece?”

McReady glanced at him. “I don’t know. I’ve never had to estimate anything like this.

“Say 85 pounds,” Blair said. “It’s as big as a husky dog.”

“Are you sure you want it out?” Copper asked Blair. “As Vane said, for sheer, unadulterated malignity, I’d stack that up against a cross between a cornered rat, a fer-de-lance and a tenth century devil straight out of hell.”

“Your hybrid would lose.” McReady shook his head. “I hope Baldwin doesn’t look at this thing. If that artist ever gets this burned into his brain, his pictures are going to be unholy things. We’ve got to cut this loose. Barclay’s starting the tractor, and by the time he gets up steam, we ought to have this, and its surrounding block of ice cut loose.”

Vane slid down the shaft in a shower of ice chips. “Like our pet, Copper?”

“Ugh. I’ll get over my damned curiosity after this. Is Norris handy up there?”

“He is.”

“Ask him to throw down a tarpaulin or something. I’ll work better with that face covered.”

“It isn’t ugly,” Vane pointed out judicially. “In a way, though those three eyes are rather startling, and that—hair, I guess you’d call it, Though it may be an organ of some unknown sense. Anyway, it may be startling, but when you come down to it, the features are rather fine, almost classically fine.”

“Hell is ruled by a fallen angel.” Copper turned toward the blank metal wall of the ship. “What’s this metal, found out?”

Vane shook his head. “We haven’t apparatus to find out. tried some acid from the battery, but it didn’t make any impression, just rolled off. It’s harder than our beryllium-bronze tools, and a spare gear from the tractor, made of specially hardened chrome-alloy steel, didn’t touch it. The bluish cast in the light suggests a high-chrome alloy, but God knows what those beings would use. It’s magnetic as blazes, so probably some high-chrome steel. But as I say, we don’t know the properties of their alloys, nor the source of their metals. We’re near the center of their ship, though, and I think I saw a shadow of a huge metal plate when Mac was burning that torch down here. Let’s dig that thing loose and angle down to the right here.”

The ice axes bit into the brittle crystal. McReady propped the remnant of his magnesium torch in a cleft in the ice, where it burned with an occasional splutter. The tail end vanished in a last burst of furious incandescence and blue flame as it burned down, and through the pool of water it had melted, reacting as viciously with the water as it had with the cold air.

In the light of pressure lamps, the cavity expanded outward and downward. The tractor on the surface had steam up now, and its winch snaked the loosened ice chips to the surface, relieving them of the heaviest work. The Thing in the ice had become a vague shadow encased in a glinting, refractive pillar. When the pillar was some 5 feet tall and 3 feet in diameter, they cut it loose. The tractor pulled it up, while Vane and Norris steadied it, eased it past the rough spots.

The brilliant wash of color from the slow-rising sun glinted on the block as they lashed it to a sledge, and covered it with a tarpaulin. The temperature was rising slowly, toward -40°, and with it, the wind howled slightly higher notes about the orange cab of the tractor, snaking the black cloud of smoke from its stack into instant disappearance.

Norris went below to relieve Vane, while Vane took his place at the mouth of the pit, dumping the sacks of chips and ice chunks that came up. Barclay and McReady worked together at something for a while, then McReady went down the pit with the carpenter’s hand saw, trailing a power lead from the tractor’s humming dynamo. The schuff of the ice axes stopped, giving way to the angry snarl of the saw driving through the ice in swift lines. The ice began coming up in five-inch-thick slabs two feet square.

* * * *

The sun was sweeping down again toward the horizon when Vane went below. They had reached the great metal plate they had seen as a coned shadow against the light of the magnesium flare; it was a great lock-door, nearly six feet square and a foot thick, swung open to leave a crack a foot wide. The saw and axes freed its outer surface and cut back into the airlock beyond as far as possible, but the immense door was held fast by the solid blue pack of ice within, and beyond their reach.

Barclay came down to examine it, a blowtorch melting smooth windows in the ice that made possible examination of the mechanism within. Immense metal bolts designed to hold the door fast against rubbery grommets were dimly visible, bolts retracted now into screw-toothed sheaths.

“If we could loosen that ice pack inside, I think I could get the tractor jack in this crack here, and pull her open.“ Barclay reported at last. “About loosening that ice, I don’t know. We have the decanite explosive bombs, but I think they’d wreck more than help. But how about the thermite?”

“Think they’d do the trick?” Vane asked.

“They should. They soften ice by the radiant heat, for a radius of about twenty feet, which is more than enough.”

“Might they not start a fire, though?” Copper objected.

Barclay grunted. “Some fire, Doc, that can burn in solid ice. Besides, there’s nothing but metal in there that I can see.”

“One, or two?” Vane asked.

“One, and then another if necessary. Too much heat in that confined space might make some steam. The door will probably pop open anyway. I’ll place the bomb, wire it, and then move the tractor back beyond the ridge. The escaping radiant heat might rot some of this other ice and open a crevasse under our feet.”

Barclay watched as McReady, last to leave, crawled out of the prepared hole.

“All clear!” he called. “Wait ’til I get over there.”

He ran toward them, running the long electric cable leading from tractor to bomb through his hand as he came, checking for possible breaks. The six men stood on the peak of the ridge, the slight slope down to the pit clear before them. The equipment had been moved back, save for ice axes, shovels and small items. There was no great danger of crevassing, but none at all beyond the rock ridge, where the ice pressure changed direction. Barclay speeded the dynamo until it hummed softly, then choked with a startled snarl as he closed the knife switch.

A light appeared in the ice beneath the pit mouth—25 pounds of aluminum powder and iron oxide/thermite mixture starting into an incredible inferno. Molten metallic iron flared at a temperature almost high enough to make the metal boil, running from the suddenly molten-steel casing into the ice. The ice exploded into steam, cracking, pushing, the intolerable glare of radiant energy shooting out paths of weakness through the solid stuff.

A puff of steam shot up from the pit mouth. “That ought to be about all,” Barclay decided as the fierce glare began to fade slowly. He waited a moment, slowing the dynamo. The others started forward slowly—started, and stopped. The glare was building up again, becoming more brilliant. Another puff of steam belched up from the pit into the Antarctic twilight. The fierce light below was growing stronger still.

A slow hissing roar built up, a roar that forced itself against the rushing stream of the wind toward them; white clouds of steam become ice-smoke whipped away from the pit mouth in the breach of the wind. The glare was spreading, a wide patch of ice that sent a dazzling spear of light high into the dark Antarctic sky, a roar that became a thunder. The pit was growing visibly before the mad rush of a vast jet of steam. Incredibly, the ice above the buried Thing from unknown ages began to heave, cracking in spreading radiants with a muffled tearing rip. Vastly the surface of the ice heaved and cracked, became a white, glowing mass, behind which there was an incredible, unearthly torch. The thunder of the vast plume of steam bellowing through the growing pit was whipped away by the wind as the men threw themselves flat on the ice. A sky-shaking roar thrust fifty-foot blocks of ice into the air, freeing an incandescent, growing lake of molten, blazing metal. For a moment the vast shape of the stranger ship was limned in its pyre: a slumping streamlined oblong 300 feet in length, sixty feet in diameter, lying precariously on a rocky slope, its vast nose crumpled against a towering bastion of grey, hard granite.

An incredible torch in the midst of a vast, blasted area of ice. A dazzling, blue-white stream of molten stuff tumbled from a softened rent in the side of the ship to roll down toward the mightier, towering ramparts of ice still undefeated. It struck them with a vast hissing roar, and they crumbled before it, tumbling into exploding steam as they fell into the growing lake of supernal fire. White-hot spheres of flaming metal exploded outward, to thunder downward through thousand-foot-thick ice.

The howling, rushing wind seemed to gain strength, thrusting the ice-smoke toward the distant Antarctic ocean. Great blocks of ice tumbled madly through the air. For a moment, resistant in blue white heat, withstanding even the lapping sea of molten fury, vast dazzling bulks stood out firm in the center section of the ship, huge machines of curving, dazzling splendor, shedding the rain of blazing metal from incandescent, adamantine backs. Then abruptly, they dissolved in a vaster, fiercer flame that sent darting rays through the towering, tottering glaciers looking on about the ship. The black, glistening rock of the ice-drowned mountainside glowed faintly red before that onslaught.

The wavering curtains of the aurora overhead jerked suddenly, spiraled in a mad vortex of shimmering light, and beat down a savage stalk to the incandescent fury. From the mountain, from the ice, vast angry tongues of lightning crashed against the molten pool. Lesser lightnings darted from the tractor, from the steel treads to the ice. Ice axes and shovels grew warm in the hands of the men, as thrilling shocks darted from wristwatches and metal buckles.

Along the mountainside, a vast motion of ice swept in. From the glacier to the south, pressed for ages by the weight of ice spilling over the mountain ridge a convulsion of billions of tons of ice thrust mile-long blocks of ice. The dwindling, flaming pool of metal vanished under a hissing, screaming bellow of tumbling ice.

The driving, rushing wind from the south whipped away a last trace of ice-smoke. It thrummed monotonously through the tractor rigging, cutting with a cold-keened edge. High in the sky, the curtains of the aurora wavered and moved in their immemorial fashion, against the rose-and-lavender wash of the setting sun.

Vane staggered to his feet. “It was a magnesium-aluminum alloy, hardened with beryllium and other metals.”

“There aren’t any more where that came from,” said McReady grimly, nodding toward the sledge. “What happened? We set off their fuel supply?”

Vane shook his head. “I think it was just the ship’s metal. An immense magnesium metal torch. Hundreds and hundreds of tons of it. That flare toward the end—when the engines went—I think it was the power that thing soaked out of Earth’s magnetic field ages ago, getting loose again with the final dissolution of the engines. The aurora felt it, the lightnings felt it—”

“The dynamo felt it,” Barclay called. “The coils are fused in a solid lump. The transformers and coils of the radio are also fused. Your magnetic apparatus looks as though you’d stepped in it. We can’t signal Big Magnet ’til we get back to the Station, if then. And they’ll be worrying about us, I imagine.”

“They saw that,” Vane nodded. “We’ll have to get back to the station at once, though they may guess that it would burn out coils here. There’s nothing more we can do around here, if we can leave. The crevasses—”

“The ice hasn’t moved much this side of the ridge.” McReady pointed toward the west. “But it will. We’d better go while we can.”

The tractor stirred, a cough of steam spurting from the exhaust. “We can talk that over later—if we move now.” suggested Barclay.


CHAPTER THREE
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“Peaceful place!” Barclay shouted over the clatter of the tractor.

Big Magnet base lay in the sheltered hollow below, a dirtied stretch of drift-snow, lumped and humped over the buried shacks. Half a dozen stove-pipes smoked languidly, the dark soot moving off in startlingly slow spirals, in a manner seeming almost magical to these men returning from the wind-rushed bald plateau at Secondary Magnetic Station, the station that was no more.

McReady nodded vigorously. The clatter of metal parts and the hiss of steam made conversation too much of an effort. The howl of the huskies in Dogtown succeeded, somehow, in piercing the rattle of the tractor with a rolling, despairing note.

The Administration Building suddenly seemed to shake itself free of the snow, and half a dozen men stumbled outside, shading their eyes to look toward the approaching tractor and its trailed sledge. The spidery finger of the radio tower cast a long, broken shadow out across the roiled snow toward them.

“Imagine!” Barclay shouted. “No wind at all for as much as seventy hours running! I wonder if I’ll be able to sleep down here!”

“You can go back if you insist!” McReady shouted back. “I could still find something of interest out there, even if Vane and Norris’s pet project doesn’t exist any more!”

“Hold on! I’m turning!” Barclay stomped on the left clutch, and the rattle of the tractor changed its tone. The left caterpillar stopped, while the right continued moving. The clumsy machine lurched sideways, then turned toward the jumbled snow of the tractor garage. Five tarpaulin-covered masses, half drifted over, represented the rest of the Base force of mechanical ground transport.

More men were materializing from the Antarctic snow, popping up out of the scattered snow-buried shacks and heading toward the arriving party. The tractor ground and vibrated to a shivering halt beside its mates, and McReady clambered stiffly down from it. The air here at Big Magnet seemed positively balmy; it was -45°, but with practically no wind at all. Norris, Vane, and Blair were straightening up from the two trailed sledges, Norris and Vane from the first, Blair from the second. Blair wasn’t the only one who would ride on that second sledge; it had another passenger, who had now acquired the title of Scarecrow.

“I suggest we wait a while.” McReady nodded toward the men advancing across the snow toward them. “I’m feeling a bit cramped, and maybe the hard work of hauling those damned sledges over to camp would strain me.”

Vane grinned. “I guess they’ll help. Will you ask Bar for me just how it is he finds all the bumps on the trail? It’s a peculiar miracle to me that I didn’t part company with that sledge at least forty times during the last five miles.”

“That’s his secret. Blair, where do you want that little pet of yours taken? We might as well shift the rest of the load of that sledge to this one now and save double hauling.”

“I don’t know where I’ll want it taken,” Blair answered doubtfully. “I want it to thaw out as quickly as possible, but I can’t use violent methods. I think the best thing to do is to find out who’s night watchman tonight and decide from that. It’ll probably be either one of the meteor observers, the cosmic ray group, the magnetic group, or a meteorologist. If they’ve got the job, we can take the Thing to the appropriate shack and keep it warm for the next 36 hours running. It will thaw out in that time.”

“What if it’s aviation’s turn for night watchman?”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to wait, then. They don’t heat the hangar at any time, let alone at night.”

Barclay laughed suddenly. “Blair, you’re going to be the most popular guy in camp when they find out what you’ve got on the ball. That Thing is going to be great company for the bird that’s got to sit up with it all night.”

McReady, Vane, and Norris joined in the laugh, but the little biologist was too serious about his find. “It’s no worse than those frozen seals and things, so far as I can see. It’s just as dead, and just as natural a thing—”

“That,” McReady pronounced, “is wrong. It’s been dead too long, and it isn’t natural. Not to this planet, anyway. You can lay money on it—even the entire camp’s poker-gambling capital, the entire, famous $42.23, that Scarecrow isn’t going to be popular until you’ve got him nicely dissected and pickled in formaldehyde. If then.”

The Big Magnet party washed up around them, the physics and mechanics departments gravitating naturally with Vane and Norris and Barclay to the tractor, examining the fused dynamo and radio equipment. The group spread out, trickling back to the wrapped, crude cylinder on the rearmost sledge. Commander Garry stood with Blair and Dr. Copper discussing the Thing, planning what to do with it. Vane and Norris drifted over, to add information about the immolation of the strange ship.

The sledges began to move apart, goods piled from Blair’s sledge onto the larger first trailer. McReady came back to learn what decisions had been made.

“I understand Connant is watchman tonight,” he said and smiled. “His interest in cosmic rays hold up after you mentioned your little plan, Blair?”

Commander Garry chuckled. “I can’t say I blame him too much, but he doesn’t seem enthusiastic. We’ve heard stories about this fellow. It sounds like Jerry’s in for an unpleasant evening.”

“Wait ’til you see him.” McReady promised. There was no smile on his face. “The cosmic ray hut is small, and Jerry Connant is going to wish for more separation before this evening’s over.”

“All set!” Barclay’s voice rang out. “Clear out.”

The group around the tractor moved back. There was a shower of hissing, glowing coals from the fire box. A cloud of dirty steam rose up about the machine. Then a moment later, the shrill whistle of the boiler water driving out of the boiler drain-cock under the pressure of the steam. Clouds of ice-smoke rolled off slowly in the direction of the camp, slowing as the whistle changed to a scream as the last of the water jetted out, and steam thrust from the drain. The roar died away; hot metal began to tink with contraction. Cold was taking hold of the tractor.

McReady walked back toward the Administration Building beside Powell, the Expedition’s senior meteorologist. “That wind there rather saved you when the ship started going, then?”

McReady nodded. “No rather about it; it did. Hundred’s of tons of magnesium metal. Only the fact that ice is opaque to heat rays, that we were on the far side of a solid rock ridge, and that bitter, steady wind saved us.”

“It seems to me you’d have been able, somehow, to recognize magnesium metal,” Powell said hesitantly. “I—now I don’t mean that you slipped; what I mean is—why was it impossible to recognize the difference?”

“We couldn’t lift it, so we had no idea of specific gravity. It was harder than our tools, so we couldn’t get a sample. It was an utterly unknown alloy of an alien race. And they’d rendered it passive somehow. Maybe there was a coat of chromium plate. Anyway, it didn’t react with alphuric acid, and that suggested an inactive, not a voraciously active metal. We didn’t go out there with analytical equipment; the simple acid test we made was Barclay’s idea, and he used ordinary storage battery acid. God, that alloy alone would have been worth a fortune to us! It alone would have financed this expedition. And what unguessable secrets of lifting and propulsion we lost in that fire—well, it was a tragedy as great as any in history. It would have remade all Earth’s history if we had been able to enter and examine that ship.”

Powell nodded thoughtfully. “You had us worried for a while. We saw that enormous flame, and saw the aurora bend down, of course. The magnetic instruments detected the thing, but we didn’t realize that at first—they were recording. Dutton was calling at the transmitter there for an hour, with the whole camp hanging over his shoulder, sitting there absolutely still. Not a sound but the wash of static.

“‘There’s no schedule,’ Dutton said.

“‘Don’t be an ass,’ Connant snapped at him. ‘They wouldn’t wait for schedule to report a thing like that. They’re more apt to have been in that, whatever it was.’

“We hadn’t any idea then about the magnetic explosion. That was Tolman’s idea.

“‘That strange ship was the magnet,’ he said suddenly, ‘and I’ll bet that ship was what blew up out there. We can’t fly until the sun’s up, or we hear from them that they’ve lighted the field. If the ship blew up, the magnetic force would be released—’ and Tolman dived for the recorders. It was there, of course—two of the pens jammed clear off the paper, and trying to get back on, the vertical, component recorder still tracing out a diminishing sine wave.

“Tolman looked at the Thing, then called over to Dutton, ‘You may as well quit that, because they can’t hear you, and they sure as hell can’t transmit. That ship blew up, and it released all the magnetic force. Every coil within ten miles of the thing that was capable of acting as an inductance is fused rubbish. Their dynamo, transformers, inductances, probably even condensers are all shot. They might be alive. We’ll have to fly tomorrow.’

“So Commander Garry sent the ’gyro when the sun came up, and brought back Dr. Copper. But it was an unpleasant twelve hours of waiting.”

McReady nodded. “We knew it must be, but there wasn’t a thing we could do. I thought of sending up a sounding balloon with a candle on it in hopes you’d see and know we were alive, but realized it was too small. We got some of your later calls, as you know, because Barclay patched up a receiver out of spares, junk, and will power. But the secondary magnet’s gone. And the chance of learning the secrets of a more ancient, alien race gone with it. The magnetic men are through out there, through forever, but I think we might try to organize an expedition in that direction. The winds are unique, to put it gently.”

Powell chuckled. “Dr. Copper said something about it being coolish.”

“I never saw a 35-mile wind with a temperature of -50° or below before. It’s more or less of an axiom that high winds bring high temperatures—air friction warms them if nothing else. But even that didn’t work out there. I think that in all the ages that beast was frozen there, the temperature never rose above freezing; it was chilled by winds straight from the Polar Plateau.”

They reached the outlying shack of the meteorologists and ducked into it together. McReady threw his things on his bunk and glanced automatically at the recording instruments set in the wall. He grinned, nodded toward them, and chuckled.

“Man, those little lines look funny. That wind velocity—wait ’til you see the cards we brought back. Let’s go on over to the Ad Building.”

Comparatively mild as it was here at Big Magnet, the weather was not that of a Temperate Zone spring day. They started down the communication tunnel, the combined storeroom and passageway under the surface. Crates and boxes formed its walls, some empty, some still full. Gasoline and canned food, instrument cards, and best boot-grease. Tooth brushes and dehydrated carrots, canned beer, and spare parts for recording hygrometers. Crates, boxes, and snow blocks. The roofing was a strip of waterproof paper over chicken wire laid on wooden slats. The inevitable antarctic drift covered it in a thick blanket. And the wire, the slats, and the crates were coated with magnificent ice-jewels that sparkled in the light of McReady’s pressure lamp; ice crystals, perfect flat hexagons, some of them two inches across, all similar yet none identical.

The packed snow floor rose and fell irregularly. Ahead, the Ad Building door opened momentarily and closed again. The others were streaming into camp. Other corridors under the snow joined theirs; they passed the entrance to the Radio building, and the tunnel strung with insulated cables that lead off in majestic isolation to the power plant nearly a quarter of a mile away. Another quarter of a mile in the opposite direction lay the magnetic observatory.

McReady turned to Powell with a slight smile. “This crowded city, with its teeming population, oppresses me. That, and the dominance of human sounds above the sounds of wind.”

“Secondary Magnetic seem rather isolated?” Powell smiled.

“Beyond the end of nowhere. It was unreal. That beast from the pit—the incredible ship that couldn’t have been—the impossible wind that never stopped. They were parts of a nightmare dreamt by an insane mind.”

“That animal—I haven’t seen it yet.” Powell said.

The smile left McReady’s face. “Well—don’t. Let Blair pickle that damned Thing if he wants to, then ask him questions. That bald plateau was a superior place of torture in this frozen hell, and that beast should be the high chief devil that runs it. Part of the reason this whole expeditions seems like a nightmare is that I had one—and it’s so real, it’s hard to disentangle. I dreamed that child of nature, as Blair called it, had somehow retained a sluggish life. That it was vaguely understanding everything going on about it, all the endless infinity of black polar nights and glittering polar days through all the ages it lay there trapped. A sluggish life that stirred at our coming, and wasn’t destroyed even with the ice axe through its brain. And an inhuman, unhuman hatred and determination.”

“Quite a dream.”

“Damnedest nightmare I ever had, though that face is enough to give anybody a nightmare. Even subconsciously I must have revolted against it, because in the dream it seemed to run and change and mold slowly into Vane’s face.”

Powell halted just outside the Ad Building door and looked at McReady. “Uhh. ‘Pleasant dreams,’ I take it, is not the proper nightly salutation after watching that animal. Turned into Vane’s face, did it?”

McReady nodded. “That wasn’t the worst part. I had the damnedest conviction it turned into Vane’s face because it wanted to, and that it could turn into anything, or anybody. That it had a secret, unholy knowledge of life and life-stuff, protoplasm, gained through ages of experiment and thought. That it wasn’t bound to any form or size or shape, but could mold its very blood and flesh and smallest cell to not merely imitate, but duplicate the blood and flesh and cells of any other thing it chose. And read the thoughts, the habits, the mind of anyone.”

Powell grunted. “Sufficiently screwy ideas. I don’t think I’ll look at that creature, if that’s the sort of dream it evokes.”

McReady laughed uncertainly. “I wouldn’t if I were in your place. I’d give a year of my life to forget it now. It stirs your mind with unpleasant ideas, thoughts, and dreamings of other worlds man was never intended to know. Such as that concept I just suggested. Did you pause to think what would happen if such a creature—a being with such powers—were loosed on Earth?”

“You’re not suggesting this Thing had them?” Powell demanded.

McReady shook his head. “The nightmare put the conception in my mind. You won’t thank me for mentioning it, you’ll find, because it sticks like a burr. It brings an uneasy look-over-your-shoulder feeling, a sort of mental examining of your friends.”

“Of your friends?”

McReady put his hand on the doorknob of the Ad Building. His eyes did not meet Powell’s as he laughed.

“Yeah—your friends. If a Thing like that could be—reading minds—duplicating tissue, face, mannerisms—how are you going to know I—or any other person you meet is—is human? It might just be… call it an imitation, a perfect imitation, conceived in hell and dedicated to purposes you couldn’t follow.”

Powell cursed softly. “Christ, Mac, you think of the damnedest, unhappiest things. Ye Gods—damn it, I’d know—why—I could—”

McReady nodded. “Sorry, Stan. I shouldn’t have told you, but that’s been riding me ever since I had that dream. I’m a louse to pass it on, but mulling over the idea by yourself drives you slowly nuts.”

Powell knocked McReady’s hand from the door and yanked it open viciously. “Oh, hell. I’d—”

His voice trailed into silence as he joined the group collected around the central table. A tarpaulin was spread out on it, and a rough cylinder of ice, half sheeted on that. Blair was picking gently at the ice with a tack hammer and a cold chisel.


CHAPTER FOUR
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“I know you don’t like the Thing, Connant, but it’s just got to be thawed out right. You say leave it as is ’til we get back to civilization. Swell, but how are we going to keep it from thawing and rotting while we cross the equator? You don’t want to sit up with it one night. What do you suggest, that I hang its corpse in the freezer with the beef?” Blair looked up from his work triumphantly.

Kinner, the stocky, scar-faced cook, saved Connant the trouble of answering. “Hey you listen mister, you put that thing in the box with the meat, and by all the gods that ever were, I’ll put you in to keep it company. You birds have brought everything you could think of in on my tables here already, but you go putting things like that in my meat box, or my meat cache here, and you cook your own damn grub.”

“But Kinner, this is the only table that’s big enough to work on,” Blair objected. “Everybody’s explained that.”

“Yeah, and everybody’s brought everything else in here. Clark brings in his dogs every time there’s a fight, and he sews ’em up on that table. Ralsen brings in his sledges. Jesus, the only thing you haven’t brought in is the Boeing plane, and you’d have that in if you could figure a way to get it through the tunnels.”

Commander Garry chuckled. “It gets a bit crowded, eh Kinner? I guess we all find it that way at times.”

“I know the cosmic ray shack’s going to be too crowded if I have to sit up with that Thing,” Connant growled. “Why can’t you go on chipping the ice away from around it—you can do that without anybody butting in on you, I assure you—and then hang the Thing up over the power plant boiler? That’s warm enough. It’ll thaw out a chicken—even a side of beef—in about 10 hours.”

“I know,” Blair protested, dropping the cold chisel and hammer to gesture more effectively, his small body tense with excitement and earnestness, “but this is too damned important to take any chances. There never was a find like this before; I guess there never will be again. It’s the only chance men will ever have, and its got to be done right. I’ve got to get this thing dissected and pickled in formaldehyde before something happens. Microscopic observations will have to be made at once.

“Look, you remember how fish we caught down near the Ross Sea would freeze almost as soon as we got ’em on deck, and come to life if we thawed ’em out. Low forms of life aren’t killed by fast freezing—”

“Hey, for Christ’s sake, you mean that Thing will come to life?” Connant yelled. “You get the damned Thing—let me at it! That’s gonna be in so many pieces—”

“No—no, you fool—” Blair jumped in front of Connant to protect his treasure. “No, only low forms of life. For Pete’s sake let me finish. You can’t thaw higher forms of life and have ’em come to. Wait a minute now. Hold it. A fish can come to, because it’s so low a form of life, so slightly organized, that the individual cells of its body can revive, and that’s enough to reestablish life. Any higher forms thawed out that way are dead, because, though the individual cells revive, they die because they must have organization to live. There’s a sort of potential life in quick-frozen animals of any sort, but it can’t, under any conceivable circumstances, become active life in a higher animal. The higher animals are too complex. This is dead, or as good as dead.”

“There ain’t no such thing as good as dead. That’s going to be dead.” Connant stated flatly. “Gimme that ice axe.”

Commander Garry laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Wait a minute Connant. I want to get this straight. I agree with you that this thing is too unpleasant to have alive, but I had no idea there was even the faintest possibility of life.”

Dr. Copper pulled his pipe from between his teeth. “There isn’t,” he stated. “Blair’s being technical. That’s dead, dead as the mammoths they find frozen in Siberia. Potential life is like atomic energy; it may be there, but nobody’s shown it yet, and we have all sorts of proof that Things don’t live after being frozen. What’s the point, Blair?”

The little biologist shook himself. “The point is,” he said in an injured tone, “that the individual life cells might display some of the characteristics they had in life, if thawed properly. A man’s muscle cells live for hours after his body dies. Just because they live, and a few things like hair and fingernail cells live, you wouldn’t accuse a corpse of being a zombie, or something. Now, if I thaw this right, I may have a chance to find out something about the kind of world it’s native to. We don’t know, and can’t know, whether it came from Earth, or Mars, or Venus, or from beyond the stars. But if we find its cells are designed for a dry, desiccated, cool climate, we can guess Mars or a planet like it. If they’re suited to a hot, humid climate, we can think about another world.

“It’s all right to thaw a chicken for the pot by using a blowtorch, or a jet of live steam, but I don’t think any of you want this Thing cooked and served for—”

“Shut up, you louse. God, what a thought!” Benning, the aviation mechanic looked green about the gills.

“All right, then, don’t suggest I thaw it over the power plant boiler the way we do beef or chickens. It’s got to be thawed in a warm room overnight. I’ll chip this ice off, and we can put it in the Cosmos House.”

“Go ahead and get the Thing off my table, then,” Kinner growled. “But keep that canvas over it. It looks indecent, whether those are clothes it has on or not.”

“Kinner’s going modest on us.” Connant jeered.

Kinner slanted his eyes up toward the physicist. “All right, big man, and what were you grousing about a minute ago? We can set that Thing in a chair next to you tonight if you want.”

“Well, I’m not afraid of its face, anyway. I don’t like keeping a wake over its corpse particularly, but I’m going to do it.”

Kinner grinned. “Uh-huh.” He went off to the galley stove and shook down the ashes vigorously, drowning the brittle chipping of the ice as Blair went to work again.

McReady grinned toward Powell. “Bar told him he’d be the most popular man in camp when he sprang his little proposition.”

“I don’t wonder.” Powell found himself glancing at the vaguely translucent ice out of the corner of his eye “You’re none too popular with me right now. ”

* * * *

“Cluck,” reported the cosmic ray counter, “cluck-burrrrr-cluck.”

Connant started and dropped his pencil. “Damnation.”

The physicist looked toward the far corner, back at the Geiger counter on the table near that corner, and crawled under the desk at which he had been working to get the pencil. He sat down at his work again, trying to make his writing more even. It tended to have jerks and quavers in it, in time with the abrupt proud-hen noises of the Geiger counter. The muted whoosh of the pressure lamp he was using for illumination, the mingled grunts and bugle calls of a dozen men sleeping down the corridor in Paradise House formed the background sounds for the irregular, clucking noises of the counter, the occasional rustle of falling coal in the copper-bellied stove. And a soft, steady drip-drip-drip from the Thing in the corner.

Connant jerked a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, snapped it so that a cigarette protruded, and jabbed the cylinder into his mouth. The lighter failed to function, and he pawed angrily through the pile of papers in search of a match. He scratched the wheel of the lighter several times, dropped it with a curse, and got up to pluck a hot coal from the stove with the coal-tongs.

The lighter functioned instantly when he tried it on returning to the desk. The counter ripped out a series of chuckling guffaws as a burst of cosmic rays struck it. Connant turned to glower at it, then tried to concentrate on the interpretation of data collected during the past week. The weekly summary—

He gave up and yielded to curiosity, or nervousness. He lifted the pressure lamp from the desk and carried it over to the table in the corner. Then he returned to the stove and picked up the coal tongs.

The beast had been thawing for nearly 18 hours now. He poked at it with an unconscious caution; the flesh was no longer hard as armor plate, but had assumed a rubbery texture. It looked like wet, blue rubber glistening under droplets of water like little round jewels in the glare of the gasoline pressure lantern. Connant felt an unreasoning desire to pour the contents of the lamp’s reservoir over the Thing in its box and drop the cigarette into it. The three red eyes glared up at him sightlessly, the ruby eyeballs reflecting murky, smoky rays of light.

He realized vaguely that he had been looking at them a very long time, even vaguely understood that they were no longer sightless. But it did not seem of importance, of no more importance than the labored, slow motion of the tentacular things that sprouted from the base of the scrawny, slowly pulsing neck.

Connant picked up the pressure lamp and returned to his chair. He sat down, staring at the pages of mathematics before him. The clucking of the counter was less disturbing, the rustle of the coals in the stove less distracting. The creak of the floorboards behind him didn’t interrupt his thoughts as he went about his weekly report in an automatic manner, filling in columns of data and making brief, summarizing notes. The creak of the floorboards sounded nearer.

* * * *

Blair came up from the nightmare–haunted depths of sleep abruptly. Connant’s face floated vaguely above him; for a moment it seemed a continuance of the wild horror of the dream. But Connant’s face was angry, and a little frightened. “Blair—Blair, you damned log, wake up.”

“Uh—eh?” the little biologist rubbed his eyes. From surrounding bunks, other faces lifted to stare down at them.

Connant straightened. “Get up—and get a move on. Your damned animal’s escaped.”

“Escaped—what!” Chief Pilot Van Wall’s bull voice roared out with a volume that shook the walls. Down the communication tunnels, other voices yelled suddenly. The dozen inhabitants of Paradise House tumbled in abruptly, Barclay in long woolen underwear and carrying a fire extinguisher.

“What the hell’s the matter?” Barclay demanded.

“Your damned beast got loose. I fell asleep about twenty minutes ago, and when I woke up, the Thing was gone. Hey, Doc, the hell you say those Things can’t come to life. Blair’s blasted potential life developed a hell of a lot of potential and walked out on us.”

Copper stared blankly. “It wasn’t—Earthly.” He sighed suddenly. “I—I guess Earthly laws don’t apply.”

“Well, it applied for leave of absence and took it. We’ve got to find it and capture it somehow.” Connant swore bitterly. “It’s a wonder the hellish creature didn’t eat me in my sleep.”

Blair started back, his eyes suddenly fear-struck. “Maybe it di—er—uh, we’ll have to find it.”

“You find it. It’s your pet. I’ve had all I want to do with it, sitting there for seven hours, with the counter clucking every few seconds, and you birds in here singing night-music. It’s a wonder I got to sleep. I’m going through to the Ad Building.”

Commander Garry ducked through the doorway, pulling his belt tight. “You won’t have to. Van’s roar sounded like the Boeing taking off down wind. So it wasn’t dead?”

“I didn’t carry it off in my arms, I assure you.” Connant snapped. “The last I saw, that split skull was oozing green goo, like a squashed caterpillar. Doc just said our laws don’t work—it’s unearthly. Well, it’s an unearthly monster, with an unearthly disposition, judging by the face, wandering around with a split skull and brains oozing out.”

Powell and McReady appeared in the doorway, a doorway filling with other shivering men.

“Has anybody seen it coming over here?” Powell asked innocently. “About four feet tall, three red eyes—brains oozing out—Hey, has anybody checked to make sure this isn’t a cracked idea of humor? If it is, I think we’ll unite in tying Blair’s pet around Connant’s neck like the Ancient Mariner’s albatross. Personally, that sounds much more possible to me.”

“It’s no joke.” Connant shivered. “God, I wish it were. I’d rather wear—” He stopped.

A wild, long, howl shrieked through the corridors. The men stiffened abruptly and half turned.

“I think it’s been located,” Connant finished.

He darted back to his bunk in Paradise House, to return almost immediately with a heavy .45 revolver and an ice axe. He hefted both gently as he started for the corridor toward Dogtown. “It blundered down the wrong corridor—and landed among the huskies. Listen—the dogs have broken their chains—”

The half-terrorized howl of the dog pack had changed to a wild hunting melee. The voices of the dogs thundered in the narrow corridors, and through them came a low rippling snarl of pure hate. A shrill of pain, a dozen snarling yelps.

Connant broke for the door. Close behind him, McReady, then Barclay and Commander Garry came. Other men headed for the Ad Building and weapons, or the sledge house. Pomroy, in charge of Big Magnet’s five cows, started down the corridor on the opposite direction; he had a six-foot-handled, long-tined pitchfork in mind.

Barclay slid to a halt as McReady turned abruptly away from the tunnel leading to Dogtown and vanished off at an angle. Uncertainly the mechanician wavered a moment, the fire extinguisher in his hands moving from one side to the other, then he was racing after Connant’s broad back.

Connant stopped at the bend in the corridor. His breath hissed suddenly through his throat.

“Great God—!”

The revolver exploded thunderously, three numbing, palpable waves of sound crashed through the confined corridors. Two more. The revolver dropped to the hard-packed snow of the trail, and Barclay saw the ice axe shift into defensive position. Connant’s powerful body blocked his vision, but beyond, he heard something mewing, and, insanely, chuckling. The dogs were quieter; there was a deadly seriousness in their low snarls. Taloned feet scratched at hard-packed snow; broken chains were clinking and tangling.

Connant shifted abruptly, and Barclay could see what lay beyond. For a second he stood frozen, then his breath went out in a gusty curse.

The Thing launched itself at Connant.

The powerful arms of the man swung the ice axe flat-side first at what might have been a head. It scrunched horribly, and the tattered flesh, ripped by a half-dozen savage huskies, leapt to its feet again. The red eyes blazed with an unearthly hatred, an unearthly, unkillable vitality.

Barclay turned the fire extinguisher on it; the blinding, blistering stream of chemical spray confused it, baffled it. Together with the savage attacks of the huskies, not for long afraid of anything that did or could live, that held it at bay.

McReady wedged men out of his way as he drove down the narrow, packed corridor to reach the scene. There was a sure, fore-planned drive to McReady’s attack; he held one of the giant blowtorches used in warming the plane’s engines in his hands. It roared gustily as he turned the corner and opened the valve. The mad mewing hissed louder. The dogs scrambled back from the three-foot lance of blue-hot flame.

“Bar, get a power cable, run it in here somehow. And a handle. We can electrocute this—monster, if I don’t incinerate it.” McReady spoke with an authority of planned action, Barclay turned down the long corridor to the power plant, but already before him, Dutton and Van Wall were racing ahead.

Barclay found the cable in the electrical cache in the tunnel wall. In a half minute he was hacking at it, walking back. Van Wall’s voice rang out in warning, “Power!” as the emergency gasoline-powered dynamo thudded into action. Half a dozen other men were down there now, pouring kindling and coal into the firebox of the steam power plant. Dutton was working with quick, sure fingers on the other end of Barclay’s cable, plying in a contactor in one of the power leads.

The dogs had fallen back when Barclay reached the corridor bend, fallen back before a furious monstrosity that glared from baleful red eyes, mewing in trapped hatred. The dogs were a semi-circle of red-dipped muzzles, with a fringe of glistening white teeth, whining with a vicious eagerness that near matched the fury of the red eyes. McReady stood confidently alert at the corridor bend, the gustily muttering torch held loose and ready for action in his hands. He stepped aside without moving his eyes from the beast as Barclay came up. There was a slight, tight smile on his lean bronzed face.

Dutton’s voice called down the corridor, and Barclay stepped forward. The cable was taped to the long handle of a snow-shovel, the two conductors split and held 18 inches apart by a scrap of lumber lashed at right angles across the far end of the handle. Bare copper conductors, charged with 220 volts, glinted in the light of pressure lamps. The Thing mewed and dodged. McReady advanced at Barclay’s side. The dogs beyond sensed the plan with the almost telepathic intelligence of trained huskies. Their whining grew shriller, softer, their mincing steps carried them nearer. Abruptly a huge, night-black Alaskan leapt onto the trapped Thing. It turned squalling, saber-clawed feet slashing.

Barclay leapt forward and jabbed. A weird, shrill scream rose and choked out. The smell of burnt flesh in the corridor intensified; greasy smoke curled up. The echoing pound of the gas-electric dynamo down the corridor became a slogging thud.

The red eyes clouded over in a stiffening, jerking travesty of a face. Arm-like, leg-like members quivered and jerked. The dogs leapt forward, and Barclay yanked back his shovel-handled weapon. The Thing on the snow did not move as gleaming teeth ripped it open.

* * * *

Garry looked about the crowded room. Thirty-two men, some tensed nervously, standing against the wall, some uneasily relaxed, some sitting, most perforce standing, as intimate as sardines. Thirty-two, plus the five engaged in sewing up wounded dogs made thirty-seven, the total personnel.

Garry started speaking. “All right, I guess we’re here. Some of you—three or four at most—saw what happened. All of you have seen that Thing on the table, and can get a general idea. Anyone hasn’t, I’ll lift—” his hand strayed to the tarpaulin bulking over the Thing on the table. There was an acrid odor of singed flesh seeping out of it. The men stirred restlessly, hasty denials.

“It looks rather as though Charnauk isn’t going to lead any more teams,” Garry went on. “Blair wants to get at it and make some more detailed examination. We want to know what happened, and make sure right now that it is permanently, totally dead. Right?”

Connant grinned. “Anybody that doesn’t can sit up with it tonight.”

“All right then, Blair, what can you say about it? What in God’s name was it?” Garry turned to the little biologist.

“I wonder if we ever saw its natural form.” Blair looked at the covered mass. “It may have been imitating the beings that built that ship—but I don’t think it was. I think that was its true form. Those of us who were up near the bend saw the Thing in action; the corpse on the table is the result. When it got loose, apparently, it started looking around. Antarctica is still as frozen as it was those ages ago when the creature first saw it—and froze. From my observations while it was thawing out, and the bits of tissue I cut and hardened then, I think it was native to a hotter planet than Earth. It couldn’t, in its natural form, stand the temperature. There is no life form on Earth that can live in Antarctica during the winter, but the best compromise is the dog. It found the dogs and somehow got near enough to Charnauk to get him. The others smelled it—or heard it, I don’t know. Anyway, they went wild and broke chains and attacked it before it was finished. The Thing we found was part Charnauk, queerly only half-dead, part Charnauk half digested by the jellylike protoplasm of that creature, and part the remains of the Thing we originally found, sort of melted down to its basic protoplasm.

“When the dogs attacked it, it turned into the best fighting thing it could think of—some otherworld beast apparently.”

“Turned,” snapped Garry. “How?”

“Every living thing is made up of jelly—protoplasm—and minute, submicroscopic things called nuclei, which control the bulk, the protoplasm. This Thing was just a modification of that same world-wide plan of Nature, cells made up of protoplasm, controlled by infinitely tinier nuclei. You physicists might compare it—an individual cell of any living thing—with an atom; the bulk of the atom, the space-filling part, is made up of the electron orbits, but the character of the thing is determined by the atomic nucleus.

“This isn’t wildly beyond what we already know. It’s just a modification we haven’t seen before. It’s as natural, as logical, as any other manifestation of life, and it obeys exactly the same laws. The cells are made of protoplasm, their character determined by the nucleus.

“Only in this creature, the cell-nuclei can control those cells at will. It digested Charnauk, and as it digested him, it studied every cell of his tissue and shaped its own cells to imitate them exactly. Parts of it—parts that had time to finish changing—are dog-cells. But they don’t have dog-cell nuclei.” Blair lifted a fraction of the tarpaulin. A dog’s torn leg with stiff grey fur protruded. “That, for instance, isn’t dog at all; it’s imitation. Some parts I’m uncertain about; the nucleus was hiding itself, covering up with a dog-cell imitation nucleus. In time, not even a microscope would have shown the difference.”

“Suppose,” asked McReady, “it had had lots of time?”

“Then it would have been a dog. The other dogs would have accepted it. We would have accepted it. I don’t think anything could have distinguished it, not microscope, nor X-ray, nor any other means. This is a member of a supremely intelligent race, a race that has learned the deepest secrets of biology and turned them to its use.”

“What was it planning to do?” Barclay looked at the humped tarpaulin.

Blair grinned unpleasantly. His lips twitched with suppressed nervousness. “Take over the world, I imagine.”

“Take over the world! Just it, all by itself?” Connant gasped. “Set itself up as a lone dictator?”

“No.” Blair shook his head. The scalpel he had been fumbling in his fingers dropped; he bent to pick it up, so that his face was hidden as he spoke. “It would become the population of the world.”

“Become—populate the world? Does it reproduce asexually?”

Blair shook his head and gulped. “It’s—it doesn’t have to. It weighed 85 pounds. Charnauk weighed about 90. It would have become Charnauk and had 85 pound left to become—oh Jack, for instance, or Chinook. It can imitate anything—that is, become anything. If it had reached the Antarctic Sea, it would have become a seal, maybe two seals. They might have attacked a killer whale, and become either killers, or a herd of seals. Or maybe it would have caught an albatross, or a skua gull, and flown to South America.’

Powell cursed softly. “And every time it digested something, and imitated it—”

“It would have had its original bulk left, to start again.” Blair finished. “Nothing would kill it. It has no natural enemies, because it becomes whatever it wants to. If a killer whale attacked it, it would become a killer whale. If it was an albatross and an eagle attacked, it would become an eagle. God, it might become a female eagle. Go back—build a nest—lay eggs!”

“Are you sure that Thing from hell is dead?” Dr. Copper asked softly.

“Yes, thank God,” the little biologist gasped. “After they drove the dogs off, I stood there poking Bar’s electrocution thing into it for five minutes. It’s dead and—cooked.”

“Then we can only give thanks that this is Antarctica, where there is not one single, solitary living thing for it to imitate, except these animals in camp.’

“Us,” Blair giggled. “It can imitate us. Dogs can’t make 400 miles to the sea; there’s no food. There aren’t any skua gulls to imitate at this season. There aren’t any penguins this far inland. There’s nothing that can reach the sea from this point—except us. We’ve got brains—we can do it. Don’t you see—it’s got to imitate us—its got to be one of us—that’s the only way it can fly an airplane—fly a plane for two hours, and rule—all Earth’s inhabitants. A world for the taking—if it imitates us!

“It didn’t know yet. It hadn’t had a chance to learn. It was rushed—hurried—took the thing nearest its own size. Look—I’m Pandora! I opened the box! And the only hope that can come out is that nothing can come out. You didn’t see me. I did it. I fixed it. I smashed every magneto. Not a plane can fly. Nothing can fly.” Blair giggled and lay down on the floor crying.

Chief Pilot Van Wall made a dive for the door. His feet were fading echoes in the corridors as Dr. Copper bent unhurriedly over the little man on the floor. Then from his office at the end of the room Copper brought a needle and injected a solution into Blair’s arm.

“He may come out of it when he wakes up,” he said with a sigh, rising. McReady helped him lift the biologist onto a nearby bunk. “It all depends on whether we can convince him that Thing is dead.”

Van Wall ducked into the shack, brushing his hands absently. “I didn’t think a biologist could do a thing like that up thoroughly. He missed the spares in the second cache. It’s all right, I smashed them.”

Commander Garry nodded, “I was wondering about radio.”

Dr. Copper snorted, “You don’t think it can leak out on a radio wave, do you? You’d have five rescue attempts in the next three months if you stop the broadcasts. The thing to do is talk loud and not make a sound. Now I wonder—”

McReady looked speculatively at the doctor. “It might be like an infectious disease. Everything that drank any of its blood—?”

Copper shook his head. “Blair missed something. Imitate it may, but it has, to a certain extent, its own body chemistry, its own metabolism. If it didn’t, it would become a dog—and be a dog and nothing more. It has to be an imitation dog. Therefore you can detect it by serum tests. And its chemistry, since it comes from another world, must be so wholly, radically different, that a few cells, such as gained by drops of blood, would be treated as disease germs by a dog, or a human body.”

“Blood—would one of those imitations bleed?” Powell demanded.

“Sure, nothing mystic about blood,” Copper assured him. “Muscle is about 90% water. Blood differs only having a couple percent more water and less connective tissue. They’d bleed, all right.

Blair sat up in his bunk suddenly. “Connant—where’s Connant?”

The physicist moved over toward the little biologist. “Here I am. What do you want?”

“Are you?” giggled Blair. He lapsed back into the bunk contorted with silent laughter.

Connant looked at him blankly. “Huh? Am I what?”

“Are you there?” Blair burst into gales of laughter. “Are you Connant? The beast wanted to be a man—not a dog—”


CHAPTER FIVE
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Dr. Copper rose wearily from the bunk and washed the hypodermic carefully. The little tinkles it made seemed loud in the packed room, now that Blairʼs gurgling laughter had finally quieted. Copper looked toward Garry and shook his head slowly. “Hopeless, I’m afraid. I don’t think we can ever convince him the Thing is dead now.”

Powell laughed uncertainly. “I’m not sure you can convince me. Oh, damn you, McReady.”

“McReady?” Commander Garry turned to look from Powell to McReady curiously.

“His nightmares,” Powell explained. “He told me about a nightmare he had at the Secondary Magnetic Station after finding that thing.”

“And that was… ?” Garry looked at McReady levelly.

The meteorologist cleared his throat and moved uneasily. “That the creature wasn’t dead, had a sort of enormously slowed existence, an existence that permitted it, none the less, to be vaguely aware of the passing of time, of our coming after endless years. I had a dream it could imitate things.”

“Well,” Copper grunted, “it can.”

“Don’t be an ass,” Powell snapped. “That’s not what’s bothering me. He said it could read minds, read thoughts and ideas and—mannerisms.”

“What’s so bad about that? It seems to be worrying you more than the thought of the joy we’re going to have with a madman in an Antarctic camp.” Copper nodded toward Blair’s sleeping form.

McReady’s face twisted in a grin. “You birds know damn well that Connant is Connant, because he not merely looks like Connant—which we’re beginning to believe the beast might be able to do—but he thinks like Connant, talks like Connant, moves himself around the way Connant does. And that takes more than merely a body that looks like him. That takes Connant’s own mind and thoughts and mannerisms. Therefore, though you know that the Thing might make itself look like Connant, you aren’t much bothered, because you know damn well it has a mind from another world, a totally unhuman mind, that couldn’t possibly react and think and talk like a man we know, and do it so well as to fool us for a moment. The idea of the creature imitating one of us is fascinating, but unreal because it is too completely unhuman to deceive us. It doesn’t have a human mind.”

“As I said before,” Powell repeated, looking steadily at McReady, “you can say the damnedest things at the damnedest times. Will you be so good as to finish that thought—one way or the other?”

Kinner, standing near Connant, suddenly moved down the length of the crowded room toward his familiar galley. He shook the ashes from the galley stove noisily.

“It would do it no good,” said Dr. Copper, softly as though thinking out loud, “to merely look like something it was trying to imitate; it would have to understand its feelings, its reactions. It is unhuman; it has powers of imitation beyond any conception of man. A good actor, by training himself, can imitate another man, another man’s mannerisms, well enough to fool most people. Of course, no actor could imitate so perfectly as to deceive men who had been living with the imitated one in the complete lack of privacy of an antarctic camp. That would take a superhuman skill.”

“Oh, you’ve got the bug too.” Powell cursed softly.

Connant, standing alone at one end of the room, looked about him wildly, his face white. A gentle eddying of the men had crowded them slowly down toward the other end of the room so that he stood quite alone.

“My God, will you two Jeremiah’s shut up?” Connant’s voice shook. “What am I? Some kind of a microscopic specimen you’re dissecting? Some unpleasant worm you’re discussing in the third person?”

McReady looked up at him; his slowly twisting hands stopped for a moment. “Having a lovely time. Wish you were here. Signed: Everybody. Connant, if you think you’re having a hell of a time, just move over on the other end for a while. You’ve got one thing we haven’t; you know what the answer is. I’ll tell you this, right now you’re the most feared and respected man in Big Magnet.”

“Christ, I wish you could see your eyes,” Connant gasped. “Stop staring, will you! What the hell are you going to do?”

“Have you any suggestions, Dr. Copper?” Commander Garry asked steadily. “The present situation is impossible.”

“Oh, is it?” Connant snapped. “Come over here and look at that crowd. By God, they look exactly like that gang of huskies around the corridor bend. Benning, will you stop hefting that damned ice axe?”

The coppery blade rang on the floor as the aviation mechanic nervously dropped it. He bent over and picked it up instantly, hefting it slowly, turning it in his hands, his brown eyes moving jerkily about the room.

Copper sat down on the bunk beside Blair. The wood creaked noisily in the room. Far down a corridor, a dog yelped in pain, and the dog-drivers’ tense voices floated softly back.

“Microscopic examination,” said the doctor thoughtfully, “would be useless, as Blair pointed out. Considerable time has passed. However, serum tests would be definitive.”

“Serum tests? What do you mean, exactly?” Commander Garry asked.

“If I had a rabbit that had been injected with human blood—a poison to rabbits, of course, as is the blood of any animal save that of another rabbit—and the injections continued in increasing doses for some time, the rabbit would be human-immune. If a small quantity of its blood were drawn off, allowed to separate in a test-tube, and to the clear serum, a bit of human blood were added, there would be a visible reaction, proving the blood was human. If cow, or dog blood were added—or any protein material other than that one thing, human blood—no reaction would take place. That would prove definitely.”

“Can you suggest where I might catch a rabbit for you, Doc?” McReady asked. “That is, nearer than Australia; we don’t want to waste time going that far.”

“I know there aren’t any rabbits in Antarctica,” Copper said with a nod, “but that is simply the usual animal. Any animal except man will do. A dog, for instance. But it will take several days, and due to the greater size of the animal, considerable blood. Two of us will have to contribute.”

“Would I do?” Garry asked.

“That will make two,” Copper nodded. “I’ll get to work on it right away.”

“What about Connant in the meantime?” Kinner demanded. “I’m going out that door and head off for the Ross Sea before I cook for him.”\

“He may be human—” Copper started.

Connant burst out in a flood of curses. “Human, may be human, you damned sawbones! What in hell do you think I am?”

“A monster,” Copper snapped sharply. “Now shut up and listen.”

Connant’s face drained of color and he sat down heavily as the indictment was put in words.

Copper continued, “Until we know—you know as well as we do that we have reason to question the fact, and only you know how that question is to be answered—we may reasonably be expected to lock you up. If you are—unhuman—you’re a lot more dangerous than poor Blair there, and I’m going to see that he’s locked up thoroughly. I expect that his next stage will be a violent desire to kill you, all the dogs, and probably all of us. When he wakes, he will be convinced we’re all unhuman, and nothing on the planet will ever change his conviction. It would be kinder to let him die, but we can’t do that, of course. He’s going in one shack, and you can stay in Cosmos House with your cosmic ray apparatus, which is about what you’d do anyway. I’ve got to fix up a couple of dogs.”

Connant nodded bitterly. “I’m human. Hurry that test, for God’s sake. Your eyes—God, I wish you could see your eyes—”

* * * *

Commander Garry watched anxiously as Clark held the big brown Alaskan husky, while Copper began the injection treatment. The dog was not anxious to cooperate. The needle was painful, and already he’d experienced considerable needle work that morning. Five stitches held closed a slash that ran from his shoulder across the ribs half way down his body. One long fang was broken off short; the missing part was to be found half-buried in the shoulder bone of the monstrous thing on the table in the Ad Building.

“How long will that take?” Garry asked, pressing his arm gently. It was sore from the prick of the needle Dr. Copper had used to withdraw blood.

Copper shrugged. “I don’t know, to be frank. I know the general method. I’ve used it on rabbits, but I haven’t experimented with dogs. They’re big, clumsy animals to work with; naturally, rabbits are preferable. In civilized places you can buy a stock of human-immune rabbits from suppliers, and not many investigators take the trouble to prepare their own.”

“What do they want with them back there?” Clark asked.

“Criminology is one large field. A says he didn’t murder B, but that the blood on his shirt came from killing a chicken. The State makes a test, then it’s up to A to explain how it is the blood reacts on human-immune rabbits, but not on chicken-immunes.”

“What are we going to do with Blair in the meantime?” Garry asked wearily. “Its all right to let him sleep where he is for a while, but when he wakes up—”

“Barclay and Benning are fitting some bolts on the door of Cosmos House,” Copper replied grimly. “Connantʼs acting like a gentleman. I think perhaps the way the other men look at him makes him rather want privacy. God knows heretofore we’ve all of us individually prayed for a little privacy.”

Clark laughed brittlely. “Not any more, thank you. The more the merrier.”

“Blair,” Copper went on, “will also have to have privacy—and locks. He’s going to have a pretty definite plan in mind when he wakes up. Ever hear the old story of how to stop hoof-and-mouth disease in cattle?”

Clark and Garry shook their heads silently.

“If there isn’t any hoof-and-mouth disease, there won’t be any hoof-and-mouth disease,” Copper explained. “You get rid of it by killing every animal that exhibits it, and every animal that’s been near a diseased animal. Blair’s a biologist and knows that story. He’s afraid of this Thing we loosed. The answer is probably pretty clear in his mind now. Kill everybody and everything in this camp before a skua-gull or a wandering albatross chances out this way and—catches the disease.”

Clark’s lips curled in a twisted grin. “Sounds logical to me. If things get too bad—maybe we’d better let Blair get loose. It would save us committing suicide. We might also make something of a vow that if things get bad, we see that that does happen.”

Copper laughed softly. “The last man alive in Big Magnet—wouldn’t be a man,” he pointed out. “Somebody’s got to kill those—creatures that don’t desire to kill themselves, you know. We don’t have enough thermite to do it all at once, and the decanite explosive wouldn’t help much. I have an idea that even small pieces of one of those beings would be self-sufficient.”

“If,” said Garry thoughtfully, “they can modify their protoplasm at will, won’t they simply modify themselves to birds and fly away? They can read all about birds and imitate their structure without even meeting them. Or imitate, perhaps, birds of their home planet.”

Copper shook his head and helped Clark to free the dog. “Men studied birds for centuries, trying to learn how to make a machine to fly like them. He never did do the trick. His final success came when he broke away entirely and tried new methods. Knowing the general idea, and knowing the detailed structure of wing and bone and nerve-tissue, is something far, far different. And as for other-world birds, perhaps, in fact very probably, the atmospheric conditions here are so vastly different that their birds couldn’t fly. Perhaps, even, the being came from a planet like Mars with such a thin atmosphere that there were no birds.”

Barclay came into the building, trailing a length of airplane control cable. “It’s finished, Doc. Cosmos House can’t be opened from the inside. Now where do we put Blair?”

Copper looked toward Garry. “There isn’t any biology building. I don’t know where we can isolate him.”

“How about East Cache?” Garry said after a moment’s thought. “Will Blair be able to look after himself—or need attention?”

“He’ll be capable enough. We’ll be the ones to watch out,” Copper assured him grimly. “Take a stove, a couple bags of coal—necessary supplies and a few tools to fix it up. Nobody’s been out there since last fall, have they?”

Garry shook his head. “If he gets noisy—I thought that might be a good idea.”

Barclay hefted the tools he was carrying and looked up at Garry. “If the muttering he’s doing now is any sign, he’s going to sing away the night hours. And we won’t like his song.”

“What’s he saying?” Copper asked.

Barclay shook his head. “I didn’t care to listen much. You can if you want to. But I gather the blasted idiot had all the dreams McReady had, plus a few more. He slept beside the Thing when we stopped on the trail coming in from Secondary Magnetic, remember. He dreamt the Thing was alive, and dreamt more details. And—damn his soul—he knew it wasn’t all dream, or had reason to. He knew it had telepathic powers that were stirring vaguely, and that it could not only read minds, but project thoughts. They weren’t dreams, you see, they were stray thoughts that Thing was broadcasting, the way Blair’s broadcasting his thoughts now; a sort of telepathic muttering in its sleep. That’s why he knew so much about its powers. I guess you and I, Doc, weren’t so sensitive—if you want to believe in telepathy.”

“I have to.” Copper sighed. “Dr. Rhine of Duke University has shown that it exists, shown that some are much more sensitive than others.”

“Well, if you want to learn a lot of details, go listen in on Blair’s broadcast. He’s driven most of the boys out of the Ad Building. Kinner’s rattling pans like coal going down a shoot. When he can’t rattle a pan, he shakes ashes.

“By the way, Commander, what are we going to do in the spring, now the planes are out of it?”

Garry sighed. “I’m afraid our expedition is going to be a loss. We cannot divide our strength now.”

“It won’t be a loss—if we continue to live and come out of this,” Copper promised him. “The find we’ve made, if we can get it under control, is important enough. The cosmic ray data, magnetic work, and atmospheric work won’t be greatly hindered.”

Garry laughed mirthlessly. “I was just thinking of the radio broadcasts. Telling half the world about the wonderful results of our exploration flights, trying to fool men like Byrd and Ellsworth back home there that we’re doing something.”

Copper nodded gravely. “They’ll know something’s wrong. But men like that have judgment enough to know we wouldn’t do tricks without some sort of reason, and they will wait for our return to judge us. I think it comes to this; men who know enough to recognize our deception will wait for our return. Men who haven’t discretion and faith enough to wait will not have the experience to detect any fraud. We know enough of the conditions here to put through a good bluff.”

“Just so they don’t send ‘rescue’ expeditions,” Garry prayed. “When—if—we’re ever ready to come out, we’ll have to send word to Captain Forsythe to bring a stock of magnetos with him when he comes down. But—never mind that.”

“You mean if we don’t come out?” asked Barclay. “I was wondering if a nice running account of an eruption or an earthquake via radio—with a swell windup by using a stick of decanite under the microphone would help. Nothing, of course, will entirely keep people out. One of those swell, melodramatic ‘last-man-alive scenes’ might make ’em go easy though.”

Garry smiled with genuine humor. “Is everybody in camp trying to figure that out, too?”

Copper laughed. “What do you think, Garry? We’re confident we can win out—but not too easy about it, I guess.”

Clark grinned up from the dog he was petting into calmness. “Confident, did you say, Doc?ˮ

* * * *

Blair moved restlessly around the small shack. His eyes jerked and quivered in vague, fleeting glances at the four men with him; Barclay, six feet tall and weighing over 190 pounds, McReady, as tall, but slightly leaner, Dr. Copper, short, squatly powerful, and Benning, 5-foot-10 of wiry strength.

Blair was huddled up against the far wall of the East Cache cabin, his gear piled in the middle of the floor beside the heating stove forming an island between him and the four men.

“I don’t want anybody coming here,” he snapped nervously. “Kinner may be human now, but I don’t believe it. I’ll cook my own food. I’m going to get out of here, but I’m not going to eat any food you send me. I want cans. Sealed cans.”

“O.K. Blair, we’ll bring ’em tonight,” Barclay promised.

“You’ve got coal, and the fire’s started. I’ll make a last—” Barclay started forward.

Blair instantly scurried to the farthest corner. “Get out! Keep away from me, you monster!” the little biologist shrieked, and tried to claw his way through the wall of the shack. “Keep away from me—keep away—I won’t be absorbed—I won’t be—”

Barclay relaxed and moved back. Dr. Copper shook his head.

“Leave him alone, Bar. It’s easier for him to cook the food himself. We’ll have to fix the door, I think—”

The four men let themselves out. Efficiently, Benning and Barclay fell to work. There were no locks in Antarctica; there wasn’t enough privacy to make them needed. But powerful screws had been driven in each side of the door frame, and the spare aviation control cable, immensely strong woven-steel wire, was rapidly caught between them and drawn taut. Barclay went to work with a drill and a keyhole saw. Presently he had a trap cut in the door through which goods could be passed without unlashing the entrance. Three powerful hinges from a stock-crate, two hasps, and a pair of three-inch cotter-pins made it impossible to open from the other side.

Blair moved about restlessly inside. He was dragging something over to the door with panting gasps and muttered, frantic curses. Barclay cracked the hatch and glanced in, Dr. Copper peering over his shoulder. Blair had moved the heavy bunk against the door. It could not be opened without his cooperation now.

“Don’t know but what the poor guy’s right at that,” McReady said with a sigh. “If he gets loose, it is his avowed intention to kill each and all of us as quickly as possible; which is something we donʼt agree with. But we’ve got something on our side of that door that maybe is worse than a homicidal maniac. If one or the other has to get loose, I think I’ll come up and undo the lashings here.”

Barclay grinned. “You let me know, and I’ll show you how to get them off fast. Let’s get back.”

The sun was painting the northern horizon in multicolored rainbows still, though it was two hours below the horizon. The field of drift swept off to the north, sparkling under its flaming colors in a million million reflected glories. Low mounds of rounded white on the northern horizon, the Magnet Range, was barely awash above the sweeping drift. Little eddies of wind-lifted snow swirled away from their skis as they set out toward the main encampment two miles away. The spidery finger of the broadcast radiator lifted a gaunt black needle against the white of the antarctic continent. The snow under their skis was like fine sand, hard and gritty in the -40° cold.

“Spring,” said Benning bitterly, “is come. Ain’t we got fun. And I’ve been looking forward to getting away from this blasted hole in the ice.”

“I wouldn’t try it now, if I were you.” Barclay grunted. “Guys that set out from here in the next few days are going to be marvelously unpopular.”

“How are your dogs getting along, Doc?” McReady asked. “Any results yet?”

“In 30 hours? I wish there were. I gave him an injection of my blood today. But I imagine another five days will be needed. I don’t know certainly enough to stop sooner.”

Barclay spoke slowly. “I’ve been wondering—if Connant were… changed… would he have warned us so soon after the animal escaped? Wouldn’t he have waited long enough for it to have a real chance to fix itself? Until we woke up naturally?”

“The Thing is selfish. You didn’t think it looked as though it were possessed of a store of the higher justices, did you?” McReady pointed out. “Every part of it is all of it, every part of it is all for itself, I imagine. That’s—dreams, telepathic communications unconsciously given, shall we say. If Connant were changed, he’d figure, to save his skin, he’d have to—hell, Connant’s feelings aren’t changed, they’re imitated perfectly, or they’re his own. Naturally, the imitation, imitating perfectly Connant’s feelings, would do exactly what Connant would do.”

“Say, couldn’t Norris or Vane give Connant some kind of a test? If the Thing is brighter than men, it might know more physics than Connant should, and they’d catch it out.”

Copper shook his head wearily. “Not if it reads minds. You can’t plan a trap for it. Vane suggested that last night. He hoped it would answer some of the questions of physics he’d like to know answers to.”

“This expedition-of-four idea is going to make life happy.” McReady looked at his companions. “Each of us with an eye on the others to make sure he doesn’t do something—peculiar. Man, aren’t we going to be a trusting bunch. Each man eyeing his neighbors with the grandest exhibition of faith and trust—I’m beginning to know what Connant meant by ‘I wish you could see your eyes.’ Every now and then we all have it, I guess. One of you looks around with a sort of ‘I-wonder-if-the-other-three-are’ look. Incidentally, I’m not excepting myself.”

“So far as we know, the animal is dead, leaving only a slight question as to Connant. No other is suspected,” Copper snapped. “The ‘always-four’ order is merely a precaution.”

“I’m waiting for Garry to make it four-in-a-bunk.” Barclay sighed. “I thought I didn’t have any privacy before, but since that order—”

* * * *

None watched the little sterile glass test-tube, half-filled with straw-colored fluid, more tensely than Connant. One—two—three—four—five drops of the clear solution Dr. Copper had prepared from the drops of blood from Connant’s arm. The tube was shaken carefully, then set in a beaker of clear, warm water. The thermometer read blood heat, a little thermostat clicked noisily, and the electric hot-plate began to glow. The lights flickered slightly.

Then—little white flecks of precipitation were forming, snowing down in the clear straw-colored fluid.

“God,” said, Connant. He dropped heavily into a bunk, crying like a baby. “Six days—” Connant sobbed, “six days in there—wondering if that damned test would lie—”

Garry moved over silently, and slipped his arm across the physicists back. “It couldn’t lie,” Dr. Copper said. “The dog was human immune—and the serum reacted.”

“He’s—all right ?” Powell gasped. “Then—the animal is dead—dead forever?”

“He is human.” Copper spoke definitively, “And the animal is dead.”

Kinner burst out laughing, laughing hysterically. McReady turned toward him and slapped his face with a methodical one-two, one-two action. The cook laughed, gulped, cried a moment, and sat up rubbing his cheeks mumbling his thanks vaguely.

“Oh, Jesus, I was scared—God, I was scared—”

McReady laughed brittlely. “You think we weren’t, you ape? You think maybe Connant wasn’t?”

The Ad Building stirred with a sudden rejuvenation. Voices, laughter, the men clustering around Connant speaking with unnecessarily loud tones, those jittery, nervous voices relievedly friendly again. Somebody called out a suggestion, and a dozen started for their skis.

“Blair—Blair might recover—” Commander Garry said.

It was quickly decided. A party of relief assembled and set off for Blair’s shack skis clapping noisily. Down the corridor, the dogs set up a quick yelping howl as the air of excited relief reached them.

Dr. Copper fussed with his tubes. McReady noticed him first, sitting on the edge of the bunk, with two precipitin-whitened test-tubes of straw-colored fluid, his face whiter than the stuff in the tubes, silent tears slipping down horror-widened eyes.

McReady felt a cold knife of fear pierce through his heart and freeze in his breast. Something was wrong.

Dr. Copper looked up. “Garry,“ he called hoarsely, “Garry, for God’s sake come here.”

Commander Garry walked toward him sharply. Silence clapped down on the Ad Building. Connant looked up, rose stiffly from his seat.

“Garry—tissue from the monster—precipitates too. It proves nothing—nothing but—but the dog was monster-immune too—that one of the two contributing blood—one of us two, you and I, Garry—one of us is a monster!”


CHAPTER SIX

 

“Mac, call back those men before they tell Blair,” Garry said.

McReady went to the door; faintly his shouts came back to the tensely silent men in the room. Then McReady returned.

“They’re coming,” he said. “I didn’t tell them why, just that Dr. Copper said not to go.”

“Van Wall, “ Garry sighed, “You’re in command now. May God help you; I can not.”

Van Wall started slightly, looked with blank, dazed eyes toward Garry. “But—”

“But I may be the one, “ Garry answered. “I know I’m not, but I can’t prove it to you in any way. Dr. Copper’s test has broken down; the fact that he showed it was useless, when it was to the advantage of the monster to have that uselessness not known, would seem to prove he is human.”

Copper rocked back and forth slowly on the bunk. “I know I’m human. I can’t prove it, either. One of us two is a liar, for that test cannot lie, and it says one of us is. I gave a proof that the test was wrong, which seems to prove I’m human, and now Garry has given that argument which proves me human—which he, as the monster, should not do. Round and round and round and round—”

Dr. Copper’s head, then his neck and shoulder’s began circling slowly in time to the words. Suddenly he was lying back on the bunk, roaring with laughter. “It doesn’t have to prove one of us is a monster! It doesn’t have to prove that at all! Ho-ho—if we’re all monsters, it works the same! We’re all monsters—all of us—Connant and Garry and I—and all of you.”

“McReady,” Van Wall called softly, “you were on the way to an M.D. when you took up meteorology, weren’t you? Can you take over?”

McReady went over to Copper slowly, took the hypodermic from his hand, and washed it carefully in 95% alcohol. Garry sat on the bunk edge with wooden face, watching Copper and McReady expressionlessly.

“What Copper said is possible.” McReady sighed. “Van, will you help here. Thanks.”

The filled needle jabbed into Copper’s thigh. The man’s laughter did not stop, but slowly faded away into sobs, then sound sleep as the morphia took hold.

McReady turned again. The men who had started for Blair stood at the far end of the room, skis dripping snow, their faces as white as their skis. Connant had a lighted cigarette in each hand; one he was puffing absently, and staring at the floor. The heat of the one in his left hand attracted him and he stared at it, and the one in the other hand stupidly for a moment. He dropped one and crushed it under his heel slowly.

“Dr. Copper,” McReady repeated, “could be right. I know I’m human—but of course can’ t prove it. I’ll repeat the test for my own information. Any of you others who wish to may do the same.”

Two minutes later, McReady held a test-tube with white precipitin settling slowly from straw-colored serum. “It reacts to human blood too, so they aren’t the monsters.”

“I didn’t think they were.” Van Wall shrugged. “That wouldn’t suit the monster, either; we could have destroyed them if we knew. Why hasn’t the monster destroyed us, do you suppose? It seems to be loose.”

McReady snorted. Then laughed softly. “Elementary, my dear Watson. The monster wants to have life forms available. It cannot animate a dead body, apparently. It is just waiting, waiting until the best opportunities come. We who remain human—it is holding us in reserve.”

Kinner shuddered violently. “Hey. Hey Mac. Mac, would I know if I was a monster. Would I know if the monster had already got me? Oh, Jesus, I may be a monster already.”

“You’d know,” McReady answered.

“But we wouldn’t. “ Powell laughed shortly, half hysterically.

McReady looked at the vial of serum remaining. “There’s one thing this damned stuff is good for, at that,” he said thoughtfully. “Clark, will you and Van help me? The rest of the gang better stick together here. Keep an eye on each other,” he added bitterly. “See that you don’t get into mischief, shall we say?”

McReady started down the tunnel toward Dog Town, with Clark and Van Wall behind him.

“You need more serum? “ Clark asked.

McReady shook his head, “Tests. There’s four cows and a bull, and nearly seventy dogs down there, This stuff reacts only to human blood and—monsters.”

* * * *

McReady came back to the Ad building and went silently to the washstand. Clark and Van Wall joined him a moment later. Clark’s lips had developed a tic, jerking into sudden, unexpected sneers.

“What did you do?” Connant exploded suddenly. “More immunizing?”

Clark snickered, and stopped with a hiccough. “Immunizing. Haw—immune all right.”

“That monster,” said Van Wall steadily, “is quite logical. Our immune dog was quite all right, and we drew a little more serum for the tests. But we won’t make any more.”

“Can’t—can’t you use one man’s blood on another dog—” Powell began.

“There aren’t,” said McReady softly, “any more dogs. Nor cattle, I might add.”

“No more—dogs?” Benning sat down slowly.

“They’re very nasty when they start changing,” Van Wall said precisely, “but slow. That electrocution-iron you made up, Barclay, is very fast. There is only one dog left, our immune. The monster left that for us so we could play with our little test. The rest—”

“The cattle—” gulped Kinner.

“Also. Reacted very nicely. They look funny as hell when they start melting. The beast hasn’t any quick escape when it’s tied in dog chains or halters, and it had to be to imitate.”

Kinner stood up slowly. His eyes darted around the room, and came to rest horribly quivering on a tin bucket in the galley. Slowly, step by step, he retreated toward the door, his mouth opening and closing silently, like a fish out of water.

“The milk—” he gasped, “I milked ’em an hour ago—” His voice broke into a scream as he dived through the door.

He was out on the ice cap without windproof or heavy clothing.

Van Wall looked after him for a moment thoughtfully. “He’s probably hopelessly mad,” he said at length, “but he might be a monster escaping. Barclay, Rawsen, Tider and Powell—you can get him. He hasn’t skis. Take a blowtorch—in case.”

The physical motion of the chase helped them; something that needed doing. Three of the other men were quietly being sick. Dutton was lying flat on his back, his face greenish, looking steadily at the bottom of the bunk above him.

“Mac, how long have the—cows been—”

McReady shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. He went over to the milk bucket, and with his little tube of serum went to work on it. The milk clouded it, making certainty difficult. Finally he dropped the test-tube in the stand and shook his head. “It tests negatively, which means either they were cows then, or that being perfect imitations, they gave perfectly good milk.”

Copper stirred restlessly in his sleep and gave a gurgling cross between a snore and a laugh. Silent eyes fastened on him. “Would morphia—a monster—” somebody started to ask.

“God knows,” McReady shrugged. “It effects every earthly animal I know of.”

Connant suddenly raised his head. “Mac! The dogs must have swallowed pieces of the monster, and the pieces destroyed them! The dogs were where the monster resided. I was locked up. Doesn’t that prove—”

Van Wall shook his head. “Sorry. Proves nothing about what you are, only proves what you didn’t do.”

“It doesn’t do that,” McReady sighed. “We are helpless because we don’t know enough, and so jittery we don’t think straight. Locked up. God what a laugh! Ever watch a white corpuscle of the blood go through the wall of a blood vessel? No? It sticks out a pseudopod so fine it can leak between cell walls, forces that through to the other side, then just flows through the pseudopod. And there it is—on the far side of the wall.”

“Oh,” said Van Wall unhappily. “The cattle tried to melt down, didn’t they. They could have melted down—become just a thread of stuff and leaked under a door to recollect on the other side. Ropes—no—no—that wouldn’t do it—they couldn’t live in a sealed tank—”

“If, “ said McReady, “you shoot it through the heart, and it doesn’t die, it’s a monster. That’s the best test I can think of off hand.”

“No dogs,” said Garry quietly, “and no cattle. It has to imitate men now. And locking up doesn’t do any good. Your test might work, Mac, but I’m afraid it would be hard on the men.”

* * * *

Dwight looked up from the galley stove as Van Wall, Barclay, McReady, and Powell came in, brushing the drift from their clothes. The other men jammed into the Ad Building continued studiously to do as they were doing playing chess, poker, reading.

Rawsen was fixing a sledge on the table, Vane and Norris had their heads together over magnetic data, while Harvey read in a low voice.

Dr. Copper snored softly on the bunk. Garry was working with Dutton over a sheaf of radio messages on the corner of Dutton’s bunk and a small fraction of the radio table. Connant was using most of the table for Cosmic Ray sheets.

Quite plainly through the corridor, despite two closed doors, they could hear Kinner’s voice. Dwight banged a kettle onto the galley stove and beckoned McReady silently. The meteorologist went over to him.

“I don’t mind the cooking so damn much,” Dwight said nervously, “but isn’t there some way to stop that bird? We all agreed that it would be safe to move him into Cosmos House.”

“Kinner? “ McReady nodded toward the door. “I’m afraid not. I can dope him, I suppose, but we don’t have an unlimited supply of morphia, and he’s not in danger of losing his mind. Just hysterical.”

“Well, we’re in danger of losing ours. You’ve been out for an hour and a half; that’s been going on steadily ever since, and it was going for two hours before. There’s a limit you know.”

Garry wandered over slowly, apologetically. For an instant, McReady caught the feral spark of fear—horror—in Dwight’s eyes, and knew at the same instant it was in his own eyes. Garry—Garry or Copper was certainly a monster.

“If you could stop that, I think it would be a sound policy, Mac.” Garry spoke quietly. “There are—tensions enough in this room. We agreed that it would be safe for Kinner in there, because every one else in camp is under constant—eyeing.”

Garry shivered slightly. “And try, try in God’s name, to find some, test that will work.”

McReady sighed. “Watched or unwatched, everyone’s tense. Blair’s jammed the trap so it won’t open now. Says he’s got food enough, and keeps screaming, ‘Go away—go away—you’re monsters. I won’t be absorbed. I won’t—I’ll tell men when they come—go away.’ So—we went away.”

“There’s no other test?” Garry pleaded.

McReady shrugged his shoulders. “Copper was perfectly right. The serum test could be absolutely definitive if it hadn’t been—contaminated. But that’s the only dog left, and he’s fixed now.”

“Chemicals—chemical tests—”

McReady shook his head. “Our chemistry isn’t that good. I tried the microscope you know.”

Garry nodded. “Monster-dog and real dog were identical. But—you’ve got to go on. What are we going to do after dinner?”

Van Wall had joined them quietly. “Rotation sleeping. Half the crowd sleep—half awake. Oh Christ—how many of us are monsters? All the dogs were. We thought we were safe, but somehow it got Copper—or you.” Van Wall’s eyes flashed uneasily. “It may have gotten every one of you—all of you but myself may be wondering, looking—no. That’s not possible. You’d just spring then. I’d be helpless. We humans must somehow have the greater numbers now. But—” he stopped.

McReady laughed shortly. “You’re doing what Powell complained of in me. Leaving it hanging. ‘But if one more is changed—that may shift the balance of power.’ It doesn’t fight. I don’t think it ever fights. It must be a peaceable Thing, in its own—inimitable, shall we say—way. It never had to, because it always gained its end—otherwise.”

Van Wall’s mouth twisted in a sickly grin. “You’re suggesting then, that perhaps it already has the greater numbers, but is just waiting—waiting—all of them—all of you, for all I know—waiting until I, the last human, drop my wariness in sleep. Mac, did you notice their eyes—all looking at us—”

Garry sighed. “You haven’t been sitting here for four straight hours, while all their eyes silently weighed the information that one of us two, Copper and I, is a monster certainly, perhaps both of us.”

Dwight repeated his request. “Will you stop that bird’s noise? He’s driving me nuts. Make him tone down, anyway.”

“Still praying?” McReady asked.

“Still praying,” Dwight groaned, “he hasn’t stopped for a second. I don’t mind his praying if it relieves him, but he yells, he sings psalms and hymns and shouts prayers. He thinks God can’t hear well way down here.”

“Maybe he can’t,” Barclay grunted, “Or he’d have done something about this Thing loosed from hell.”

“Somebody’s going to try that test you mentioned, if you don’t stop him,” Dwight stated grimly. “I think a cleaver in the head would be as positive a test as a bullet in the heart.”

“Go ahead with the grub. I’ll see what I can do. There may be something in the cabinets—” McReady moved wearily toward the corner Copper had used as his dispensary. Three tall cabinets of rough boards, two locked, were the repositories of the medical camp’s medical supplies. Twelve years ago he had graduated, had started for an internship, and been diverted to meteorology. Copper was a picked man, a man who knew his profession thoroughly and modernly. More than half the drugs available were totally unfamiliar to McReady, many of the others he had forgotten. There was no huge medical library here, no series of journals available to learn the things he had forgotten, the elementary, simple things to Copper, things that did not merit inclusion in the small library he had been forced to content himself with. Books are heavy, and every ounce of supplies had been freighted in by air.

McReady picked a barbiturate hopefully. Barclay and Van Wall went with him; one man never went anywhere alone in Big Magnet.

Rawsen had his sledge put away, and the physicists had moved off the table, the poker game broken up when they got back. Dwight was putting out the food. The click of spoons and the muffled sounds of eating were the only sign of life in the room. There were no words spoken as the three returned; simply all eyes focussed on them questioningly, while the jaws moved methodically.

McReady stiffened suddenly, Kinner was screeching out a hymn in a hoarse, cracked voice. He looked wearily at Van Wall with a twisted grin and shook his head. “Hu-uh.”

Van Wall cursed bitterly, and sat down at the table. “We’ll just plumb have to take that ’til his voice wears out. He can’t yell like that forever.”

“He’s got a brass throat and a cast-iron larynx,” Dutton declared. “Then we could be hopeful, and suggest he’s one of our friends. On that case he could go on renewing his throat ’til doomsday.”

Silence clamped down. For twenty minutes they ate without a word. Then Connant jumped up with an angry violence. “You sit as still as a bunch of graven images. You, don’t say a word, but oh Christ, what expressive eyes you’ve got. They roll around like a bunch of glass marbles spilling down a table. They wink and link and stare—and whisper things. Can you guys look somewhere else for a change, please?”

“Listen, Van, you’re in change here. Let’s run movies for the rest of the night. We’ve been saving those reels to make ’em last. Last for what? Who is it’s going to see those last reels, eh? Let’s see ’em while we can, and look at something other than each other.”

“Sound idea, Connant. I, for one, am quite willing to change things in any way I can.”

“Turn the sound up loud, Dutton. Maybe you can drown out the hymns.” Dwight suggested.

“But don’t,” Powell said softly,” don’t turn off the lights all together.”

“The lights will be out,” snapped Van Wall. “We’ll show all the cartoon movies we have. You won’t mind seeing the old cartoons will you?”

“Goody, goody—a ‘moving pitcher’ show. I’m just in the mood.” Van Wall turned to look at the speaker, a lean, lanky New Englander, by the name of Caldwell. Caldwell was stuffing his pipe slowly, a sour eye cocked up to Van Wall.

The commander was forced to laugh. “O.K., Bart, you win. Maybe we aren’t quite in the mood for Popeye and trick ducks, but its something.”

“Let’s play Classifications,” Caldwell suggested slowly, “or maybe you call it Guggenheim. You draw lines on a piece of paper, and put down classes of things—like animals you know—one for “Hˮ and one for “Uˮ and so on. Like “Humanˮ and “unknownˮ for instance. I think that would be a hell of a lot better game. Classification, I sort of figure, is what we need right now a lot more than movies. Maybe somebody’s got a pencil that we can draw lines with, draw lines between the ‘U’ animals and the ‘H’ animals for instance.”

“McReady’s trying to find that kind of a pencil,ˮ Van Wall answered quietly, “but we’ve got three kinds of animals here, you know. One that begins with “M’. We don’t want any more.”

“Mad ones, you mean. Uh-huh. Dwight, I’ll help you with those pots so we can get our little peep-show going.” Caldwell got up slowly.

Dutton and Barclay and Benning, in charge of the projector and sound mechanism arrangements went about their job silently, while the Ad Building was cleared and the dishes and pans disposed of. McReady drifted over toward Van Wall slowly, and leaned back in the bunk beside him. “I’ve been wondering, Van,ˮ he said with a wry grin, “whether or not to report my ideas in advance. I forgot the ‘U animals’ as Caldwell named it, could read minds. I’ve a vague idea of something that might work. It’s too vague to bother with though. Go ahead with your show, while I try to figure out the logic of the thing. I’ll take this bunk.”

Van Wall glanced up and nodded. The movie screen would be practically on a line with this bunk, hence making the pictures least distracting here, because least intelligible. “Perhaps you should tell us what you have in mind. As it is, only the unknowns know what you plan. You might be—unknown before you got it into operation.”

“Won’t take long, if I get it figured out right. But I don’t want any more all-but-the-test-dog-monsters things. We better move Copper into this bunk directly above me. He won’t be watching the screen either.” McReady nodded toward Copper’s gently snoring bulk. Garry helped them lift and move the doctor.

McReady leaned back against the bunk, and sank into a trance, almost, of concentration, trying to calculate chances, operations, methods. He was scarcely aware as the others distributed themselves silently, and the screen lit up. Vaguely Kinner’s hectic, shouted prayers and his rasping hymn-singing annoyed him until the sound accompaniment started. The lights were turned out, but the large, light-colored areas of the screen reflected enough light for ready visibility. It made men’s eyes sparkle as they moved restlessly. Kinner was still praying, shouting, his voice a raucous accompaniment to the mechanical sound. Dutton stepped up the amplification.

So long had the voice been going on, that only vaguely at first was McReady aware that something seemed missing. Lying as he was, just across the narrow room from the corridor leading to Cosmos House, Kinner’s voice had reached him fairly clearly, despite the sound accompaniment of the pictures. It struck him abruptly that it had stopped.

“Dutton, cut that sound.” McReady called as he sat up abruptly. The pictures flickered a moment, soundless and strangely futile in the sudden deep silence. The rising wind on the surface above bubbled melancholy tears of sound down the stove pipes. “Kinner’s stopped.” Mcready said softly.

“For God’s sake start that sound then; he may have stopped to listen.” Powell snapped.

McReady rose and went down the corridor. Barclay, and Van Wall left their places at the far end of the room to follow him. The flickers bulged and twisted on the back of Barclay’s grey underwear as he crossed the still-functioning beam of the projector. Dutton snapped on the lights, and the pictures vanished.

Powell stood at the door as Van Wall had asked him to. Garry sat quietly in the bunk nearest the door, forcing Dwight to make room for him. Most of the others had stayed exactly where they were. Only Connant walked slowly up and down the room, in steady, unvarying rhythm.

“If you’re going to do that, Connant,” Dwight spat, ”we can get along without you altogether, whether you’re human or not. Will you stop that damned rhythm?”

“Sorry,” The physicist sat down in a bunk, and watched his toes thoughtfully. It was almost five minutes, five ages while the wind made the only sound, before McReady appeared at the door again.

“We,” he announced, ”haven’t enough grief here already. Somebody’s tried to help us out. Kinner has a knife in his throat, which was why he stopped singing, probably. We’ve got monsters, madmen and murderers. Any more ‘M’s you can think of Caldwell? If there are, we’ll probably have ’em before long.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Is Blair loose?” someone asked.

“Blair is not loose—or he flew in. If there’s any doubt about where our gentle helper came from—this may clear it up.” McReady held a foot-long, thin-bladed knife in a cloth. The wooden handle was half-burnt, charred with the peculiar pattern of the top of the galley stove.

Dwight stared at it. “I did that this afternoon. I forgot the damn thing and left it on the stove—”

Van Wall nodded. “I smelled it, if you remember. I knew the knife came from the galley.”

“I wonder,” said Benning looking around at the party warily,” how many more monsters we have? If somebody could slip out of his place, go back of the screen to the galley and then down to Cosmos house and back—he did come back didn’t he? Yes—everybody’s here. Well, if one of the gang could do all that—”

“Maybe a monster did it.” Garry suggested quietly. “There’s that possibility.”

“The monster, as you pointed out today, has only men left to imitate. Would he decrease his—supply, shall we say?” McReady pointed out. “No, we just have a plain, ordinary louse, a murderer to deal with. Ordinarily we’d call him an ‘inhuman murderer’ I suppose, but we have to distinguish now. We have inhuman murderers, and now we have human murderers—or one at least.”

“There’s one less human,” Powell said softly. “Maybe the monsters have the balance of power now—”

“Never mind that,” McReady sighed and turned to Barclay. “Bar, will you get your electric gadget. I’m just going to make certain—”

Barclay turned down the corridor to get the pronged electrocuter, while McReady and Van Wall went back toward Cosmos House. Barclay followed them in some thirty seconds.

The corridor to Comsos House twisted, as did nearly all corridors in Big Magnet, and Powell stood at the entrance again. But they heard, rather muffled, McReady’s sudden shout. There was a savage flurry of blows, dull ch-thunk—shluff sounds. “Bar—Bar—for God’s sake—”And a curious, savage mewing scream, silenced before even Powell had reached the bend.

Kinner—or what had been Kinner, lay on the floor, cut half in two by McReady’s great knife. The meteorologist leaned panting against the wall, the knife dripping red in his hand. Van Wall was stirring vaguely on the floor, moaning, his hand half-consciously rubbing at his jaw. Barclay, a unutterably savage gleam in his eyes, was methodically leaning on the pronged weapon in his hands, jabbing—jabbing—jabbing.

Kinner’s arms had developed a queer, scaly fur, and the flesh had twisted. The fingers had shortened, the hand rounded, the finger-nails become three-inch long things of dull red horn, keened to steel-hard, razor-sharp talons.

McReady raised his head, looked vaguely at the knife in his hand, and dropped it. His laugh was shaky, almost a laugh of relief. “Well, whoever did it can speak up now. He was an inhuman murderer at that—in that he murdered an inhuman. I swear by all that’s holy, Kinner was a lifeless corpse on the floor here when we arrived—but when it found we were going to jab it with the power gadget there—it changed.

“Oh, Lord, those Things can act. My God—sitting in here for hours, mouthing prayers to a God it hated! Shouting hymns in a cracked voice—hymns about a Church it never knew. Driving us mad with its ceaseless howling—

“Well. Speak up, whoever did it. You didn’t know it, but you did the camp a favor. And I want to know how in blazes you got out of that room without anyone seeing you. It might help in guarding ourselves.”

“His screaming—his singing. Even the sound projector couldn’t drown it.” Dwight shivered. “It was a monster.”

“Oh,” said Van Wall in sudden comprehension. “You were sitting right next to the door, weren’t you. And almost behind the projection screen already.”

Dwight nodded dumbly. “He—it’s quiet now. It’s a dead—Mac—your test’s no damn good. It was dead anyway, monster or man, it was dead.”

McReady chuckled softly. “Boys, meet Dwight, the only one we know is human! Meet Dwight, the guy who proves he’s human by trying to commit murder—and failing. Will the rest of you please refrain from trying to prove you’re human for a while? I think we may have another test.”

“A test!” Connant snapped joyfully, then his face sagged in disappointment. “I suppose it’s another either-way-you-want-it.”

“No,” said McReady sharply. “Look sharp and be careful. Come into the Ad Building. Barclay, bring your electrocuter—and, by God, somebody—Button—stand with Barclay to make sure he does it. Watch every neighbor, for by the Hell these monsters came from, I’ve got something, and they know it. They’re going to get dangerous!”

The group tensed abruptly. An air of crushing menace entered into every man’s body, sharply they looked at each other. More keenly than ever before—is that man next to me an inhuman monster?

“What is it?” Garry asked, as they stood again in the main room. “How long will it take?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” said McReady, his voice brittle with angry determination,” but I know it will work, and no two ways about it. It depends on a basic quality of the monsters, not on us. ‘Kinner’ just convinced me.”

“This,” said Barclay hefting the wooden-handled weapon, tipped with its two sharp-pointed, charged conductors, ”is going to be rather necessary, I take it. Is the power plant assured?”

Dutton nodded sharply. “The automatic stoker bin is full. The gas power plant is on stand-by. I set it for the movie operation and—we’ve checked it over rather carefully several times, you know. Anything those wires touch, dies,” he assured them grimly. “I know that.”

Dr. Copper stirred vaguely in his bunk, rubbed his eyes with a fumbling hand. He sat up slowly, blinked eyes blurred widened with an unutterable horror of drug-ridden nightmares with sleep and drugs.

“Garry,” he mumbled, “Garry—listen. Selfish—from hell they came, and hellish shellfish—I mean self—do I?—what do I mean?” He sank back in his bunk and snored softly.

McReady looked at him thoughtfully. “We’ll know presently, my friend,” he nodded slowly, “But selfish is what you mean, all right. You may have thought of that, half-sleeping, dreaming there. I didn’t stop to think what a sweet collection of dreams you might be having—but that’ s all right. Selfish is the word. They must be, you see,” He turned to the men in the cabin, tense, silent men staring with wolfish eyes each at his neighbor. “Selfish, and as Dr. Copper said—every part is a whole, every piece is self-sufficient, an animal in itself.

“That, and one other thing, tell the story. There’s nothing mysterious about blood; it’s just as normal a body tissue as a piece of muscle, or a piece of liver. But it hasn’t so much connective tissue, though it has millions, billions of life-cells.”

McReady’s lips twisted in a wolfish smile. “This is fun, in a way. I’m pretty sure we humans still outnumber you—others. Others standing here. And we have what you, your other-world race, evidently doesn’t. Not an imitated, but a bred-in-the-bone instinct, a driving, unquenchable fire that’s genuine. We’ll fight, fight with a ferocity you may attempt to imitate, but you’ll never equal! We’re human—we’re real—you’re a bunch of imitations, false to the core of your every cell.

“All right. It’s a showdown now. You know—you, with your mind reading, you’ve lifted the idea from my brain—you can’t do a thing about it.

“Standing here—”

“Let it pass. Blood is tissue. They have to bleed, if they don’t bleed when cut, then by God, they’re phoney, phoney from hell! If they bleed—then that blood, separated from them, is an individual—a newly formed individual in its own right, just as they—split, all of them, from one original—are individuals!

“Get it, Van? See the answer, Bar?”

Van Wall laughed very softly. “The blood—the blood will not obey. It’s a new individual, with all the desire to protect its own life that the original—the main mass from which it was split—has. The blood will live—and try to crawl away from a hot needle, say!”

McReady picked up the scalpel from the table. From the cabinet, he took a rack of test-tubes, a tiny alcohol lamp, and a length of platinum wire set in a little glass rod. A grin of piercing satisfaction rode his lips. For a moment he glanced up at those around him. Barclay and Dutton moved toward him slowly, the wooden handled electric instrument alert.

“Dutton,” said McReady, “suppose you stand over there by the splice where you’ve connected that in. Just make sure no—thing pulls it loose.”

Dutton moved away. “Now, Van, suppose you be first on this.”

White-faced, Van Wall stepped forward. With a delicate precision, McReady made a small cut on the man’s thumb. Van Wall winced slightly, then held steady as a half inch of bright blood collected in the tube. McReady put the tube in the rack, gave Van Wall a bit of alum, and indicated the iodine bottle.

Van Wall stood motionlessly watching. McReady heated the platinum wire in the alcohol lamp flame, then dipped it into the tube. It hissed softly. Five times he repeated the test. “Human, I’d say.” McReady sighed, and straightened. “As yet, my theory hasn’t been actually proved—but I have hopes—I have hopes.

“Don’t, by the way, get too damned interested in this. We have with us some unwelcome ones, no doubt. Van, will you relieve Barclay at the switch? Thanks. O.K. Barclay, and may I say I hope you stay with us? You’re a hell of a good guy.”

Barclay grinned uncertainly; winced under the keen edge of the scalpel. Presently, smiling widely, he retrieved his long-handled weapon.

“Mr. Samuel Dutt—Bar!”

The tension was released in that second. Whatever of hell the monsters may have had within them, the men in that instant matched it. Barclay had no chance to move his weapon as a score of men poured down on the Thing that had seemed Dutton. It mewed, and spat, and tried to grow fangs—and was a hundred broken, torn pieces. Without knives, or any weapon save the brute-given strength of a staff of picked men, the Thing was crushed, rent.

Slowly they picked themselves up, their eyes smoldering, very quiet in their motions. A curious wrinkling of their lips betrayed a species of nervousness.

Barclay went over with the electric weapon. Things smoldered and stank; the caustic acid Van Wall dropped on each spilled drop of blood gave off tickling, cough-provoking fumes.

McReady grinned, his eyes alight and dancing. “Maybe,” he said softly, “I underrated man’s abilities when I said nothing human could have the ferocity in the eyes of that Thing we found. I wish we could have the opportunity to treat in a more befitting manner these things we find. Something with boiling oil, or melted lead in it, or maybe slow roasting in the power boiler. When I think what a man Dutton was—

“Never mind. My theory is confirmed by—shall we say by one who knew? Well, Van Wall and Barclay are proven. I think, then, that I’ll try to show you what I already know—that I too, am human.” McReady swished the scalpel in the absolute alcohol, burned it off the metal blade, and cut the base of his thumb expertly.

Twenty seconds later he looked up from the desk at the waiting men. There were more grins out there now, friendly grins, yet withal, something else in the eyes.

“Connant,” McReady laughed softly, “was right. The huskies watching that thing in the corridor bend had nothing on you boys. Wonder why we think only the wolf blood has the right to ferocity? Maybe on spontaneous viciousness a wolf takes tops, but after these seven days—abandon all hope, ye wolves who enter here!

“Maybe we can save some time. Connant, would you step for—”

Again Barclay was too slow. There were more grins, less tensity still, when Barclay and Van Wall finished their work.

Garry spoke in a low, bitter voice. “Connant was one of the finest men we had here—and five minutes ago, I’d have sworn he was. God in Heaven—those damnable Things are more than imitation.” Garry shuddered and sat back in his bunk.

And thirty seconds later, his blood shrank from the hot platinum wire, and struggled to escape the tube, struggled as frantically as a suddenly feral, red-eyed dissolving imitation of Garry struggled to dodge the snake-tongue weapon. Barclay advanced at him, white-faced and sweating. The Thing in the test-tube screamed with a tiny, tinny voice as McReady dropped it into the glowing coal of the galley stove. A wave of foul, stinking smoke puffed up.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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“The last of it?” Dr. Copper looked down from his bunk with blood-shot, saddened eyes. “Fourteen of them—”

McReady nodded shortly. “In some ways—if only we could have permanently prevented their spreading—I’d like to have even the imitations back. Commander Garry—Connant—Dutton—” McReady laughed bitterly. “Even Dwight. Dwight who we thought we knew was human. What in blazes could have been his motive—the monster’s motive?”

Copper shook his head slowly. “I’m too headachy. What theory did you have?”

“Van Wall suggested more selfishness—and too good imitation. Perhaps, imitating Dwight so exactly, it felt his feelings. In the background, was the selfishness that each, though part of one original, was yet an entire individual, with its own individual ambitions. The ambition to reproduce. By ‘killing’ Kinner, it forced the other monster to assume an inactive role, finally it turned out, killed it. Forcing it to inactivity, would have given ‘Dwight’ more freedom to operate.”

“Where are they taking those—things?” Copper nodded to the stretcher Barclay and Powell were carrying out.

“Outside. Outside on the ice, where they’ve got fifteen smashed crates, half a ton of coal, and presently will add 10 gallons of kerosene. We’ve dumped acid on every spilled drop, every torn fragment. We’re going to incinerate those.”

“Sounds like a good play.” Copper nodded wearily. “I wonder, you haven’t said whether Blair—”

McReady started. “We forgot him! We had so much else! I wonder—do you suppose we can cure him now?”

“If—” began Dr. Copper, and stopped meaningfully.

McReady started a second time. “Even a madman. It imitated Kinner and his praying hysteria—” McReady turned toward Van Wall at the long table. “Van—we’ve got to make an expedition to Blair’s shack.”

Van looked up sharply, the frown of worry faded for an instant in surprised remembrance. Then he rose, nodding. “Barclay better go along. He applied the lashings, and may figure how to get in without frightening Blair too much.”

Three quarters of an hour, through -37° cold, while the Aurora curtains bellied overhead. The twilight was nearly 12 hours long, flaming in the north, on snow like white, crystalline sand under their skis. A 15 mile wind piled it in drift-lines pointing off to the north-west. Three quarters of an hour to reach the snow-buried shack. No smoke came from the little stack, and the men hastened.

“Blair!” Barclay roared into the wind when he was still a hundred yards away. “Blair!”

“Shut up,” said McReady softly, “And hurry. He may be trying a lone hike. If we have to go after him—no planes, the tractors disabled—”

“Would a monster have the stamina a man has?”

“A broken leg wouldn’t stop it for more than a minute.” McReady pointed out.

Barclay gasped suddenly and pointed aloft. Dim in the twilit sky, a winged thing circled in curves of indescribable grace and ease. Great white wings tipped gently, and the bird swept over them in silent curiosity.

“Albatross—” Barclay said softly. “First of the season, and wandering way inland for some reason. If a monster’s loose—”

Powell bent down on the ice and tore hurriedly at his heavy windproof clothing. He straightened, his coat flapping open, a grim blue-metaled weapon in his hand. It roared a challenge to the white silence of Antarctica.

The thing in the air screamed hoarsely. Its great wings worked frantically as a dozen feathers floated down from its tail. Powell fired again. The bird was moving swiftly now, but in an almost straight line of retreat. It screamed again, more feathers dropped, and with beating wings it soared behind a ridge of pressure ice, to vanish.

Powell hurried after the others. “It won’t—come back.” he panted.

Barclay cautioned him to silence, pointing. A curiously, fiercely blue light beat out from the cracks of the shack’s door. A very low, soft humming sounded inside, a low, soft humming and a clink and click of tools, the very sounds somehow bearing a message of frantic haste.

McReady’s face paled. “God help us if that Thing has—” He grabbed Barclay’s shoulder, and made snipping motions with his fingers, pointing toward the lacing of control-cables that held the door.

Barclay drew the wire-cutters from his pocket, and kneeled soundlessly at the door. The snap and twang of cut wires made an unbearable racket in the utter quiet of the Antarctic hush. There was only that strange, sweetly soft hum from within the shack, and the queerly, hectically clipped clicking and rattling of tools to drown their noises—

McReady peered through a crack in the door. His breath sucked in huskily and his fingers clamped cruelly on Barclay’s shoulder. The meteorologist backed down. “It isn’t,” he explained very softly, ”Blair. It’s kneeling on something on the bunk—something that keeps lifting. Whatever it’s working on is a thing like a knapsack—and it lifts.”

“All at once,” Barclay said grimly. “No, Powell, hang back, and get that iron of yours out. It may have—weapons.”

Together Barclay’s powerful body and McReady’s lean strength struck the door. Inside, the bunk jammed against the door screeched madly, and crackled into kindling. The door flung down from broken hinges, the patched lumber of the doorpost dropping inward.

Like a blue-rubber ball, a Thing bounced up. One of its four tentacle-like arms looped out like a striking snake; in a seven-tentacled hand was a six-inch pencil of winking, shining metal that glinted and swung upward to face them. Its line-thin lips twitched back from snake-fangs in a grin of hate, red eyes blazing.

Powell’s revolver thundered in the confined space. The hate-washed face twitched in agony, the looping tentacle snatched back, the silvery thing in its hand a smashed ruin of metal, the seven-tentacled hand a mass of mangled flesh oozing greenish-yellow ichor. The revolver thundered three times more, dark holes drilled each of the three eyes before Powell hurled the empty weapon against its face.

The Thing screamed in feral hate, a lashing tentacle wiping at blinded eyes. For a moment it crawled on the floor, savage tentacles lashing out, the body twitching. Then it staggered up again, blinded eyes working, boiling hideously, the crushed flesh sloughing away in sodden gobbets.

Barclay lurched to his feet and dove forward with an ice axe. The flat of the weighty blade crushed against the side of the head. Again the unkillable monster went down. The tentacles lashed out, and suddenly Barclay fell to his feet in the grip of a living, livid rope. The rope dissolved as he held it, becoming a white-hot band that burned the flesh of his hands like living fire. Frantically he tore the stuff from him, held his hands where they could not be reached. The blind Thing felt and ripped at the tough, heavy wind-proof cloth, seeking flesh—flesh it could convert—

The huge blowtorch McReady had brought coughed solemnly. Abruptly it rumbled disapproval throatily. Then it laughed gurglingly, and thrust out a blue-white three-foot tongue. The Thing on the floor shrieked, flailed out blindly with tentacles that writhed and withered in the bubbling wrath of the blowtorch. It crawled and turned on the floor, it shrieked and hobbled madly, but always McReady held the blowtorch on the face, the dead eyes burning and bubbling uselessly. Frantically the Thing crawled and howled.

A tentacle sprouted a savage talon—and crisped in the flame. Steadily McReady moved with a planned, grim campaign. Helpless, maddened, the Thing retreated from the guttering torch, the caressing, licking tongue. For a moment it rebelled, squalling in inhuman hatred at the touch of the icy snow. Then it fell back before the charring breath of the torch, the stench of its flesh bathing it. Hopelessly it retreated—on and on across the Antarctic snow. The bitter wind swept over it, twisting the torch tongue; vainly it flopped, a trail of oily, stinking smoke bubbling away from it—

McReady walked back toward the shack silently. Barclay met him at the door. “No more?” the meteorologist asked grimly.

Barclay shook his head. “No more. It didn’t split?”

“It had other things to think about,” McReady assured him. “When I left it, it was a glowing coal. What was it doing?”

Barclay laughed shortly. “Wise boys, we are. Smash magnetos, so planes won’t work. Rip the boiler tubing out of the tractors. And leave that Thing alone for a week in this shack, alone and undisturbed.”

McReady looked in at the shack more carefully. The air, despite the ripped door, was hot and humid. On a table at the far end of the room rested a mass of coiled wires and small magnets, glass tubes and radio tubes. At the center, a block of rough stone rested. From the center of the block came the light that flooded the place, the fiercely blue light bluer than the glare of an electric arc, and from it came the sweetly soft hum. Off to one side was another mechanism of crystal glass, blown with an incredible neatness and delicacy, metal plates and a queer, shimmery sphere of insubstantiality.

“What is that?” McReady moved nearer.

Barclay grunted. “Leave it for Vane and Norris. But I can guess pretty well that’s atomic power. That stuff to the left—that’s a neat little thing for doing what we’ve been trying to do with 100-ton cyclotrons and so forth. It separates neutrons from heavy water, which he was getting from the surrounding ice.”

“Where did he get all—oh. Of course. A monster couldn’t be locked in—or out. He’s been through the apparatus caches.” McReady stared at the apparatus. “God, what minds that race must have—”

“The shimmery sphere—I think it’s a sphere of pure force. Neutrons can pass through any matter, and he wanted a supply, a reservoir of neutrons. Just project neutrons against silica—calcium—beryllium—almost anything, and the atomic energy is released. That thing is the atomic generator.”

Powell tucked a thermometer into his coat. “It’s 120° in here now, despite the open door. Our clothes have kept the heat out to an extent, but I’m sweating now.”

Barclay nodded. “The light’s cold. I found that. But it gives off heat to warm the place through that coil. He had all the power in the world, he could keep it warm and pleasant, as his race thought of warmth and pleasantness. Did you notice the light, the color of it?”

McReady nodded. “Beyond the stars is the answer. From beyond the stars, from a hotter planet that circled a brighter, bluer sun they came.” McReady glanced out the door toward the blasted, smoke-stained trail that flopped and wandered blindly off across the drift. “There won’t be any more coming, I guess. Sheer accident it landed here. What in God’s name did it do all that for?” He nodded toward the apparatus.

Barclay laughed softly. “Did you notice what it was working on when we came? Look.” He pointed toward the ceiling of the shack.

Like a knapsack made of flattened coffee-tins, with dangling cloth straps and leather belts, the mechanism clung to the ceiling. A tiny, glaring heart of supernal flame burned in it, yet burned through the ceiling’s wood without scorching it. Barclay walked over to it, grasped two of the dangling straps in his hands, and pulled it down by an effort. He strapped it about his body. A slight jump carried him in a weirdly slow arc across the room.

“Anti-gravity,” said Powell softly.”

“Anti-gravity,” Barclay nodded. “Yeah, we had ’em stopped, with no planes, and no birds. The birds hadn’t come—but they had coffee-tins and radio parts, and glass and the machine shop at night. And a week—a whole week all to itself. America in a single jump—with anti-gravity powered by the atomic energy of matter.

“We had ’em stopped. Another half hour—it was just tightening these straps on the device so it could wear it—another half hour, and we’d have stayed in Antarctica, and shot down any moving thing that came from the rest of the world.”

“The Albatross—” Powell said softly. “Do you suppose—”

“With this thing almost finished—with that death weapon it held in its hand?”

“No, by the grace of God, who evidently does hear very well, even down here, and the margin of half an hour, we keep our world, and the planets of the system too. Anti-gravity, you know, and atomic power. Because They came from another sun, a star beyond the stars, They came from a world with a bluer sun.”


PREVIEW OF THE SEQUEL

What follows is a preview of the next work to feature the Thing (or, in this case, Things). It’s a novel-length book with a tentative working title of The Things from Another World (assuming we can get the rights to use it!) which is, of course, a nod to the Howard Hawks film, The Thing from Another World. It is an attempt to build upon John W. Campbell’s world and creations, while remaining 100% true to the source material—in this case, both the novella “Who Goes There?” and Frozen Hell.

I hope you enjoy the beginning of the story and will return when the full work is finished.

—John Gregory Betancourt

Author of the sequel

 


PROLOGUE

The Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

General Artemis Wu bellowed for his secretary. But instead of Lieutenant Kirby, Colonel Bloch entered his office, shut the door, and quietly approached his desk. Bloch, with his beak of a nose and watery brown eyes that seemed to look through rather than at you, had never impressed the general as anything more than a pencil-pusher, the tiniest of cogs in the U.S. military machine. He was the sort of bland little career officer who rose slowly but steadily through the ranks, competent at every level but no more than that.

“Sir,” Bloch said. His face remained stony.

“I assume from your presence here,” said Wu, gazing at him over the black frames of his glasses, “that you are responsible for this?” He thumped a stack of papers with a blunt index finger.

Typed on thin, age-yellowed paper, with a rusting staple in one corner, the report—dated October 29, 1938, and bearing the faded rubber-stamp marks of a dozen government agencies, plus a bright red CLASSIFIED across the top—clearly had been written by someone either crazy, on drugs, or both. A UFO buried in the ice in Antarctica…conveniently blown up, so no evidence remained? A telepathic monster that could absorb—and assume the shape of—any creature it encountered…also conveniently destroyed? Ridiculous.

“If you will allow me to explain—”

“Explain what? How LSD made it to a military base in Antarctica? How some wise-ass wannabe sci-fi writer put his wet dreams down in a report for a lark? I’m less than a year from retirement, Colonel. I don’t have time for games.” He threw the report at Bloch, who caught it. “Get out.”

“They found a second one, sir.”

Wu paused. “A second what?”

“Spaceship. In Antarctica. In the ice.” Col. Bloch stepped forward and held out a manilla folder. “The details are in here. I wanted you to see the original report first, to prepare you for this one.”

The general snorted, but accepted the new folder. Could it be real? Bloch had never struck him as the least bit imaginative. And his secretary, Kirby, didn’t have the balls to prank him.

Wu adjusted his glasses, opened the folder, and studied the satellite photograph on top. Antarctica, clearly. It had a geological map overlay, and an area two hundred miles east of the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station had been circled in red. He flipped forward. More photographs. A dark shape deep in the ice, estimated—according to notations in the corner—at 148 feet long and 51 feet at its widest. Sonar imaging showed a featureless oval. Thermal imaging showed nothing—the object was as cold as the surrounding glacier. Then came charts with technical calculations that he couldn’t follow. A report on a core sample of the ice around the vessel finished up, dating it back almost 19 million years.

“If this is some kind of joke—” Wu began.

“No, sir. Never.” Bloch actually sounded offended.

General Wu took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes. A year from retirement, and this had to fall into his lap. For now, he had to assume the report was true. And if it wasn’t, God help Bloch, Kirby, and everyone else involved.

“How many people have seen this new report?” he asked.

“Eight, sir. Three on my staff, four on the survey team. I am the eighth. You make nine.”

Eight. Too many to keep a secret for long.

“Has anything leaked out?”

“Not yet, sir. The survey team first reported it as a meteorite. Now they’re not so sure. They are requesting confirmation from CalTech and NASA.”

“A meteorite,” Wu said. That sounded plausible. “Get NASA to confirm it. Just a freak of nature.”

“Yes, sir.”

The general held out his hand. “Give me that 1938 report again.”

Bloch returned it to him, and Wu stuck it in the manilla folder with the new report. He’d go through them both again after lunch.

“Why haven’t I seen that 1938 report before?” he asked. It should have been in the officers’ “funny file,” which got passed around at meetings and parties.

“It was…misfiled, sir. Only came to light six months ago, during a records sweep under the Freedom of Information Act. It was a week short of being released…” His voice trailed off.

The general snorted. It figured. Damned reporters were all trying to release everything under the Freedom of Information Act. Good thing it hadn’t gotten out. What a field day UFO nuts would have had. For once, luck was on their side.

“How long does it take to get to Antarctica from here?” he mused.

“I’m…not sure, sir. Three or four days, I would imagine. It’s high summer in Antarctica, so conditions are optimal for travel.”

“Find out.” Wu studied his fingernails. “Arrange whatever transportation we need. I want to see this thing for myself. You will join me, along with every member of your staff who knows about it. This must be contained. And lock down that survey team. Get them on our payroll. I don’t want them communicating with anyone other than you and me…as a matter of national security. There should be enough money left in the discretionary expense fund to cover whatever it takes to buy their services.”

“Sir.” Bloch saluted and hurried out.

Antarctica.… Wu sighed and picked up the 1938 report. His wife would not be happy.

But if it’s real…


CHAPTER ONE

Army Corps of Engineers

Special Operations Base, Antarctica

“I didn’t sign up for this,” groaned Pete Garvin, throwing down his pickaxe and twisting first left, then right to stretch out his back and shoulder muscles. “Three months of digging, and all I’ve got are pains where I didn’t know I had muscles.”

“You and me both, brother,” said Clay Washington. A burly African-American, he had been—until three months ago—head of the Antarctic Geo-survey Team, as well as Garvin’s boss. They had both signed on with General Wu’s team, helping to dig down through the glacier toward their discovery—whatever it turned out to be. A meteor? A spaceship? A frozen dinosaur whale (one of the wilder theories)? One guess was as good as another at this point.

He turned and gazed up the ice tunnel. Fifteen feet wide, ten feet high, with steel brace beams every six feet, it seemed to stretch to infinity, though he knew it only ran six-hundred feet to a switchback. The tunnel turned there, ran almost seven hundred more feet, and switchbacked again, before you finally reached the surface, with its semi-permanent buildings surrounding the tunnel mouth.

Arc lights and space heaters set every thirty feet ran the entire length. Between the lights, heaters, and the heavy digging equipment a hundred feet farther down, the tunnel temperature sometimes soared to a toasty 30°, though mostly it lingered at 28°. A series of wall-mounted fans hummed like a swarm of killer bees, circulating the air but doing little to relieve the months-old stench of human sweat and motor oil and exhaust fumes.

Pete sat on an outcropping of ice, sucking in huge gulps of air. For a minute he paused to watch men with jackhammers attacking the wall of ice at the end of the tunnel. Ice-dust and ice-chips flew. He and Clay had what the others called “easy work”—smoothing out the roughest parts of the walls so the mini-bulldozers and the golf carts could pass each other in the tunnel with comfortable safety.

The glacial ice grew harder the deeper they penetrated. We’re measuring progress by the foot, he told himself. Even so, progress was steady.

A string of curses erupted behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at the team of Army engineers, struggling to reinforce a set of steel girders that had begun to buckle. No one wanted the tunnel to collapse before they reached their goal.

The clatter of the jackhammers abruptly ceased. Pete turned his attention back to the men who had been working on the wall. The mini-bulldozer roared to life, zipped over, and began scooping up debris. It would ferry everything up to the surface and dump it a hundred feet from camp.

We must be getting close, Pete thought. He squinted at the rough wall of ice at the end of the tunnel. How much farther? The Army Corps of Engineers had designed a gently sloping down-ramp, and the team had turned the final corner two weeks ago. It should be smooth sailing the rest of the way.

Excited shouts rose from the men by the bulldozer. The driver cut its motor and climbed down from the cab. Everyone gathered in a circle.

Clay craned his neck. “I think they found something.”

“Come on, let’s take a look.” Without waiting for a reply, Pete rose and trotted down the grade to where men now gathered in front of the bulldozer’s shovel. Finally something to break the monotony of digging.

Clay fell in step beside him.

“—better call the General,” Corporal Menendez was saying, as they joined the circle corps workers. She was in charge of this work shift. “He’s going to want to see it.”

“He flew to the South Pole station this morning,” someone said.

“Radio him. Hammond, take care of it.”

“Yes, Corporal.” Hammond trotted over to a golf cart, got in, and zipped up the tunnel.

Pete stared down at a broken-off blade of metal jutting from a chunk of ice as big as a man’s torso. Under the bright arc lights, the blade gleamed silver. One side curved at a mathematically precise angle. Part of something round?

“That looks machined,” he said.

“Yeah,” Menendez said. “Definitely machined.”

Pete tried to visualize it whole. It might have been eight or ten feet across.

“Give me your pick, Smitty,” Menendez said.

Pete held his breath as Menendez knelt, accepted a hand-pick from one of the other engineers, and struck the block of ice as hard as she could—once, twice, a third time. Chips flew. Finally, with a sound like cracking knuckles, the block split in half.

Menendez dug gloved fingers into the gap and flipped the two halves apart, revealing more of the blade. The curved section extended another foot, then ended in jagged, twisted metal. Using the pointed end of the hand-pick, she pried it loose.

Standing, Menendez turned the blade over, examining it carefully,

“Well?” Pete finally demanded.

“I’ve seen damage like this in war zones. There must have been an explosion—a big one.” She looked up. “There’s probably wreckage all through the ice. But the weird thing…” She paused, swallowed hard. “The weird thing is, it feels like it doesn’t weigh anything at all. Look!”

She dropped it—but instead of thudding to the ground, the metal settled slowly, like a feather drifting to earth. She picked it up and passed it to the next man, who repeated the experiment.

So it went around the circle. Pete got it last, after Clay—and just like Menendez had said, it felt like it weighed nothing at all in his hands. But it was strong and hard and cold. He couldn’t bend it.

He returned it to Menendez, who hefted it, then used the blade of her hand-pick to try to scratch it. Other than a blood-chilling scree-ee-ee, her efforts had no effect.

“Not even a scratch,” she murmured.

Silence fell. Everyone stared—at the corporal, at the broken blade of metal, at each other.

Pete asked, feeling his heart skip a beat, “Is it man-made?”

“Not…man,” said Menendez slowly. “This is nothing I’ve ever seen before. Like nothing on our planet.”

Pete barely contained a whoop of triumph. Not a meteorite. Not a frozen giant whale. It had to be a spaceship!

He slapped Clay on the back. “It’s real, man! We found aliens! We’re gonna be famous!”

Then suddenly everyone was talking at once—babbling about aliens, spaceships, the piece of metal.

“Quiet down, quiet down!” Menendez yelled. Silence fell like a switch had been thrown. “We don’t know anything at this point. It’s just a piece of metal—nothing else. Don’t get ahead of yourselves.”

“Are there more pieces?” Pete asked.

“There have to be,” Menendez said. “It must be part of a debris field.” She gestured at the wall. “Everyone—spread out and look.”

Her men began unclipping flashlights from their belts. Pete remembered that he had one, too, and fumbled it out. The engineers pressed the lenses against the wall, playing the beams through the ice, casting weird shadows that bounced from fracture mark to fracture mark.

“I’ve got something!” one man called.

“Me too!” said another. “Looks like more metal.”

“And here!” Clay shouted.

Six inches into the wall, Pete’s beam came to rest on something large and dark. He squinted. What was it? Not metal. A strange, black, vaguely fuzzy outline of…something.

He slid the beam up, around a shoulder-like curve, to what might have been a head…and then up and over to a single red eye, frozen open, that glared out at him from the depths of the ice.


CHAPTER TWO

Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station

Antarctica

Welcome to Hell, Jason Cosgrove thought.

A biting late-summer wind swept across the Antarctic Plain and hissed through the buildings of the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station. According to the pilot of the airplane that had just dropped him off, local temperature was a balmy 12° Fahrenheit. Jason already felt a chill penetrating his coat, sweatshirt, and T-shirt. Three layers weren’t nearly enough.

Around him, the wind made a faint, whispery sound somewhere between the screech of fingernails on slate and the hiss of snake-scales on glass, broken only by an occasional shout from the direction of the plane. Twelve different national flags, planted in front of the station’s main building, snapped and cracked like whips. A few stray snowflakes swirled down from a leaden sky.

Jason dropped his two overstuffed satchels onto hard-packed snow, turned from the Basler BT-67 that had shuttled him here from Christchurch, via McMurdo Station, and stared out across what seemed an endless expanse of white. Only a lone black windsock and what looked like a couple of distant storage sheds broke the unending white of the landscape. An old joke popped into his head: What’s white and white and white? A polar bear eating ice cream in a snowstorm.

He snorted and rubbed his eyes. Too long without sleep. He hadn’t even gotten the usual layover in Christchurch. Now he was getting punchy.

A thousand miles of ice-desert stretched in every direction. Pictures online didn’t prepare you for it. The huge, unending bleakness of it all. Even the sky seemed faded and dull by New York standards. The true ass-end of the Earth.

Shouldn’t there have been someone waiting to meet him? He glanced back at the sleek mid-sized plane that had disgorged him minutes before. Its props still turned with a steady whump-whump-whump, as men and women in parkas bustled around the open door in its side. Supplies out, baggage in. And people. There had to be thirty-five or forty scientists and researchers waiting to board. Going back to civilization before the six-month-long Antarctic night overtook the Amundsen-Scott Station. He alone had gotten off.

He turned toward the low sun, white as the snow and dazzling without the haze of pollution to filter it. Only a few more days until the sun dipped below the horizon, dropping the temperature and cutting off all the Antarctic bases from the outside world until spring.

“Dr. Cosgrove?” a man’s voice called from his right.

Jason turned, eyebrows rising. “Here!” he called.

A tall, stocky man with a scraggly black beard jogged toward him. Unruly curls stuck out from under a green stocking cap, and he wore a puffy red coat zipped to the neck. He thrust out a gloved hand, which Jason took. The fellow had a crushing grip.

“I am Milos Pappas.” He pronounced it MEE-los PAH-pahs. His breath puffed visibly in the air. “I am the chief greeter for the station, and also dinner cook. Very pleased to meet you, Doctor,” he said.

“Call me Jase,” Jason said. Everyone did.

“Jase, yes. I trust your journey was good?”

Jason tried to laugh, but the sound came out like a crazy bark. He bit it off.

“No,” he said, “everything was horrible. I hate to fly, and I’m here under protest. I’ve had maybe two hours of sleep in the last three days. I’ve been bullied into this, and—”

Milos raised his hands. “Not me! I am—how you say—only the messager?”

“Messenger. Sorry.” Jason took a deep breath and looked away. Hold it together. Just a few more minutes… “I don’t like having to run to Antarctica to fight for my grant money.”

“Fight?”

“I was told the funding for my research project might be pulled if I didn’t get here within 36 hours to argue my case. Twenty million dollars for Asteroid Belt mining, gone—like that!” He snapped his fingers. “And no explanation why.”

Milos shook his head. “Yes, the newcomers, they are—what is your word? Intense?”

“The newcomers?”

He nodded. “They do not wear uniforms, but we know they are American military, all very top-secret hush-hush. They are here for maybe two months. Why the secrecy? I do not know, but all make guesses. One guess, it says they are excited for a meteor in the ice. Another guess, it says they are finding vast new oil fields. Me? I cook the food. Too many questions get you only trouble.”

“Or save your life,” Jase said.

Milos considered, then shrugged. His gaze dropped to the bags at Jason’s feet. “This is all you are bringing?”

“I didn’t have much time to pack.”

“I shall help you get the right stuff later. Plenty of everything, with the main season over. But first, the big-dog newcomers wait for you.” He grabbed both bags, turned, and lumbered for the main building. “This way, my friend!”

* * * *

Jason found himself hustled through a series of hallways. It might be the end of the research season, but the base still hummed with activity. He passed rooms full of people and equipment of every variety imaginable, a cafeteria with a dozen tables, and an empty rec-room with a ping pong table, a pool table, and a jukebox. At last they reached a small conference room. There, two men with laptops worked side by side. They broke off their discussion as Milos swept in and dropped Jason’s bags in a corner.

When the man on the right stood, Jason recognized him—Colonel Franklin Bloch. With his hawk nose, steel-gray hair, and coolly aloof gaze, Bloch made a lasting impression. He had been the one who Skyped Jason, informing him that his funding was under review and would likely be cut off if he didn’t drop everything and get to Antarctica on the next plane. Or series of five planes, as it turned out.

The other man was of Asian descent—Chinese, Jase guessed, from his high cheek bones—and wore thick glasses with black plastic frames. His shaved head made guessing his age difficult, but he had the look of a man who had seen a lot of action over the years. He had also been on that video call. He hadn’t spoken a word, though, just studied Jase across the video link like a shark picking out its next meal.

“A pleasure to meet you in person, Dr. Cosgrove.” Giving a forced smile, Bloch came around the table and extended his hand.

Jase shook it, and found it disturbingly limp and moist, like shaking hands with a mushroom. He had to make a conscious effort not to wipe his palm off on his pants.

“I’m here. What’s this about my funding?”

“Sit down, Jase,” Milos said cheerfully. “I shall get you coffee?”

Jase glanced over, hesitated, then nodded. He could use the caffeine. “Thanks. Black, please.”

Milos glanced at the other two. “For you also?”

Both shook their heads. Milos headed for a Keurig machine on a table against the wall and began pushing buttons and fumbling with k-cups and mugs.

Bloch said, “This is Artemis Wu. He’s chairman of the Armed Forces Research Grants Committee.”

“But I thought everything was settled,” Jason said, looking at Wu. “My project was approved and funded six months ago. Why make me drop everything and rush out here?”

“Two reasons,” Wu said, “First, I require the services of the premiere metallurgist in the world. Second, time is a factor. The weather is about to change, and I needed you here before it does.”

Jason snorted. “If you want the best metallurgist in the world, you picked the wrong guy. You want Nick Armstrong—”

“Dr. Armstrong died five days ago,” Bloch cut in.

Jason stared at him. “That’s not possible. He’s barely 40—”

“Suicide,” Wu said, studying his fingernails. “The Antarctic…did not agree with him.”

“No way!” Jason’s legs felt weak. He had known Nick for the better part of two decades. They’d gone to M.I.T. together, gone to class together, partied together, worked off and on together over the years. Sure, Nick liked to drink…liked it a little too much, sometimes. But suicide? It seemed impossible.

Gulping, he sank down in the chair. Nick…dead. They’d talked only a few months ago.

Then he realized what Wu had said. The Antarctic didn’t agree with him.

“Nick was here?” he asked, looking up.

“Yes. You must finish his work.”

Bloch returned to his chair, took a sheet of paper from a manilla folder, and slid it across the table. He followed it with a silver Cross pen.

“Sign at the bottom,” he said, “and we’ll get moving.”

“Black coffee,” Milos said. He set a mug—WORLD’S BEST DAD! it proclaimed in big red letters—in front of Jason, then left, closing the door.

Slowly Jason picked up the paper. It was a nondisclosure agreement. He’d signed a couple of them in the past, when he’d done corporate research, but this one struck him as exceptionally draconian. Matters of national security…prison and a multi-million-dollar fine if he so much as shared the project name.… Crazy, all of it!

He shoved the paper away. “I can’t sign this!”

“It is, of course, your choice,” Bloch said, “but I strongly recommend it.”

“Or you’ll cut my funding.”

Bloch shook his head, smiled. “I only said that to get you here.” He spread his hands apologetically. “Mining the Asteroid Belt is a good idea. It’s necessary if our space program is to thrive. But you’re still in the early planning stages, and your associates will manage until your return. You can speak to them every day by secure sat-link, if you like. We have a far bigger project, one of immediate global importance, and we need your help now. Once you have the details, I’m certain you will agree that it takes precedence over everything else. Including asteroid mining. In fact, I guarantee it.”

Jason snorted. “There must be a dozen others available who would do as good a job.”

Artemis Wu spoke for the first time. “No false modesty, Doctor. I only work with the best. And now that’s you.”

“Forget it,” Jason said. He shoved his chair back and stood. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a plane to catch.”

“Ah…about the plane,” Bloch said. “Bad news, I’m afraid. The one that brought you here is full for the outbound flight. We’ll get you the next available seat, of course. Unfortunately, as you know, there are no commercial flights from this base, and passengers leave as space allows. There is only one more flight scheduled this season, and I hear it’s also fully booked. A spot for you might open up in the spring…by fall at the very latest. But look on the bright side. I understand you get a medal and a certificate from the station for wintering here. And possibly a tee-shirt.”

“Or,” said Wu, “you can join my team, be well compensated for your time, and do your country a service. A vital service.”

Jason stared at him. “That’s blackmail.”

Wu smiled his shark smile. “No, Doctor. A job offer. And as a goodwill gesture, you have my word that I will continue to throw my support behind your asteroid mining project when you return to it. You will find me a valuable ally.”

Ally. Not friend. Did Wu have friends?

“Can you tell me anything about Nick’s work?” Jason asked. “What was he doing?”

“It’s classified.” Bloch said.

I can’t believe they’re doing this, Jason thought. The bottom seemed to be dropping out of his stomach. I can’t believe they’re going to strand me here, whether I want to work for them or not.

Wu leaned forward and set something the size of a walnut on the table. It was made of a silvery metal. One side had bubbled and melted; it had been exposed to very high temperatures.

“What do you think of it?” Wu asked.

Jason reached out and touched it with his fingertips. Cool and hard, it had an almost greasy texture. He picked it up—and gasped. It was feather-light, far lighter than aluminum, or any other metal he knew of.

“Where did you get this?” he demanded. He met Wu’s cool, steady gaze. “What is it?”

“You must sign the nondisclosure agreement first,” Bloch said. He twitched it forward again.

Jason took a deep breath. What would he be getting himself into? What had Nick been working on? What was this metal, and where had it come from?

For a heartbeat, he stared down at the paper, then picked it up and read it a second time, slowly and carefully. The terms hadn’t improved. But as the general said, it did specify compensation…twenty thousand per month, for the duration of his involvement with the project. It guaranteed six months of work, plus an option to extend employment for another six months by mutual agreement. It meant wintering here. But if Wu meant to keep him here, anyway…

Idly, he rubbed his thumb across the lump of strange, silvery, light-as-air metal. Metal like nothing he had ever seen or heard of before. Nick must have been working on it.

It was the discovery of a lifetime. The possible uses in aircraft—in spaceships—even for his own asteroid-mining project—stretched before him.

If it could be mass-produced, it would change the world.

He bit his lip. He had to be part of it.

He signed.


CHAPTER THREE

En Route to Army Corps of Engineers

Special Operations Base, Antarctica

On the two-hour helicopter trip from the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station to the Army base, Jason barely noticed Wu and Bloch’s presence. The general sat up front, next to the pilot. Bloch sat in the seat next to Jason, typing fast on a small laptop computer.

“Reports,” the colonel told him, voice tinny and distant in the headphones.

Jason barely nodded. He was already pawing through a satchel stuffed with Nick’s papers—scribbled notes, field reports, test results—trying to make sense of the work.

From what he could tell, Nick had made almost no progress. Clearly the Antarctic had gotten to him. His journal spent as much time complaining about migraine headaches and night-terrors as it did documenting tests on the metal fragments. The journal painted the picture of a man slowly falling apart under immense stress and close confinement. Worse, no one at the base had recognized danger signs until Nick hanged himself.

And the metal… It defied analyses on so many levels, at least with the tools available at the army base. He knew more about what it wasn’t than what it was.

Non-radioactive.

Non-conductive.

Acids had no effect.

The most interesting results came when he used a small foundry to discover its thermal properties. It melted at 1,180 degrees—roughly 300 degrees more than zinc, but 40 degrees less than aluminum. Given those properties, it shouldn’t have been harder than steel.

Then, against all logic, it burned explosively at 1,640 degrees.

He dug out a pen and scribbled a few notes in the margins of Nick’s journal, double-checking all the calculations. The energy output seemed to violate Hess’s Law governing constant heat summation. That, or Nick had made a series of gross mistakes and miscalculations. And that wasn’t like Nick.

He sat back, staring at the calculations, trying to wrap his mind around the implications. Could Hess’s Law be wrong?

He jumped when Col. Bloch’s voice broke in on his thoughts:

“Dr. Armstrong got that same look the first time he tried to analyze the metal.”

“There must be a mistake somewhere,” Jason said, turning to meet his gaze. “The math is wrong.”

“Or we don’t understand how the universe really works.”

Bloch cleared his throat, then proceeded to explain about the object found in glacial ice. “We suspect it to be a 19-million-year-old spaceship,” he said flatly.

“A…spaceship?” Nick started to laugh, but Bloch didn’t seem to be joking.

“This is the second one we’ve found,” the colonel said.

“No shit?”

“Scout’s honor.” He held up three fingers. “A research station found the first one in 1938. They accidentally blew it up when they tried to melt the ice with thermite.”

“That was a monumental bit of stupidity. Thermite burns at more than 4,000 degrees.”

Bloch nodded. “It was a different age. They weren’t prepared the way we are.”

“How come word never got out?”

“Hard to prove, when you’ve blown up the evidence.”

True. “Tell me about the metal.”

“We have a team from the Army Corps of Engineers tunneling down to the spaceship. They have been passing through a debris field—it’s mostly rock and dirt thrown up by the crash impact. But they found a few lumps of this super-light metal.”

Jason rifled through the journal pages. “Nick destroyed…let’s see…two of the fragments during testing, when they caught fire in his lab. How many others are there?”

“Four more.”

General Wu broke in, voice tinny over the earphones. “News from the base. The tunnel has entered a larger debris field.” He turned in the front seat and faced Jason for the first time since they had left the Amundsen-Scott Station. “They have made several new discoveries that will interest you.”

Jason leaned forward. “More of this metal?” he asked.

“Much larger pieces, yes.”

“Great.” They needed decent samples. “You have to get one to a lab with a scanning electron microscope, and I need an X-ray fluorescence spectrometer.”

“Yes. I believe Dr. Armstrong ordered one of those X-ray things shortly before his death. It hasn’t arrived yet.”

“Put a rush on it. I need an elemental analysis of the metal. Given the properties, it might even contain exotic matter with negative mass…or something even bigger.” Jason paged back through the journal, looking for a passage he’d read half an hour before. “Nick thought there might be something screwy with it on the molecular level. Some sort of forced bond that shouldn’t occur—can’t occur—in nature.” He looked up. “This is important. If we can replicate this metal, it will change everything in the world, from toasters to airplanes. You have to send it out for analysis immediately.”

There was a sharp click on the audiochannel, and the general faced forward again. Jason could see him talking, but couldn’t hear anything over the roar of the ’copter’s rotors.

Bloch had heard him, though, and shook his head. “Negative. The general doesn’t want word leaking out. See what you can do on site.”

“These notes complain over and over that facilities are inadequate.”

“As I told Dr. Armstrong, make a list. I will get everything you need, if it’s at all possible.”

Sighing, Jason looked down at the papers in his lap. No sense arguing; Bloch and Wu clearly meant to keep the find to themselves for now. He’d survey the lab and make a list of anything that might prove helpful. Who knew, perhaps the army would deliver.

Never mind that what he really needed was a state-of-the-art research lab like they had at Cornell or CalTech. What could he do at the base that Nick hadn’t already done? Jason chewed his lip and looked out the window at the white-white-white land flowing endlessly below. The ’copter cast a long shadow to their right, the only feature in this impossibly bleak landscape.

Slowly the reality of what Bloch had told him sank in. Could the metal be from a spaceship? It seemed incredible. Impossible.

And yet, when he had touched that bubbled, half-melted bit of metal, no other explanation seemed to fit.

* * * *

An hour later, the ’copter came in low over what Bloch described as their “permanent base.” Jason had only a few seconds’ look at three long, low buildings arranged to form a triangle before the helicopter settled onto a snow-crusted landing pad between them. The sun, its red-gold edge already dipping below the horizon, vanished behind fifteen-foot-tall steel walls, though its glow bathed a giant satellite dish atop one building in spectacular colors.

Bloch touched his arm and pointed toward what looked like an airlock in one building. “Put on your hat and gloves,” he said, voice crackling over the radio. “ We don’t have far to go, but it’s well below zero here. We’ve already had a couple of frostbite cases. Bring the papers, leave your gear. I’ll have it brought to your quarters.”

Jason nodded, took off the headset, and pulled on the goggles, heavy ski mask, insulated gloves, and heavy parka that Milos Pappas had given him back at the Amundsen-Scott Station. The station had a good supply of thermal gear abandoned by former researchers. That, plus three unopened packages of thermal underwear, insulated leggings, and several used-but-clean sweatshirts, now supplemented the cold-weather gear he had brought from home.

General Wu had already climbed out and was striding briskly toward the building. Bloch stepped down, gave Jason a hand to the ground, and led the way toward the door.

The entered a room about the size of an elevator. Here Bloch pulled off his ski mask, and Jason did the same. Next they went through a second door, into a room lined with benches. Hot air gushed in from wall vents. It felt like the blast of heat furnace after the bitter cold outside. Jason’s eyes started to water, and he blinked and rubbed at them. Parkas, ski masks, boots, and other gear had been hung on hooks or stowed on high shelves.

Then the stench hit. A sour mingling of human sweat, old food, body odor, and other smells Jason couldn’t begin to identify.

“God!” he gasped, covering his nose with the ski mask. He took a step back. “What the hell is that—”

“In a day or two, you won’t even notice,” Bloch said flatly. “Living in close confinement, in a sealed environment, there’s little you can do about the smell. It’s far worse on submarines, trust me. At least we vent in a little fresh air here.”

He finished hanging up his gear and waited while Jason did the same. Then he led the way into a corridor barely wide enough for two people to pass each other. Fluorescent light panels glowed overhead, revealing pale gray walls and flooring. There were no windows.

“Grim little place you have here,” Jason observed. No wonder Nick killed himself.

“It’s built for practicality and survival,” Bloch said. “This building houses your lab, as well as our offices, the communications room, the rec room, and the mess hall.” He nodded toward the left. “Sleeping quarters are in the next building over—and yes, everything is connected. You don’t have to go outside. Not that you’d want to, in this weather.”

What have I gotten myself into? Jason thought. I must have been crazy to agree to this.

Block stopped in front of a steel door. Someone had written “LAB” on the wall beside it in black magic marker. He pushed it open, reached inside to thumb a switch, and fluorescent lights began to flicker on.

“Welcome to your new lab,” he said.

Jason went in. It was a tiny room, maybe eight feet square, crammed with a pair of work tables, a battered old laptop, and a jumble of equipment that looked like it came from a salvage yard.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Jason said.


CHAPTER FOUR

Army Corps of Engineers

Special Operations Base, Antarctica

General Wu pulled off his ski mask as he entered the mouth of the ice tunnel. It lay inside the third of the three prefab Army buildings. His breath plumed in the air as he looked around. Heaters kept the tunnel—and the building behind him—at a steady twenty-eight degrees. The third building existed solely to provide sheltered access for workers entering and leaving the tunnel. An cargo-container-sized airlock on the building’s outer-facing wall also provided access to the ice-field a hundred yards from camp, where mini-bulldozers dumped debris from the tunnel excavation.

Corporal Menendez had been waiting for him beside one of their golf carts. She straightened and saluted as she noticed him..

He returned the salute. “Status?”

“Sir. We recovered three more pieces of metal—I had them moved to the lab—and two more are accessible and can be dug out. One of the recovered pieces shows signs of machine-work. It may be part of an airlock. And…” She hesitated.

He settled into the passenger seat. The cart rocked once, then steadied.

“Spit it out,” Wu said. “What couldn’t you tell me over the radio?”

“We found something else.”

“Damn it, found what? I don’t have time for nonsense, Corporal!”

“Some…thing. A…a creature, I guess you’d say, frozen in the ice. It’s…it’s…” She shuddered, looked away. “You can’t see it too clearly, but what you can see—I’m sorry, sir. It’s like something out of a nightmare.”

Wu felt a stab of panic as he remembered the report he’d read at the Pentagon. Remembered how the 1938 researchers found an alien creature frozen in ice and thawed it out, only to have it come to life. Nineteen million years frozen, and it came to life!

He had never dreamed they would find one of those alien things here. He felt his jaw tighten. It had to be contained. And then it would have to be destroyed. No chances.

He said, “You didn’t dig this creature out, did you?” Somehow, he kept his voice steady.

“No, sir.”

“Good.” He gestured down the tunnel. “Drive. I want to see it.”

Menendez accelerated, and as the golf cart hummed down the incline and into the tunnel, ice closed in on every side. It glistening faintly. Ahead, puddles of illumination from arc lights broke the darkness every thirty yards.

“It it blocking the tunnel path?” he asked.

“Partly, sir. But we can go around it. And—if you don’t mind—maybe I can cover it with a tarp.” Quickly she added, “Most of the men find it unnerving.”

“I’ll take it under advisement.” He chewed his lip. Probably a good idea. The fewer people who saw the thing, the better. Less to deny later, if necessary.

When they turned at the first switchback, Wu realized he hadn’t seen any workers yet. Nor could he see any in the stretch of tunnel ahead. Just more arc lights and orange-glowing electric heaters.

“Where is everyone?” he asked.

“At the discovery site, sir. They all wanted to see it.”

He nodded. Understandable. The team had been working for two months with no real discoveries beyond a few small lumps of alien metal to break the monotony. Of course they’d all want to check out a frozen alien monster. In their place, he would have done the same thing.

Corporal Menendez turned at the second switchback, and Wu spotted fifteen or so people at the end of the tunnel. All work had ceased, but the gathering didn’t have a festive atmosphere. If anything, it struck him as overly hushed, subdued…almost funereal. Anything but happy.

The engineers called to each other and snapped to attention as Menendez pulled the golf cart to a stop. Wu climbed out, and the crowd parted silently, clearing a path to the rough-hewn, vertical wall of ice at the end of the tunnel. There, a section roughly a yard square had an inch-deep channel etched around it. For a second, it reminded him of a picture frame. And it framed…what? He squinted. All the arc lights had been angled away; he couldn’t see much, beyond a dim, shadowy hulk buried perhaps eight or ten inches within.

Frowning, he swept his gaze over the whole team. No one met his gaze. Didn’t they want to see their discovery? Even those two civilian geologists looked pale and unsettled.

“Flashlight,” he said, sticking out his hand. Was it really that bad?

When someone handed him a heavy steel flashlight, he flicked it on and pressed the lens against the milky ice, angling the beam first up, then down, then across. Definitely something. Could that be…a head? He squinted, shifting the beam up a few inches. Possibly a head, but something like a mass of worms covered it. Then his light caught a gleam of red, and he focused on what might have been an eye. It seemed to be staring straight at him.

His stomach churned, and he almost dropped the flashlight. He took a step back, looked around at his men. Now he understood. They felt it, too. An overpowering, visceral urge to destroy the thing. To smash it, burn it, grind it to dust. It was a primitive, from-the-gut reaction, an absolute need to see it dead and gone.

Skin crawling, he snapped off the flashlight and forced himself to walk back to the golf cart at an unhurried pace. No doubt about it. This had to be a Thing like the one from the 1938 report.

And it had to be destroyed.

“I want it left strictly alone,” he told Menendez, but he made sure his voice carried to every man and woman present. “We’ll swing the tunnel to the left and go around it. No one is to touch this wall or dig an inch closer. I want a guard posted day and night to make sure. This—this sea lion or whatever it is—must remain in place until further notice.”

“General?” said the blond geologist. What was his name? Garvin? “We were talking about cutting it out. That isn’t a sea lion. With a find like this, shouldn’t we—”

“No!” That sounded too sharp, too panicked. He cleared his throat, then added in a normal tone, “It’s several million years old. It may be carrying bacteria or viruses that could prove dangerous to modern life. I’ll bring in a hazmat team to deal with it.” With flame throwers, if necessary. “No point taking chances.”

He glanced around at the Menendez and the men. “I think we’ve all had enough for today. Let’s knock off early and head back up to base. I’m declaring a holiday. I think we still have a keg of beer in storage. Let’s have some fun.”

As expected, the workers cheered. Even so, they seemed strangely subdued.

He hopped into the golf cart. Menendez called orders, picked an unfortunate soldier for guard duty, assigned another to cover the thing with a tarp, and then climbed back into the cart. In silence, she drove for the surface.


CHAPTER FIVE

PFC Hector Dobbs scuffed at the ice floor with the toe of his right boot as everyone else started the long trek up to home base. Just like that bitch Menendez to pick him for guard duty. He’d miss most of the fun. At least she’d only given him a four-hour shift.

He pulled a battered old .mp3 player from his breast pocket, thumbed earbuds into his ears, and pressed the play button. It might not be as fancy as an iPod or iPhone, but it played nearly two days of audio without recharging, and that’s what counted out here.

As Metallica blasted his eardrums, he gave Menendez the finger—though she’d probably already reached the surface—played air guitar for a few seconds, then climbed onto the mini-bulldozer and shifted until he found a comfortable position on the worn plastic seat. Better than standing or sitting on the ice. Like that Thing would be going anywhere…or like anyone would want to dig it out.

So cold…

Those two civvies doing make-work on the walls had wanted to dig it out. They’d gotten real hard-ons when that big chunk of metal turned up, whooping and hollering about aliens and UFOs. Yeah, right. Fucking aliens. It had to be some kind of seal or walrus.

He yawned. Although two layers of thermal underwear normally kept him pretty comfortable down here, it seemed colder than usual today. He glanced up the tunnel, at the pools of light dotting the way toward the surface. Nothing moved.

So cold…

His gaze fell on the closest of the half dozen industrial heaters. Its heating elements glowed faintly reddish-orange. They needed a few more of those babies.

As Kirk Hammett riffed through “The Day That Never Comes,” Dobbs’s mind started to drift. Metallica faded. The tunnel blurred. He closed his eyes.

So cold…

He barely noticed as he pulled out the earbuds and dropped them on the seat, climbed down from his perch on the mini-bulldozer, and crossed to the closest of the gently whirring heating units. Without thought or hesitation, he grabbed the handles, tilted it back, and wheeled it toward the end of the tunnel. The heater’s bright yellow power cord unspooled behind him with a faint whir.

After dragging aside the tarp, he pointed the heater toward the Thing in the ice, twisted the knob to “High,” and then returned the mini-bulldozer. As he settled back into his seat, he closed his eyes and drifted back toward sleep, lulled by the sound of dripping water and the faint snap-crack-snap of warming ice.
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