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CHAPTER I
Burch Patterson Returns

NE nice thing about the Press Club is that you
O can get into almost any kind of wrangle you
want. This night we were talking about things
unusual. Jamieson of the Dispatchk mentioned some
crackpot he had heard of who thought he could walk
through glass. “Snipe” Andrews of the Morning Call
had a wild yarn about the black soul of Rhoderick
Dhu, whom Nova Scotians claim still walks the moors
near Antigonish. Then, a guy named Joe brought up
the subject of Ambrose Bierce’s invisible beast.

You remember the story? About the diarist who
was haunted, and pursued, by a gigantic thing which
couldn’t be seen? And who was finally devoured
by it?

Well, we chewed the fat about that one for a while
and Jamieson said the whole thing was fantastic; that
total invisibility was impossible. The guy named Joe
said Bierce was right; that several things could cause
invisibility. A complete absence of light, for one thing,
he said. Or curvature of light waves. Or coloration
in a wavelength which was beyond that of the human
eye’s visual scope.

Snipe Andrews said, “Nuts!” Winky Peters, who
was getting a little tight, hiccoughed something to the
effect that “There are more things under Heav’n and
Earth than are dreamed of in your Philosophy—"’ and
then got in a hell of a fuss with the bartender who said
his name wasn’t Horatio.

I said nothing, because I didn’t know. Maybe that
is the reason why this stranger, a few minutes later,
moved over beside me and opened a conversation.

“You’re Harvey, aren’t you?” he asked.

“That’s me,” I agreed. ‘“Len Harvey—<chief er-
rand boy and dirst scratcher-upper for the Star-Tele-
gram. You've got me, though, pal. Who are you?”

He smiled and said, “Let’s go over in that corner,
shall we, Harvey? It’s quieter over there.”

That made it sound like a touch, but I liked some-
thing about this guy. Maybe it was his
face. I like tough faces; the real McCoy,
tanned by Old Sol instead of sunlamp rays.
Maybe it was the straightness of his back;
maybe the set of his shoulders. Or it could
have been just the way he spoke. I don’t
know.

Anyway, I said, “Sure!” and we moved
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to the corner table. He ordered, and I ordered, and
we just sat there for a moment, staring at each other.
Finally he said,

“Harvey, your memory isn’t so good. We’ve met
before.” '

“I meet ’em all,” I told him. “Sometimes they are
driving Black Marias, and sometimes they’re in ’em.
Mostly, they’re lying in the Morgue, with a pretty
white card tied to their big toe. Or, maybe—Hey!”
I said, “You’re not Ki Patterson, who used to write
for the Cincinnati News?”

He grinned then.

“No, but you’re close. I’'m Ki Patterson’s brother,
Burch.”

“Burch Patterson!” I gasped. “But, hell—you’re
not going to get away with this!” I climbed to my
feet and started to shout at the fellows. “Hey, gang—"

“Don’t, Len!” Patterson’s voice was unexpectedly
sharp. There was a note of anxiety in it, too. He
grabbed my arm and pulled me back into my seat. “I
have very good reasons for not wanting anyone to
know I'm back—yet.” ,

I said, “But, hell, Burch, you can’t treat a bunch
of newspaper men like this. These guys are your
friends.”

.Now that he had told me who ke was, I could rec-
ognize him. But the last time I had seen him—the
only time I had ever met him, in fact—he had been
dressed in khaki shirt and corduroy breeches; had
worn an aviator’s helmet. No wonder I hadn’t known
him in civies.

I REMEMBERED that night, two years ago, when

he and his expedition had taken off from Roosevelt
Field for their exploration trip to the Maratan Plateau
in upper Peru. The primary purpose of the trip had
been scientific research, The Maratan Plateau, as
you undoubtedly know, is one of the many South
American spots as yet unexplored. It was Burch Pat-
terson’s plan to study the region, incidentally paying
expenses @ la Frank Buck, by “bringing back alive”

whatever rare beasts city zoos would shell out for.

. A creature from the other dimension
was this monster from Maratan Plateau.

Out of nowhere it snatched men to..what?
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For a few weeks, the expedition had maintained its
contact with the civilized world. Then, suddenly—
that was all! A month . . . two months . . . passed.
No word or sign from the explorers. The United States
government sent notes to the Peruvian solons. Peru
replied in smooth, diplomatic terms that hinted Uncle
Sam would a damn sight better keep his nutsack ad-
venturers in his own backyard. A publicity-seeking
aviatrix ballyhooed funds for a “relief flight”—but
was forbidden the attempt when it was discovered she
bad already promised three different companies to
endorse their gasoline.

The plight of the lost expedition was a nine-days’
wonder. Then undeclared wars grabbed page one.
And the Nationa] Air Registry scratched a thin blue
line through the number of pilot Burchard Patterson,
and wrote after his name, “Lost.”

But now, here before me in the flesh, not lost at all,
but very much alive, was Burch Patterson.

I had so many questions to ask him that I began
babbling like a greenhorn leg-man on his first job.

“When did you get back?” I fired at him. “Where’s
your crew? What happened? Did you reach the
Plateau? And does anyone know you’'re—"

He said, “Easy, Len. All in good time. I haven’t
told anyone I'm back yet for a very good reason. Very
good! As for my men—" He stared at me somberly.
“They’re -dead, Len. All of them. Toland . ..
Fletcher . . . Gainelle . . .”

I was quiet for a moment. The way he repeated
the names was like the tolling of a church-bell. Then
I began thinking what a wow of a story this was. 1
could almost see my name bylining the yarn. I
wanted to know the rest so bad I could taste it. I said,

“I'm sorry, Burch. Terribly sorry. But, tell me,
what made you come here tonight? And why all the
secrecyr” .

“I came here tonight,” he said, “searching for some
one I could trust. I hoped no one would remember
my face—for it és changed, you know. I have some-
thing, Len. Something so great, so stupendous, that
I hardly know how to present it to the world. Or
even—if I should.

“Y liked the way you kept out of that crazy argu-
ment a few minutes ago—"" He motioned to the bar,
where a new wrangle was now in progress. ‘“—be-
cause you obviously had an open mind on the subject.
I think you are the man whose help and advice I
need.” '

I said, “Well, that’s sure nice of you, Patterson.
But I think you’re overrating me. I kept my yap shut
just because I'm kind of dumb about scientific things.
Ask me how many words to a column inch, or how
many gangsters got knocked off in the last racket war,
but—" ‘

“You’re the man I’'m looking for. I don’t want a

man with a scientific mind. I need a man with good,.

sound common-sense.” He looked at his wrist watch.
“Len—will you come out to my home with me?”

“WhenP”

“NOW.”

I said, “Jeepers, Burch—I’ve got to get up at seven
tomorrow. 1T really shouldn’t—”

He leaned over the table; stared at me intently.

“Don’t stall, Len. This is important. Will you?”

I told you I was snoopy. I stood up.

“My hat’s in the cloak-room,” I said. “Let’s go!”

CHAPTER II.
The Thing in the Shed

ATTERSON’S estate was in North Jersey. A

rambling sort of place, some miles off the highway.
It was easy to see how he could return to it, open it
up, and still not let anyone know he had returned. As
we drove, he cleared up a few foggy points for me.

“I didn’t return to the States on a regular liner. I
had reasons for not doing so—which you will under-
stand in a short time.

“I chartered a freighter, a junky little job, from an
obscure Peruvian port. Pledged the captain to se-
crecy. He landed me and my—my cargo—" He
stumbled on the word for a moment. “—at a spot
which I’'m not at liberty to reveal. Then I came out
here and opened up the house.

“That was just two days ago. I wired my brother,
Ki, to come immediately. But he—"

“He’s working in L. A.,” T said.

“Yes. The soonest he could get here would be to-
night. He may be at the bouse when we arrive. I
hope so. I’d like to have two witnesses of that which
I am going to show you.”

He frowned. “Maybe I’'m making a mistake, Len.
It is the damnedest thing you ever heard of. Maybe I
ought to call in some professor, too. But—1I don’t
know. It’s so utterly beyond credibility, I'd like you
and Ki to advise me, first.” )

I said, “Well, what the hell is it, Burch?” Then I
suddenly remembered a motion picture I'd seen some
years ago; a thing based on a story by H. G. Wells.
“It’s not a—a monster, is it?” I asked. “Some beast
left over from prehistoric ages?”

“No; not exactly, At least, I can assure you of
this—it is not a fossil, either living or dead. - It’s a
thing entirely beyond man’s wildest imaginings.”

I leaned back and groaned. “I feel like a darned
kid,” I told him, “on Christmas eve. Step on it, guy!”

THERE were lights in the house when we got there.
As Burch Patterson had hoped, Ki had arrived
from California. He heard us pull up the gravel lane,
and came to the door. There was a reunion scene;
one of those back-clapping, how-are-you-old-fellow
things. Then we went in. 7
“T found your note,” Ki said, “and knew you’d be
right back. I needn’t tell you I’'m tickled to death
you're safe, Burch. But—why all the secrecy?”
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. “That’s what I asked him,” I said. “But he’s not
giving out.” ‘

“It’s something,” Ki accused, “about the old work
shop behind the house. I know that. I was snoop-
ing around back there, and—"

Burch Patterson’s face whitened. He clutched his
brother’s arm swiftly.

“You didn’t go inside?”

“No. I couldn’t. The place was locked. Say—"
Ki stared at his brother curiously. ‘“Are you feeling
okay, guy? Are you sure you’re not—"’

“You must be careful,” said Burch Patterson. “You
must be very, very careful when you approach that
shed. I am going to take you out there now. But
you must stand exactly where I tell you to, and not
make any sudden moves.” !

He strode to a library table; took out three auto-
matics. One he tucked into his own pocket. The
others he handed to us. “I’m not sure,” he said, “that
these would be any good if—if anything happened.
But it is the only protection we have. You might be
lucky enough to hit a vulnerable spot.”

“A vulnerahle spot!” I said. “Then it is a beast?”

“Come,” he said. “I shall show you.”

He led the way to the work shop. It lay some yards
behind and beyond the house; a big, lonesome sort of
place, not quite as large as a barn, but plenty big. My
first idea was that at some time it must have been used
as a barn, for as we approached it, I could catch that
animal odor you associate with barns, stables, zoos.

Only more so. It was a nasty, fetid, particularly
offensive odor. You know how animals smell worse
when they get excited? Or when they’ve been exer-
cising a lot? Well, the place smelled like that.

I was nervous, and when I get nervous I 1nvar1ably
try to act funny. I said, “If they’re horses, you ought
to curry them more often.”

I saw a faint blur in the black before me. It was
Ki’s face, turning to peer back. He said, “Not horses,
Len. We’ve never kept horses on this estate.”

Then we were at the door of the shed, and Burch
was fumbling with a lock. I heard metal click; then
the door creaking open. Patterson fumbled for a
switch. The sudden blaze of light made me blink.

“In here,” said Burch. And, warningly, “Stay close
behind me!” ‘

We crowded in. First Burch, then Ki, then me.
And as Ki got through the door, I felt his body stiffen;
heard him gasp hoarsely. 1 peered over his shoulder—-

Then I, too gasped!

HE thmg I saw was incredible. There were two

uprights of steel, each about four inches in diam-
eter, deeply imbedded in a solid steel plate which was
secured to a massive concrete block. Each of these
uprights was “eyed”—and through the eyes ran a
third steel rod which had been hammered down so
that the horizontal bar was held firmly in place by
the two uprights.

And on this horizontal rod was—a thing!

That is all T can call it. It had substance, but it
had no form. Or, to be more accurate, it had every
form of which yo® can conceive. For, like a huge,
black amoeba, or like a writhing chunk of amorphous
matter, it ckanged!

Where the steel rod pierced this blob of tking was
a clotted, brownish excrescence. This, I think, ac-
counted for some of the animal odor. But not all of

+it.  The whole shop was permeated with the musty

scent.

The thing changed! As I watched, there seemed to
be, at one time, a globular piece of matter twisting on
the rod. An instant later, the globe had turned into
a triangle—then into something remotely resembling
a cube. It was constantly in motion; constantly in
flux. But here is the curious part. It did not change
shape slowly, as an amoeba, so that you could watch
the sphere turn into an oblong; the oblong writhe into
a formless blob of flesh. It made these changes in-
stantaneously!

Ki Patterson cried, “Good God Burch! What un-
holy thing is this?” and took a step forward, past his
brother’s shoulder.

Burch shouted, “Back!” and yanked at Ki’s arm.
He moved just in time. For as Ki quitted the spot
to which he had advanced, there appeared in the air
right over that spot, another mass of the same black
stuff that was captured on the bar. A blob of shape-

less, stinking matter that gaped like some huge mouth;

then closed convulsively just where Kl had stood a
moment before!

And now the fragment on the rod was really mov-
ing! It changed shape so rapidly; twisted and wrig-
gled with such determination, that there was no doubt
whatsoever about the sentiency governing it. And
other similar blobs suddenly sprang into sight! A
black pyramid struck the far wall of the shed, and
trembling woodwork told that here was solid matter.
An ebon sphere rose from nowhere to roll across the
floor, stopping just short of us. Most weirdly of all,
a shaft of black jolted down through the floor—and

 failed to break the flooring!

That’s about all I remember of that visit. For Ki
suddenly loosed a terrified yelp; turned and scram-
bled past me to the door. I take no medals for cour-
age. He was four steps ahead of me at the portal,
but I beat him to the house by a cool ten yards. Burch
was the only calm one. He took time to lock the
work-shed door; then followed us.

But don’t let anyone tell you ke was exactly calm,
either. His face wasn’t white, like Ki’s. Nor did his
hand shake on the whisky-and-splash glass, like mine.
But there was real fear in his eyes. I mean, real
fear!

The whisky was a big help. It brought my voice
back. “Well, Burch,” I said. “We’ve seen it. Now,
what in hell did we see?”

“You have seen,” said Burch Patterson soberly,
“the thing that killed Toland, and Fletcher, and
Gainelle.”
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CHAPTER III
Patterson’s Story

“ E found it,” said Burch, “on the Maratan

Plateau. For we did get there, you know. Yes.
Even though our radio went bad on us, just after we
left Quiché, and we lost contact with the world. For
a while, we considered going into Lima for repairs,
but Fletcher thought he could fix it up once we were
on solid ground, so we let it ride.

“We found a good, natural landing field on the
Plateau, and began our investigations.” He brooded
silently for a minute. Then, reluctantly, “The Mara-
tan is even richer in paleontological data than men
have dared hope. But Man must never try to go there
again. Not until his knowledge is greater than it is
today.”

Ki said, “Why? That tking outside?”

“Yes. It is the Gateway for that—and others like
it.

“Some day I will tell you all about the marvels we
saw on the Plateau. But now my story concerns only
one; the one you have seen.

“Fletcher saw it first. We had left Gainelle tending
camp, and were making a field survey, when we saw
a bare patch in the jungle which surrounded our land-
ing field. Fletcher trained his glasses on the spot, and
before he even had time to adjust them properly he
was crying, ‘There’s something funny over there!
Take a look!”

“We all looked then. And we saw—what you saw
a few minutes ago. Huge, amorphous blobs of jet
black, which seemed to be of the earth, yet not quite
of it. Sometimes these ever-changing fragments were
suspended in air, with no visible support. At other
times they seemed to rest naturally enough on solid
ground. But ever and ever again—they changed!

“Afire with curiosity, we went to the open spot. It
was a mistake.”

“A mistake?” I said.

“Yes. Fletcher lost his life—killed by his own cu-
riosity. I need not tell you how he died. It was, you
must believe me, horrible. Out of nowhere, one-of the
jet blobs appeared before him . .. then around
him . . . then—he was gone!”

“Gone!” exclaimed Ki. “You mean—dead?”

“I mean gone! One second he was there. The next,
both he and the tking which had snatched him had dis-
appeared into thin air. ‘

“Toland and I fled, panic stricken, back to camp.
We told Gainelle what we had seen. Gainelle, a crack
shot and a gallant sportsman, was increduleus; per-
haps even dubious. At his insistence, we armed and
returned te the tiny glade.

“This time, it was as if the tkhing expected us—for
it did not await our attack. It attacked us. We had
barely entered its domain when suddenly, all about us,
were clots of this ever-changing black, ' I remembered
hearing Toland scream; high and thin, like a woman.

I dimly recall hearing the booming cough of Gaine]

express rifle, and of firing myself.

“I REMEMBER thinking, subconsciously, that
Gainelle was a crack shot. That he never missed

anything he aimed at. But it didn’t seem to matter.

If you hit one of those fleshy blobs, it bled a trifle—

maybe. More likely than not, it changed shape. Or

disappeared entirely.

“It was a rout. We left Toland behind us, dead, on
the plain. A black, triangular thing had slashed
Gainelle from breast to groin. I managed to drag him
half way out of the glade before he died in my arms.
Then I was alone.

“I am not a good pilot, under best conditions. Now
I was frantic; crazed with fear. Somehow I managed
to reach the ’plane. But in attempting to take off, I
cracked up. I must bear a charmed life. I was not
injured, myself, but the ’plane was ruined. My expe-
dition, hardly started, was already at an end.”

I was beginning to understand, now, why Burch
Patterson had not wanted the world to know of his
return. A tale as wild, and fantastic as this would
lead him to but one spot—the psychopathic ward.
Had I not seen the thing there in the shed, I would
never have believed him myself. But as it was—

“And then?” I asked.

“T think there is a form of insanity,” said Burch,
“which is braver than bravery. I think that insanity
came upon me then, All I could comprehend was that
some thing; a thing that changed its shape; had killed
my companions.

“I determined to capture that tking—or die in the
attempt. But first I had to sit down and figure out
what it was!”

Ki licked his lips. “And—and did yeu figure it out,
Burch?’ -

“I think so. But the result of my reasoning is as
fantastic as the thing itself. That is why I want the
help and advice of you two. I will tell you what I
think. Then you must say what it is best to do.”

I poured another drink all around. It wasn’t my
house, or my liquor, but nobody seemed to mind. Ki
and I waited for Burch to begin. Burch had picked
up, and was now handling with a curiously abstract
air, a clean, white sheet of notepaper. As he began,
he waved this before us.

“Can you conceive,” he said, “of a world of only
two dimensions? A world which sclentists might call
‘Flatland’? A world constructed like this piece of
paper—on which might live creatures who could not
even visualize a third dimension of depth?”

“Sure,” said Ki. I wasn’t so sure, myself, but I
said nothing.

“Very well. Look—” Burch busied himself with
a pencil for an instant. “I draw on this sheet of paper,
a tiny man. He is a Flatlander. He can move for-
ward or backward. Up or down. But he can never
move out of his world, into the third dimension, be-
cause he has no knowledge of a dimension angular to
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that in which he lives.
existence.” .

I said, “I see what you mean now. . But what has
that te do with—" '

“Wait, Len.” Patterson suddenly struck the paper
a blow with one finger; piercing it. He held the sheet
up for our inspection. ‘“Look at this. What do you
see?”

“A sheet of paper,” I said, “with a hele in it.”

“Yes. But what does the Flatlander see?”

Ki looked excited. “I'get it, Burch! He sees an
unexpected, solid object appear before him—out of
“nowhere! If he walks around this object, he discovers
it to be crudely round!”

“Exactly. Now if I push the finger farther through
the hole—" '

“The object expands!”

“And if I bend it?”

“It changes its shape!”

“And if I thrust another finger through Flatland—"

“Another strangely shaped piece of solid matter
materializes before the Flatlander!” Ki’s eyes were
widening by the moment. I didn’t understand why.

I said, “I told you I didn’t have a scientific mind,
Burch. What does all this mean?”

He does not even dream of its

Burch said patiently, “I have merely been estab-’

lishing a thought-pattern, Len, so you can grasp the
next step of my reasoning. Forget the Flatlander now
—or, rather, try to think of #s as being in his place!

€ OULD we not, to a creature whose natural hab-
itat is a higher plane than ours, appear much
the same sort of projection as the Flatlander is to us?”

“Suppose a creature of this higher plane projected
a portion of himself into ou» dimension—as I pro-
jected my finger into Flatland. We would not be able
to see all of him, just as the Flatlander could not see
all of us. We would see only a tri-dimensional cross-
section of him; as the Flatlander saw a bi-dimensional
cross-section of us!”

This time I got it. I gasped,

“Then you think that thing in the work-shed is a
cross-section of a creature from the—"

“Yes, Len. From the Fourth Dimension!”

Patterson smiled wanly.

“That is the decision I reached on the Maratan
Plateau. There confronted me the problem of cap-
turing the thing. The answer eluded me for weeks.
Finally, I found it.”

“It was—"" Ki was leaning forward breathlessly.

“The Flatlander,” said Burch, “could not capture
my finger, ever, by lassooing it. No matter how tight
he drew his noose, I could always withdraw my finger.

“But he could secure a portion of me, by fastening
me to his dimension. Thus—” He showed us how a
pin, laid flat in Flatland, could pierce a small piece of
skin. “Now if this pin were bolted securely, the finger
thus prisoned could net be withdrawn.

“That was the principle on which I worked, but my
task had just begun. It took months to effect the cap-

ture. I had to study, from afar, the amorphous black
thing which was my quarry. Try to form some con-
cept of what incredible Fourth Dimensional beast
would cast projections of that nature inte the Third.

“Finally I decided that one certain piece of black
matter, occurring in a certain relationship to the
changing whole, was a foot. . How, it is not important
to tell. It was, after all, theory, coupled with guess-
work. -

“I constructed the shackle you have seen. Two
uprights, with a third that must pierce the tking; then
lock upon it. I waited, then, many weeks. Finally
there came a chance to spring my trap. And—it
worked!”

Ki said, “And then?”

“The rest is a long and tiresome story. Somehow
I found my way to a native village; there employed
natives to drag my captive from the Plateau. We were
handicapped by the fact that we could never get too
near the trap. You see, it is a limb we have impris-
oned. The head, or eating apparatus, or what ever it
is, is still free. That is what tried to reach yeou, Ki,
there in the shed. .

“Anyway, we made an arduous trek te the coast.
As I have told you, I chartered a vessel. The sailors
hated my cargo, and feared it. The trip was not an
easy one. But I was determined, and my determina-
tion bore fruit. And—here we are.”

SAID, “Yeah—here we are. - Just like the man

who grabbed a tiger by the tail; then couldn’t let
go. Now that you've got this thing, what are you
going to-do with it?” ,

“That’s what I want you to tell me.”

Ki’s eyes were glowing. He said, “Goed Lord,
man, is there any question in your mind? Call in the
scientists—the whole damned brigade of them!
Show them this thing! You've got the marvel of
the age on your hands!”

“And you, Len?”

“You want it straight?” I said. “Or would you
like to have me pull my punches?”

“Straight. That’s why I asked you out here.”

“Then get rid of it.” I said. “Kill it. Set it on
fire. Destroy it. I don’t know just how you’re going
to do it, but I do know that’s the thing to do.

“Oh, I know what you’re thinking, Ki—so shut up!
I'm a dope. Sure. I'm ignorant. Sure. I don’t
have the mind or the heart of a true scientist. Okay~—
you win! But Burch said I had common sense—and
I’'m exercising it now. I say—get rid of that damned
thing before something happens. Something horrible
that you will regret fer the rest of your life!”

Ki looked a little peeved. He said, “You’re nuts,
Len! The thing’s tied dewn, isn’t it? Dammit, man
—you’re the kind of guy who holds back the prog-
ress of the world. I bet you’d have voted to kiil
Galileo if you’d been alive in his day.”

“If he’d trapped a monster like this,” I retorted,
“A monster who'd already killed at least three men,
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I'd have voted just that way. I’'m not superstitious,
Burch. But I'm afraid. I’'m afraid that when Man
starts monkeying with the Unknown, he gets beyond
his depth. I say—kill it, now!”

Burch looked at me anxiously.

“That’s your last word, Len?”

“Absolutely my last,” I said. I rose. “And just
to prove it, I’'m going home now. And I'm not even
going to write a damned word about what I've seen
tonight. I don’t care if this is the best story since the
Deluge—I’m not going to write it!”

Ki said, “You give me a pain, Len. In the neck.”

“Same to you,” I told him, “only lower down. Well,
so long, guys.” And I went home.

CHAPTER IV

Terror

I KEPT my word. Though I had the mimsies all

night, tossing and thinking about that crazy,
changing black ¢king, 1 didn’t put a word concern-
ing it on paper. I half expected to hear from Burch
Patterson some time during the next day. But I
didn’t. Then, the following morning, I saw why. The
Call carried a front page blast, screaming to the
astonished world the news that, “the missing explorer,
Burch Patterson, has returned home,” and that “to-
night there will be a convocation of eminent scien-
tists”” at his home to view some marvel brought back
from the wilds of upper Peru.

All of which meant that brother Ki’s arguments
had proven more persuasive than mine. And that to-
night there was to be a preview of that damned ¢hing.

I was pretty sore about it. I thought the least
they could have done was give me the news beat on
the yarn. But there wasn’t any use crying over spilt
milk. Anyway, I remembered that Ki’s paper had a
tie-up with the Call. It was natural he should route
the story that way.

And then I went down to the coffice, and Joe Slade,
the human buzz saw who calls himself our City Editor,
waved me up to his desk.

“You, Harvey,” he said, “I'm going to give you a
chance to earn some of that forty per we’re overpay-
ing you. I want you to represent us tonight out at
Patterson’s home in Jersey. He’s going to unveil
something mysterious.”

I said, “Who—me? Listen, chief, give it to Bill
Reynolds, won’t you? I’ve got some rewrites to do—"

“You, I said. What’s the matter? Does New Jer-
sey give you asthma?”

“Chief,” I pleaded, “I can’t cover this.
know anything about science or—"

“What do you mean—science?”
his eyeshade and glared at me.
this is all about?” ,

That stopped me. I didn’t want to go, but if I
ever admitted that I'd known about Patterson’s
changeable what-is-it, and net beaten the Call to the

He pushed back
“Do you know what

1 don’t.

streets with the story, I would be scanning the want
ads in fifteen seconds flat. So I gulped and said,
“Qkay, boss. I'll go.”

VERYBODY and his brother was there that
night. I recognized a professor of Physics from
Columbia U., and the Dean of Paleontology from
N. Y. U. Two old graybeards from the Academy of
Natural History were over in a corner discussing
something that ended in—zoic, and the curator of the
Museum was present, smelling as musty as one of his
ancient mummies.

The Press was out in force. All the bureaus, and
most of the New York papers. Ki was doing the re-
ceiving. Burch had not yet put in an appearance.
I found a minute to get Ki aside, and told him what
a skunky trick I thought he’d pulled on me, but he
merely shrugged.

“I’m sorry, Len. But you had your chance. After
all, T had to think of my own paper first.” Then he
smiled. “And beside, you were in favor of destroying
the thing.”

“T still am,” T told him dourly.

“Then what are you here for?”

It was my turn to shrug. “It was either come ot
lose my job,” I said. “What do you think?”

Then Burch put in an appearance, and the whole
outfit went genteelly crazy. Flash bulbs started blaz-
ing, and all my learned confréres of the Third Estate
started shooting questions at him. About his trip, the
loss of his comrades, his experiences. I knew all that
stuff, so I just waited for the big blow-off to follow.

It came, at last. The moment when Burch said:

“Before I tell my entire story, I prefer that you
see that which I brought back with me,” and he led
the way out to the work-shed.

Ki and Burch had fixed up the place a little; put
chalk lines on the floor to show the visitors where
they might stand.

“And I warn you,” Burch said, just before he
opened the shed door, “Not to move beyond those
lines. Afterward you will understand why.”

Then the crowd began to file in. From my vantage
point in the rear, I could tell when the first pair of
eyes sighted that tking—and when every subsequent
visitor saw it, as well. Gasps, exclamations, and little
cries of astonishment rippled through the crowd as
one by one they moved into the room.

The thing was still suspended on its imprisoning
rod. As before, it was wriggling and meving; chang-
ing its shape with such rapidity that the human eye
could scarcely view one shape before that turned
into another. In view of what Burch had told me, I
could comprehend the thing better now. I could un-
derstand how, if that black blob of flesh captured by
the bar were really—as Burch presumed—a leg of
some ultra-dimensional monster, the movements of
that limb, as it sought to break free, would throw con-
tinually changing projections into our world.

I could understand, too, why from time to time we
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would see otZer bits of solid matter appear in various
sections of the room. Though these seemed disasso-
ciated with that chunk hanging on the trap, I knew
it was really separate portions of the same beast. Be-
- cause if a man were to thrust four fingers, simultane-
ously, into Flatland, to the Flatlander these would
appear to be four separate objects while in reality
they were part of a single unit in a dlmensmn beyond
his powers of conception.

The astonishment of the professors was something
to behold. I began to feel a little bit ashamed of my-
self, there in the background. Perhaps I had been
wrong to give Burch the advice I had. Perhaps, as
Ki had said, this was one of the greatest discoveries
of all time. It belonged to the world of science?

One of the photographers was dropping to his
knee; levelling his Graflex at the shifting, changing
thing on the rod. I caught myself thinking, swiftly,
“He shouldn’t do that!” Evidently Burch had the
same idea. He took a swift step forward; cried,
“Please! If you don’t mind—"

He spoke too late. The man’s finger pressed. For
an instant the room was flooded with light.

AND then it happened. I heard a sound like a

thin, high bleating that seemed to come from far,
far away. Or it may not have been a sound at all,
in the true sense of that word. It may have been some
tonic wave of supernal heights; for it tortured the ear-
drums to hear it.

The thing on the rod churned into metion. Violent
motion. It grew and dwindled; shifted from cube to
hemisphere; back to cube again. Then a truncated
pyramidal form was throbbing, jerking, churning on
the steel. Where I had once noticed an old, ugly,
healed wound; ichor-clotted, now I saw ragged edges
of black break open. Saw a few, fresh gouts of
brownish fluid well from what seemed to be raw
edges in that changlng black.

Burch’s horrified voice raised above the tumult.

“Get out! Get out—all of you! Before it—"

That was all he found time to say. Fer there came
a horrible, sucking sound, like the sound of gangren-
ous flesh tearing away; and where there had been
a changing black shape swirling on an imprisoning
steel rod—now there was nothing!

But with equal suddenness, several of the shapeless
blobs of matter from various parts of the room seemed
to rush together with frightful speed. Someone,
screaming with terror, bumped against me then. I
fell to my hands and knees in the doorway; feeling
the flood of human fear scramble over me.

But not until I had seen a scimitar-shaped blob of
black flesh reach out to strike at Ki Patterson. Kihad
not even time to cry out. He went down, dead, as
though stricken by the sickle of Chronos.

I cried, “Burch!”

Burch had turned to face the coalescing monster.
A revolver In his hand was filling the little room with
thunder. Orange gouts of flame belched from its muz-

zle; and I knew he was not missing. Still the thing was
closing in on him. I saw what appeared to be four
jet circles appear in a ring over the head of Burch Pat-
terson. Saw the circles expand; and a wider expanse
of black—flat and sinister—appear directly over his
head. They came together with a clutching, envelop-
ing movement. Then—he was gone!

SOMEHOW I managed to struggle out of that

work shed. Not that it made any difference. For
with the disappearance of Burch Patterson, the thing
itself disappeared.

I won’t try to describe the frightened group of
news men and scientists who gathered at the Pat-
terson house. Who trembled and quaked, and offered
fanatic reasons for that which had transpired. Who
finally summoned up courage enough to return to the
shed cautiously; seeking the mortal remains of Burch
Patterson.

They never found anything, of course. Ki was
there, but Ki was dead. Burch was gone. The air
was still putrid with that unearthly animal stench.
Beneath the steel “trap” Patterson had built for his
thing, there was a pool of drying brownish fluid. One-
of the scientists wanted to take a sample of this for
analysis. He returned to the house for a test- tube in
which to put it .

Maybe it was the wrong thing for me to do But
I thought, then, that it was best. And I still think so.
If he had taken that sample; made that analysis;
sooner or later another expedition would have set out
for the Maratan Plateau in search of that ¢t4ing whose
blood did not correspond to that of any known animal.
I didn’t believe this should happen. So, while he was
gone, I set fire to the work shed. It was an old place;
old and dry as tinder. By the time he had returned,
it was a seething cauldron of flame. It made a fitting
pyre for the body of Ki Patterson . .

But—I don’t know. I have wondered, since. Some-
how, I have a feeling that Burch Patterson may not
be dead, after all. That is—if a human can live in a
dimension of which he cannot conceive.

The more I think of it; the more I try to reconcile
that which I saw with that which Burch told me; the
more I believe that the thing which descended upon
Burch, there in the shed, was not a “mouth”—but a
gigantic paw! You know, I saw four circles appear

. with a flat black spot above. It could have been
four huge fingers . . . with the palm descending to
grasp the daring tri-dimensional “Flatlander” who had
the audacity to match wits with a creature from a
superior world. If that be so . . . and if the thing
were intelligent . . . Patterson might still be alive . ..

I don’t know. But sometimes I am tempted to or-
ganize another expedition to the Maratan Plateau,
myself. Try to learn the truth concerning the tkhing
from beyond the Gateway. The truth concerning
Burch Patterson’s fate.

What would you do?



