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When the crash occurred, they stated that they had observed flashes of intense light vomiting
from the attacking planes, Two hundred men were killed or injured.
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PART ONE (1938)

HE room was pitch dark, save for a

slender finger of light that issued from

a tiny aperture in the ceiling and fell
straight into a funnel-like receptacle on the
dimly seen table. Only the upper part of the
receptacle, however, resembled a funnel; the
lower part had the vague form of a moving
picture projector. The room itself, so far as
could be made out in the very faint
illumination, was fitted up as a laboratory. It
was crowded with chemical paraphernalia—
retorts, test-tubes and other articles that were
thrown roughly about, helter-skelter, on wall-
racks, standards, and the littered floor.

There was a movement beside the
table, and for the first time it might have been
seen that the room held a human occupant.
Earnest, weary-eyed — Anton Babel was
engaged in an experiment.

His long, deft fingers drew back,
carefully and swiftly, a little slide on the out-
thrust muzzle of the mechanism on the table,
while with the other hand he pressed a button
on its nearer side. From that muzzle a pencil
of warm, yellow light shot out, touched the
further wall, and then disappeared as the man
released his pressure on the button. The air
seemed suddenly very close and humid.

Babel strode quickly to the other side
of the laboratory and seized an L-shaped
trough about ten inches wide, with the upper
side of the L some five inches long. This,
together with a cylinder of iron, two pieces of
phosphorus, and a square of wood, he carried
back to the table. He placed the trough upright
near the table’s edge, in line with, and nearly
three feet from, the muzzle of the projector. In
the center of the trough he arranged the pieces
of phosphorus, then moved again to the
machine and repeated his former motions.

As before, the yellow beam flashed
immediately into sight, and simultaneously the

pieces of phosphorus flared up in a blaze and
were gone. Babel then tossed the wood to the
same position, and intently observed the
action of the beam upon it. The result did not
vary in the slightest degree from that of the
first test. The time of ignition, so far as could
he seen, was exactly the same.

Hardly able to contain his exuberation,
the experimenter ran to the door of his
laboratory and flung it open.

“Adams!” he called. “Adams!”

Twenty yards away across the lawn the
door of an outhouse opened, and a spectacled
head was thrust out.

“Adams!” reiterated Babel. “Come
here quick—I’ve something to show you!”

Obediently a lanky body followed the
head into the open, and Samuel Adams,
undergraduate assistant to Babel, hurried
across the grass and into the open portal of the
laboratory.

“What is it?” he asked, panting a little.

Babel gently touched the projector.

“It’s this—a heat concentrator.”

“Yes? But what does it do?”

“Watch!”

Babel was almost bursting with
exultant pride. It was with some difficulty that
he now placed the cylinder of iron in the
trough and applied his finger to the button.
The yellow ray sprang out, reached the
cylinder and for a moment seemed to caress it
softly; then, before the astounded eyes of the
two men, the heavy iron was melting, melting
in a white-hot pool that spread, steaming, for
an instant, then as swiftly hardened again.

ADAMS blinked, and rubbed his glasses.

“That iron isn’t really melted, is it?” he
cried. “It’s just a trick—” and before the
stupefied Babel could prevent him, he thrust
his hand toward the metal—thrust it full into
the yellow beam.

Adams let out one horrible cry, and the
room was full of the odor of burning flesh.
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Babel caught him around the shoulders, but he
did not fall, only stood there as if spellbound,
looking down at the blackened thing that had
once been his hand. Babel was nearly
hysterical.

“Hold on, Sam!” he half-screamed,
quaveringly. “For God’s sake, hold on! Can
you sit down? Can you sit down? If you can
sit down, I’ll call a doctor. Can’t you speak?
Can’t—”

Adams jerked himself free, and in one
staggering rush was across the room. Words
now came in a flood from his lips.

“It’ll never hurt anyone else! Damn
it—damn that thing! I’ll fix it!” He had caught
up a wrench and was coming back toward the
table. “Never burn anyone else!”

Babel caught his upraised left arm and
held it.

“Stop it—drop that!” He was aware
that Adams did not hear him, and he spoke no
more, devoting his energies instead to pulling
the wrench from the crazed man. There was a
confused tangle of arms and legs—from
somewhere the wrench had come into his own
hand and he tried to throw it over the other’s
head; and somehow an upflung arm had
deflected it and crashed it down....

Babel stood alone and looked down at
the inert mass lying at his feet. Once he
whispered, “Sam.” Then he laid a hand
gingerly on the silent figure. Precariously
balanced, it rolled half over and into the light
from the doorway. The head was split.

A voice said “Murderer!” in Babel’s
ear, and he swung around, feeling in that
moment a detaining hand laid sternly on his
shoulder. There was no one. The yard and the
laboratory were empty—save for that
shapeless thing....

Like some wraith, Babel tiptoed over
to the table, caught up the projector and a
portfolio of papers, turned, and went softly
out. A moment later came the roar of a
powerful motor, and a small airplane went

swiftly aloft, its helicopter screws spinning
madly. Then it disappeared in the sky.

And so the Heat Ray came into
existence. Born in blood it was, and nourished
upon slaughter and destruction; and the evil
record of its achievements was to grow and
expand until a nation trembled before the
menace of its yellow, molten beam.

“TELEGRAM for you, Ant!” The speaker was
Jesse Farnis, roommate of Anton Babel; the
place was Stanford University, California; the
time, two o’clock in the afternoon.

Young Anton, just back in his room
after a tiresome two-hour session with
chemistry, looked up lazily.

“If you’re kiddin’ me to grab this
chair,” said he, “somebody’s gonna be carried
out of here....”

“Honest. It’s under my trig, there.
Came about ten minutes ago.”

“Give it here!”

The other complied, and Anton tore
open the yellow envelope. He read:

“Expect me four o’clock Wednesday.
Must see you. Will explain on arrival.

DAD.”

Anton Junior whistled.

“Somethin” troublin’ the old man,” he
said. “He can’t have heard of my bustin’ up
the plane, can he? No—and besides, he
wouldn’t come clear across the continent for
that. | don’t understand this—at all. H’m.”

“You’ll understand something else
again,” advised his friend, “if you don’t get
out of here. You’ve got an English conference
at this hour, young fellow. You told me
yesterday to remind you about it.”

“So | did,” said the other. He got up,
sighing dolefully, slouched down two flights
of stairs and out onto a sidewalk. He walked
slowly, humming, for it was a glorious day.
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As Anton Junior went up the old
concrete walk under the spreading trees, a
couple of thousand miles east of him a man in
shirt-sleeves was striding hurriedly down
Michigan Avenue in Chicago. Under one arm
he carried a portfolio; in the other hand was a
bulky bag. As he walked it could be seen that
a sheet of paper was slowly edging itself out
of the portfolio, moving inch by inch with the
regular swing of the man’s arm.

A messenger boy came out of a cross
street just in time to see the paper fall to the
pavement. Being honest, he called out sharply
and touched the man on the shoulder. The
resulting phenomenon furnished him food for
thought for some weeks.

What the messenger boy had said was:
“Hey, mister, you’ve dropped somethin’!” But
the man in  shirt-sleeves  evidently
misunderstood him very seriously, for at these
words he turned around a fear-tortured face,
and beholding a uniform—however small the
wearer—within grappling distance, he took
swiftly to his heels, nor did his baggage seem
to hamper him to any great extent in
performing this athletic feat.

THE boy watched him with some amazement;
then stooped to pick up the document, but it
was suddenly gone. One of those little
whirlwinds,  which  resemble  miniature
tornadoes on hot days in the country, had
picked it up and carried it, eddying and
twisting, through an open window of a tall
office building fronting on the street. It
dropped very nonchalantly upon the wide desk
which overlooked the window; and Fate,
seeing that matters had come about as she had
planned, left it there.

Now John Merton Graves believed in
Fate, and he accepted the paper in the same
mood in which he had received a quiet hunch
to stay later than his usual wont in the big
office building that fronted on Michigan
Avenue. As it happened, John Merton had no

right to be in that building; in fact, if certain
members of an efficient Chicago police force
had known of his whereabouts, they would
have quickly taken steps to see that he was
furnished more suitable quarters. For John
Merton was a criminal; what is more, he was
one of those called by fictionists “master
minds.” His quiet insurance business was
nothing but a clever mask to cover his more
flourishing activities outside the pale of the
law.

He read the paper through—and
instantly, complete as though it had been
conceived centuries before, a Napoleonic plan
leaped into his fertile brain. It was to take him
three years to put it into execution, and
eventually to cost him his life, but John
Merton Graves neither knew nor cared for
these things. Instead, because of the mental
agility that was habitual to him, he began at
once to build the framework for this structure
of his thoughts.

We who spend our lives in offices, in
stores, in factories, on farms, can have no
conception of the tremendous power wielded
by the head of one of our many modern
criminal bands. His immense authority is
second only to that of the super-gangster who
controls the underworld of a whole city, and
emperors of old might well have had reason to
envy such a one. In him absolutism has
reached its peak—there are no parliaments to
curtail his prerogative, no rebel people to rise
up against him, only a few powerful
henchmen to be subordinated. Graves was a
man of this type: a type almost entirely the
product of modern civilization. And it is not
surprising, under these circumstances, that
John Merton found means to track down the
writer of the paper that had fluttered into his
window.

His ways of accomplishing this were
devious, innumerable. By a simple process of
elimination he discovered who had written the
paper. He knew that only a few men in the
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world could have written it, and his mind
disposed of them one by one. He alighted at
length on Anton Babel. His men it was who
first found the body of Adams, Babel’s
assistant, in the laboratory to which they had
gone to search for him; it was his men who
followed the trail of the scientist’s big plane
across the country to the dealer’s shop where
it had been disposed of; and it was they who
flew behind the worn out Babel in his new
plane, when the inventor came at last to
Leland Stanford University.

To be precise, it was not only John
Merton’s men who were flying two miles
behind Anton Babel; it was also John Merton
himself, and two of his best lieutenants. No
one could say of him that he ever failed in any
undertaking because he entrusted important
work to men who were not capable of doing it.

Down to the landing field they went,
following Babel by half a minute. They were
not a half dozen steps away when they saw
him motion to the nearest taxi, and they
plainly heard him give the address of his son’s
fraternity house. Babel entered the cab and it
drove off; behind him the three men engaged
another car, promising their driver an extra
fare to follow the first conveyance. It was
easily done. When Babel’s cab stopped at a
pretentious Greco-Roman mansion, the other
one was not fifty yards to the rear.

STEPPING to the ground, the inventor strode
into the building, accosted the nearest student,
and followed his guide to Anton Junior’s
room. Once inside, he sat down, sinking
completely out of sight in one of the soft
Morris chairs. He closed his eyes, for he was
very tired, having slept very little for four
nights.

Down below in their taxi, the three
conspirators debated the next course of action.
Opinion was divided: John Merton, unusually
audacious, argued that it would be better to
keep in sight of Babel, while his two

lieutenants held that, since the scientist could
not guess that he was being dogged, it was the
part of discretion to wait until he came out
again. They were not at all sure why Babel
had come to Stanford University; even less
sure why he had come to this exact spot.
Somehow, in spite of the intensive search of
John Merton Graves into the private life and
affairs of his quarry, he had not come upon the
fact that Babel had a son. This error was
destined, in time, to prove an important
element in later events.

Graves won at last over his reluctant
comrades, and they formed a plan of battle.
John Merton was to enter the house, to inquire
after Babel, to find him, to take that for which
they were searching. The other two were to
dismiss their first taxi, and, by taking
advantage of a near-by telephone booth, to
order another, which was to be at the door of
the fraternity house in five minutes. Then,
when John Merton came out with the booty, a
convenient and almost untraceable method of
escape would be ready for him.

Graves opened the door of the house
and entered. Night was fast coming on, and in
the dusk he nearly walked into a student, who
was lounging out of his chair to turn on the
lights.

“Pardon me,” said John Merton. “Did
Mr. Babel just come in?”

The youth wrinkled his brows. “You
mean Anton?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Why, no, | didn’t see him.”

“Are you sure?” persisted Graves. “I
was positive | saw him.”

“Well, maybe you did. I’'ll take you up
to his room, if you like.”

“Please.”

The two went up the stairs and to the
open door of Anton’s room. Graves, seeing
the head above the dim back of a chair, said,
“Ah, | thought so,” with much satisfaction,
and gently but firmly closed the door behind
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him as he went in.

Then he moved to the front of the
sleeping man and stood watching him intently.
There was a suit-case by the side of the
sleeper, but Graves did not touch it.

Instead he whispered, “Mr. Babel!”

The figure stirred.

“Babel!”  repeated
“Anton Babel!”

The sleeper was wide awake now; he
lifted one hand as if for defense.

“Don’t arrest me,” he said, weakly and
hopelessly. “I didn’t mean—I couldn’t help—

John Merton.

GRAVES laughed. “That’s all right,” said he.
“Brace up, now, and we’ll talk. I’ve no more
love for the police than you have.”

“You mean—"

“I’m not in the habit of beating around
bushes,” said John Merton, pulling up a chair
to face the other, “and I’ll not do it now. What
I want is your heat-concentrating contrivance,
and its formula, and any other papers that may
deal with it. If you’re decent about it, I’ll offer
a thousand for the whole thing. If you’re not,
why—" Graves spread his hands wide— “I’ll
have to turn you over to the police.”

“Then—it’s blackmail?”

“Come, come,” impatiently, “I told
you I’d offer a thousand. That’s generous—
considering that | could get it for nothing if I
really wanted to.”

Babel thought a moment. Then he
spoke, slowly: “I don’t know how you learned
about my invention, and | don’t know who
you are, but I do know this—that you can’t
have it!” Graves shrugged. “Just as you say. |
think, though, that I’ll go down and phone
police headquarters.”

Babel, getting to his feet, walked
slowly over the window and stood, looking
out. It was pitch dark outside, and from all
over the campus little flickers of light
gleamed—house windows, and street lamps,

and car lights. He turned bade to the room.

“Do you know,” said he, “l think
you’re bluffing. I don’t believe you would
want the police up here any more than | would
myself.”

“Oh, don’t you?” said John Merton,
softly, with an ugly little sneer on his lips.

“No.”

Suddenly both of them heard running
footsteps on the stair. The quick slap of soles
striking carpet was accompanied by a tuneless,
happy whistle.

“Anton!” cried Babel, and he took a
step toward the door.

John Merton made two movements
simultaneously. He jerked a heavy automatic
from his pocket, fired—and leaped to the light
buttons. He fired again, twice, in the sudden
darkness, and the soft-nosed bullets made a
horrible, thudding sound.

Anton Junior opened the door on a
sight that he was never to forget. The room
was lighted by a soft beam of moonlight that
came through an uncurtained window, and in
the very middle of the beam, appearing as if
detached from its body, was a human head,
lips drawn, teeth clenched, the whole a picture
of beastliness incarnate. He saw only dimly
the rest of the body; perceived a pistol held in
one hand and a suitcase dangling from the
other; then there was a lancing flame, and he
saw only darkness ... and darkness....

PART TWO (1939)

COPY of a letter sent by Professor Matthew
E. Winton of the Howland Institute of
Technology, to his brother, Jamison Winton:

“My dear Brother:

Today | have taken one of the most
decisive steps in my whole career. In writing
to tell you of it, I will give you the exact
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details, as nearly as | can remember them, and
you may judge for yourself of the wisdom of
this action. If you think it wise, you will of
course accept the proposition that I intend to
state further on.

“Yesterday morning my man brought
in a middle-aged gentleman, very well
groomed, and with that prosperous look that
most successful men have. He told me his
name was John Merton Graves. | faintly
remembered having heard the name before,
and | spoke of this. He grinned and answered:
‘My name is often in the newspapers—but
very little good is ever written of me’.”

“When | questioned him as to his
seemingly paradoxical answer, he replied: ‘I
am a gentleman carrying on an extra-legal
profession.” You may judge my surprise, my
dear brother, when he said that. Instantly |
jumped to the conclusion that he intended to
rob me, and | told him | regretted it very
much, but he would hardly find a dollar in the
house.

“*You pain me, Professor Winton,” he
said. ‘I’m not that much of a piker, I’'m not
going to rob you at all; rather, I’ll enrich you.’

“Said I: ‘I don’t know what you mean,
sir.”

“Then he explained. | give you my
word, Jamison, my head positively swam with
the things he told me, though I’m by no means
a man easy to surprise or awe. It seems that he
has stolen an invention from a man—I forget
the name, something like Bibil, I think it
was—that works on the principle of a giant
burning-glass. A beam of sunlight enters the
top of the contrivance, and is reflected
downward from there by a series of mirrors
until it is imprisoned between two of them.
This, you know, has always been theoretically
possible, but because of defects in the mirror-
glass, could not be accomplished practically.
This inventor, however, has perfected a type
of glass that is flawless, or, one might say, a
type whose reflecting surface is a perfect

plane, so that the two mirrors hold the
sunbeam quite well. But this is not all.

“BY operating a slide, one of the mirrors is
tilted up and the beam shoots out beneath it. In
some manner (I haven’t yet read the whole of
his formula) he manages to secure an immense
concentration of that beam, so that is has
nearly fifty times its original heat. This beam,
concentrated as it is, can be thrown out
through a projector and turned on any object
desired. You may doubt this—as | did—but
that object acts as it would if it were only a
few feet from the intense heat of the sun—in
other words, it either melts or instantly burns
up—depending, of course, on the type of
material of which the object is composed. The
range of this weapon is somewhat limited, for
it loses a great deal of its heat through contact
with the air, but the one that Graves had is
able to ignite wood at two hundred yards.
This, with only a momentary flash. If it were
held on for some seconds, iron or steel would
be melted, granite blocks cracked into tiny
chips, and so on.

“You can see what possibilities there
are in this thing. With larger glasses
constructed and installed on vessels, airships,
and other war conveyances, an enemy could
be wiped out almost before a shot was fired. It
practically makes guns extinct. And I think |
can find a way to eliminate its only fault—its
uselessness at night—by perfecting a storage
tank for sunlight with which the thing would
be equipped.

“This was not all that Graves told me.
He has very little scientific knowledge
himself, and he wishes some skilled electrical
engineer, and a trained scientist who can
interpret the inventor’s notes, to make more of
these heat concentrators for him. What he will
use them for | don’t know, but from some
hints that he dropped | gathered that he plans
to transform his gangs of rum-runners, drug-
sellers and the like into a band of air bandits,
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who, using fast planes and armed with this
heat ray, will prey on air and land shipping.
He was careful to tell me that there would be
no danger for the makers of his heat ray
projectors, as they could easily explain, in
case they were arrested, that they were
ignorant as to the purpose of the machines
they were building.

“In short, he offered me a princely
salary to find a mechanic and make these
projectors for him. As you know, | have often
wished for more money to carry on some
expensive researches, and the proposition
seemed to me to be an answer to my wish.
Scruples of conscience? As to that, | feel no
guilt. I am not committing a crime if I make
those machines, and though | may help
another to ... well, I have long ago ceased to
believe in eternal fires. Have | made it plain
that I accepted?

“When Graves mentioned an electrical
engineer, my mind leaped at once to you. Will
you take this chance and become rich, or do
you intend to stay in a rut all your life? I think
I have made myself sufficiently clear as to our
work, and if you accept, Jamison, you must
write me at once. If you don’t, I trust you to
keep the contents of this letter entirely to
yourself.

Very truly yours,

Your brother, Matthew.”

PART THREE (1941)

DURING the year 1940, the people of the
United States had become suddenly aware for
the first time that something more than the
conventional, hide-in-the-dark bandit had
established himself in their fair land. This
revelation came as a complete surprise to
them. Before April of that year the clergy and

the law enforcement officers had been
congratulating themselves on the success of
their efforts to suppress criminality, for the
number of crimes committed had rapidly
diminished. The editor of more than one
magazine of large circulation had ventured to
comment on the increasing of the law-abiding
spirit among the citizens; it was orated on by
legislators, and the President devoted a goodly
amount of space to it in his annual message to
Congress. This advance, together with the
increase of invention and knowledge, seemed
to herald a new Golden Age of man. But the
quiet was only the lull before the storm, the
momentary pause before the cyclone.

John Merton Graves had devoted the
winter months of that year to the organization
and building up of his various forces. He
rapidly trained good crooks to be better pilots;
or, when this was not possible, he bought
pilots outright from the numerous passenger
and freight companies. He secured airplanes—
the best, of types that had not yet been placed
on the market. He slyly kidnaped Loren
d’Antorut, the young French aircraft engineer,
and as a result it was John Merton’s planes
that first appeared with the tiny helicopter
vanes on the tip of each wing, a development
of this same d’Antorut. He established a base
in Amberton, somewhere in the hinterland of
Illinois, and moved enough Chicago rum-
runners and bootleggers to that little town to
reduce the Windy City’s crime record
considerably. He spent millions in money,
months in labor. And then, at the end of
March, he finally looked over his work and
pronounced it good. ...

The first blow was struck on April
second, when his ships, communicating by
radio telephone, forced down the big Toledo,
route-ship from Chicago to Detroit, and took
twenty thousand dollars in gold from her. Two
days later they met the Edsel Ford, which
opened fire on them from automatic machine-
guns mounted in her middle engine rooms. It



The Heat Ray 9

was the opinion of watchers that the passenger
ship might have won out, had not the big

gasoline tanks, mounted in the wings,
exploded from reasons unknown. Two
hundred men, delegates to a business

convention in Detroit, were either killed or
fatally injured when the huge plane burst into
myriad bits of duralumin. Not without creating
a furor were some of the leading business men
in the country wiped out.

Then rumors began to spread that a
new weapon was being used by the bandits.
Just how the rumors began is hard to say.
Reports of farmers, at work near-by when the
Edsel Ford crash occurred, stated that they
had observed flashes of intense yellow light
vomiting from the attacking planes.
Undoubtedly the boasts of certain of Graves’
gangsters had reached the ears of the police,
and possibly these whispers had spread further
than they were intended to. Be that as it may,
the rumors did spread, and when a small cabin
plane belonging to Associated Mining,
fortunately carrying only pay-checks, was
hailed by one of the bandits, the cabin plane
took to earth at once, although it was a very
fast ship. Its pilot made no attempt at
resistance, for he realized that the checks
would be worthless to the bandits. Moreover,
he was consumed with curiosity as to whether
or not the rumors of a strange weapon were
true, and, while preparing for a landing, he
formulated a plan to discover the truth. So he
had hardly brought his machine to a halt
before he set his stick a trifle back, opened the
throttle wide, and plunged through the cabin
door and to the ground. Then he lay behind a
shrub and watched his stout ship speed
unmanned across the sand and rise into the air
as steadily as though a hand were upon the
controls.

BUT the bandit plane appeared little
disconcerted by this maneuver. Hawklike, it
swooped down upon the slowly-climbing

cabin plane, sending out long stabs of yellow
light which slashed hither and thither about
the helpless ship. The result—inevitable, as
the man on the ground well knew—was that
the latter’s gasoline tanks blew up, and the
plane, a hopeless, burning wreck, plunged
earthward.

Some few moments after the bandit
had disappeared in the distance, the pilot came
out of his hiding place and walked over to the
flaming ruin of his ship. With water from a
nearby creek he succeeded in quenching what
was left of the fire, and he managed to draw
part of the wings and fuselage away from the
main body. These he turned over and over
again, until he found a tiny hole burned in one
all-metal aileron, as if a red-hot poker had
been thrust through it.

“This,” he said to himself, “is not as it
should be.” Then he walked away toward the
smoke of a farm chimney with a chaos of
thoughts rioting in his brain: “Burned hole.
How? Heat. How? Oxygen torch? No. Heat ...
heat ... heat ... By Gad! Then that’s their
weapon—a heat ray! Well, by Gad!”

“And yet,” he said aloud, “that doesn’t
mean anything. We know there’s lightning,
but that doesn’t prevent it from hitting trees. . .

The young pilot was Anton Babel,
Junior.

Three months went by, and the perils
of the air grew daily. No one, from the
billionaire in his palatial air yacht to the
commoner out for an airing in his two-seater,
was entirely free from danger. No one could
foresee the next move of the air bandits; no
one could guard his possessions so carefully
that he could prevent them from being seized
in the next swoop of those ruthless pirates.
Police forces were doubled, tripled,
quadrupled. But day by day it became more
evident how far behind the times the officers
of law enforcement were. Bandits flew circles
around the slow police patrols; they amused
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themselves by dropping straight down onto
police landing fields, and rising again, before
their enemies’ ships, unequipped with
helicopter vanes, could gain flying speed.
Police began to be afraid to open fire on the
bandits, knowing that the retort would be
swifter, more unerring, more deadly, than all
the machine guns ever invented could send
out. Many a patrolman, remembering that he
had a wife and family, turned his back where
he should have turned his revolver barrel;
many a police commissioner forgot his duty,
to think of his life. And the effects of this
whole corrupt, cowardly system began to
spread. A general deterioration was observed
in public morals: dope-peddling, bootlegging,
and prostitution gained, while the church and
other beneficent institutions lost influence, fell
off; lobbies and trusts began to appear in
politics and business; crime and vice walked
unrebuked in high places. . . .

IN the offices of the Middlewest Aircraft
Corporation, Robert H. Crawford,
superintendent in charge of transportation of
that corporation, told his secretary to show in
a young man who had just been taken on as a
pilot. The young man took a seat in front of
the tennis court of mahogany that Mr. Craw-
ford called his desk.

“Humph!” said Mr. Crawford, who
had read in some book that great executives
talked like that.

“l agree with you,” said the young

man.

“Eh—what’s that?” gasped Mr.
Crawford.

“| said, did you want to see me?”

Mr. Crawford consulted a card on his
desk, said “humph” again, and then

condescended to talk with the young man.
“Yes,” he said. “l did. Your name’s
Thompson? You came to us from California?
Recommended?”
“Answering your questions in proper

order,” said the young man. “It is. | did. I
was.”

Mr. Crawford looked at his card again.

“Very well. You take the Langley to
New Orleans this afternoon. Two o’clock.”

“l do what?”

“l know,” said Mr. Crawford, melting
as much as his dignity would allow, “it really
is—ah—hard on you. A new pilot, new
route— But we haven’t any choice. It’s you or
no one. Dinle got in two hours ago—tired out,
says he won’t take another ship out for a
month. Beale and Watson absolutely refuse to
fly over the well-known center of the whole
bandit gang, and two other pilots are in the
hospital. As | say, we have no choice.”

“We-I-I-l, if that’s it, far be it from me
to object. I’ll take her down to New Orleans,
and regret that I’ve only one life to give to my
corporation. You don’t mind if | sleep till
two? | can’t get used to this Chicago noise at
night, and I’m groggy right now.”

“No—not at all,” said Mr. Crawford,
hastily. “Sleep all you wish. I’'ll have a taxi
call for you at one-thirty.”

“Until then,” said Thompson, yawning
in Mr. Craword’s face. He threw himself
down on the comfortable leather davenport in
the waiting room, reflecting on the fact that he
had fooled Crawford completely. When as
Anton Babel he had been discharged
following his desertion of the plane carrying
the Associated Mining’s pay checks, he had
found it necessary to bury his past and get a
new job, establishing his identity as “Carl
Thompson.” On the basis of this identity of
“Carl Thompson—first class pilot” he now
pillowed his head on a brief case, and was
soon asleep.... Two hours later, by dint of
much shaking and jerking, the driver of the
taxi got him awake, bundled him into the cab,
and drove him down to the airport in time to
have him change to flying togs before two
o’clock.
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THE five-ton Langley left Chicago on
schedule time, with a merry-eyed youth in the
pilot’s seat and fifty passengers in the cabin.

The trip to New Orleans had never
been accounted a difficult one, for the region
over which the route lay was well settled, and
the broad Mississippi was nearly always in
sight in case the compasses went wrong. But
all this had changed with the establishment of
the bandit headquarters at Amberton, which
was well in the southwestern part of Illinois.
Ships passing along the trail to New Orleans
had been the most frequently robbed; in fact, it
had become an afternoon’s pastime for the
bandits to stop passenger planes in order to
replenish their pocket-money. Travel to New
Orleans had become actually dangerous, and
in consequence the number of paid fares had
diminished. Whereas formerly three ships a
day had been sent over the route, the number
had now fallen to one, and that one was more
than likely to carry a light load. People went
to New Orleans only when necessary; and
even the pilots began to complain of the
danger to their lives.

Such was the situation that Anton
Babel faced. He was a good pilot. Upon the
death of his father he had refused the aid of
condescending relatives, and had entered an
aviation school. After two years of study and
work he had graduated, had immediately
found a position with a Los Angeles firm, and
had been sent by it to the Middlewest when
the two companies merged. He was now
twenty-three, and as nearly happy as any man
can be who has seen his father killed before
his eyes. He had one love—for aviation; one
aim in life—to find his father’s murderer.

A half-hour out of Chicago he sighted
Amberton. He knew the town by the
numerous newspaper photographs that he, like
all the rest of America, had seen. One might
have thought, by the number of features and
articles that had been written about the town,
that the country was proud of it.

Anton rose to the “ceiling” of his
plane—twenty thousand feet. He had no wish
to be sighted from below.

Down on the ground “Slick” Nethers, a
fine pilot and a man high in favor with John
Merton Graves, looked at his wrist-watch and
cocked an ear inquiringly toward the north.

“That route-ship should be comin’
over about now,” he said, dropping his feet to
the floor from the window sill where they had
been resting. “Wonder if we scared ’em out—
| don’t hear it.”

Lan Higby, interestedly scanning the
beauties of a lady on a magazine cover, said
out of the corner of his mouth, “Get the
binocs.”

Nethers removed the binoculars from a
shelf, walked outside, and surveyed the
northern sky.

“Got ’im,” he said, with a smile; “he’s
way up! Must be carryin’ somethin’ valuable.”

“Don’t seem as though he would,” said
Higby, “he’s certainly been stuck up enough.
He may have, though. Les’ go up and get
him.”

JOHN MERTON GRAVES, passing by the
door, heard the last sentence. “What’s this?”
he asked, stopping. Nethers explained.
“Good,” said the other, “I say—wait a second
and I’ll go up with you. It’s confoundedly hot
down here.”

They moved a plane from the hangar,
clambered in and set it in motion. Once off the
ground they shut down the helicopter vanes,
turned on the tractor motor, and rose in great,
sweeping circles. Five minutes brought them
slightly behind and above the Langley. Graves
opened their radio circuit and tapped out,
“Land at once,” the conventional opening
threat of the air bandits. Anton, who, for the
sake of comfort, had removed his radio
headphones, did not hear the signal. The big
ship drove steadily on.

Graves pressed a button on the
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instrument board of his plane. In the Langley
Anton suddenly saw a vivid beam shoot once,
twice, thrice across his line of vision. He
started, and turned his head to the rear.
Through the thick glass port-hole he saw a
small plane hovering, saw again the thrust of
that yellow beam.

Anton’s blood raced in his veins. For
one brief moment he pulled his throttle wide,
and then, looking up, he saw a little placard
pasted on the edge of the wind-shield glass. It
read, succinctly, “The Passenger Always
Comes First.” Anton shut off power and put
his ship into a glide. ... He landed on a gently-
rolling meadow.

After a moment the bandit plane
floated down beside him. It swung around so
that Anton could see the queer box-like
apparatus under one wing; he noticed that it
pointed directly toward himself. One of the
bandits leaped to the earth and ran over to the
Langley.

“Snap into it,” he called crisply.
“Everybody out. Line up here under the
wing.” He waved an automatic, suggestively.

The passengers, in various stages of
fright and amusement, lined up quietly.
Nethers went down the line. “Shell out.”
Wallets and pocket-books were handed over
without question; now and then Nethers would
see a ring or a dully gleaming necklace
disappear, but a quick motion of his revolver
was sufficient to bring the object to his hand.
It was, on the whole, a rather dull and
uninspired robbery.

Anton was the end man, and when
Nethers came to him he handed him
something very quickly. The other scowled at
the object in his hand.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“A nickel,” said the pilot, coolly.

Nethers handed it back. “Keep it,” he
said.

With an airy gesture Anton waved the
coin away. “Oh, no,” he said, “does not the

Good Book say, ‘Give one-tenth of your
fortune to the poor?’”

“Don’t get fresh!” jerked Nethers.
Then—*“Where’s the rest of the stuff?”

“This,” remarked Anton, bowing, “is
all.”

NETHERS scowled again, but he said
nothing. He went over to the Langley, thrust
his head inside the doorway and ran his eyes
down the long rows of leather seats. But he
saw no suspicious parcels, and so, after
another prolonged scowl at the restless
passengers, walked again to his own plane.

“That’s all,” he said, dumping an arm-
load of assorted trinkets and money-containers
on the runway. He clambered in after them.
The bandit chief, changing to the pilot’s chair,
looked over at the Langley a moment before
starting the engine. And then, as it happened,
the sun was reflected from the shimmering
tail-surface of the passenger plane in such a
manner that it shone straight on the window of
the bandit ship; and in that momentary glare
the head of John Merton Graves seemed, to an
onlooker, to be suspended alone in the air.
And in that moment Anton Babel, turning to
look once again at the robbers, saw a picture
that was the duplicate of one that had met his
eyes three years before! Only for an instant
did the resemblance hold, but that instant left
him weak and shaking.

Without an instant’s hesitation he
knew what he would do. He ran across the
sward and caught the landing gear of the
rising plane. Swinging his feet up, he twisted
them around the trusses and supports; he
gripped the axle of the two wheels with his
strong fingers and hung on.

The wind howled in his ears, tore at his
hair, slashed at his raw face with cruel claws
time and again. The ground swam beneath
him; the sky toppled and swayed above. He
was sick, dizzy, breathless, dying! He saw
mountains swing beneath him, forests leaped
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up and then a clearing. Then he saw buildings
rushing to meet him; and the little plane, as
lightly as a feather, came down on the landing
field. Forward it rolled for a few yards—with
the spinning wheels inches from Anton’s
face—until it came to rest in the darkness of
the hangar.

Voices sounded, and he saw three pairs
of flying boots strike the floor, one after
another, and stride off. He dared not move.
Greasy overalls came and pushed the plane
farther on in a corner; finally dusk and quiet
reigned.

He dropped to the floor and lay there,
exhausted. At last he summoned strength to
crawl out and stood weakly, clinging to the
strut of an airplane, while he oriented himself.

The hangar was a place of shadows,
out of which the edges of the giant doors
showed as arched lines of white. A smaller
arch marked a side door. Anton moved to it
and opened it a trifle.

HE saw three hangars stretching away from
him in a long line. They were strangely quiet.
Not a motor sounded; only a few footfalls
struck now and then, as mechanics went out of
the buildings, locking doors behind them; the
whole scene was buried in the deep quiet of a
hot summer afternoon. Out of the corner of his
eye he saw three figures enter a small house
far to the left, and recognized one of them as
the man who had held up the Langley five
minutes—or was it, five years!— before.

Anton looked down at himself. He was
dressed in the ordinary costume of the pilot:
flying boots, moleskin riding breeches, white
shirt, helmet—with the leather coat removed
out of respect to the weather. A sudden
impulse seized him: he stooped down, picked
up a daub of grease, and smeared it lavishly
on his shirt. He pulled down his helmet a little
over his eyes, and stepped out into the
sunshine.

It was even easier than he had thought.

No one questioned him as he walked slowly
past the edge of the hangar and into the yard.
He met no one as he crossed over to the tiny
house, strode up the steps, and entered the
porch. There he halted, tense, as he heard
voices proceeding from the door in front of
him....

. “But really, Graves,” a cultured
voice came out to the listener, “It’s much
more serious than you think. I’m sure | don’t
know what’s become of the paper—it was
sheer carelessness of us not to make copies of
everything before this— but the fact is that it
is gone. And it must be found.”

“But why?” said another voice, curtly.
“What’s so important in it?”

The first voice went on patiently. “It’s
a formula, one of the few that Babel devised.
It explains the casting of the mirror glass
without which the whole ray-projector is
useless. It has to be found. There’s nothing
else that can be of any avail.”

“Come, come! Can’t you copy the
mirror glasses that you made for the first
projectors?”

“No,” said the other, firmly, “we must
have that formula. | know.”

Graves flung his hand down on the
desk and swore fluently until the other broke
in:

“For a leader of crime, Graves, you’re
singularly infantile! Profanity won’t do any
good.”

“Well, then, what will? Can’t you do
anything? Gawd knows I’'m paying you
enough.”

“1 told you, it’s being searched for all
over the shop now. If human efforts can find
it, we will. Just be patient—by the way, I
brought over all the rest of his papers. Have
copies made of them at once, will you? We
certainly don’t want anything like this to
happen again. There are two other formulas
here that are invaluable, and that couldn’t be
replaced if lost.”
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Anton heard the scrape of leather as a
battered portfolio was pushed across the desk
to Graves. He tiptoed nearer to the open
doorway.

“All right, Winton,” said John Merton,
caustically. “But get busy and find that other
paper, or it won’t be so pleasant for you!
Besides, you’ve been taking altogether too
much of a high hand with me. Watch yourself,
or I’'ll show you mighty quick where you get
off!”

MATTHEW WINTON laughed. Then he
looked at his companion with amazement, for
John Merton had straightened up and was
staring at something behind Winton’s back.

“Say, where d’you think you are?”
came from Grave’s lips. “Didn’t | tell you
men not to get soused till Saturday? You
know you’re not supposed to come in here.”

Swinging around in his chair, Winton
saw a pale-faced, flaming-eyed man standing
in the doorway. The man was looking straight
at Graves, and there was neither respect nor
apology in that look.

“I’m not drunk,” said the man, “and |
know very well where I am. I’m looking at a
dirty murderer and a miserable, dastardly
coward!”

John Merton leaped to his feet. “What
the hell do you mean by that?”

“Just this. Three years ago you shot
and killed an unarmed man, and robbed him
afterward. Then you shot his son and thought
you killed him. You didn’t! I’m that son. My
father was Anton Babel!”

Blue flame spurted from the desk, and
Anton’s cheek burned as the powder stung it.
Then he had jumped to Winton, sent him
staggering across the room, and shoved the
desk hard into John Merton’s stomach, as the
latter fired again. He knew in that moment
what he must do, and he vaulted over the
wrecked furniture and fell compactly on the
prostrate form of the master criminal. He felt

the hard steel of the gun in his hand; jerked
around and halted Winston’s rush in mid-air.
He caught up the brief-case that had fallen to
the floor and backed swiftly away, squeezing
with desperate abandon on the trigger. Bullets
began to spray from the blunt end of the pistol
and bore holes in the flimsy walls and floor.
The door handle turned in his fingers and he
was outside.

There were figures running all around
him, and he turned the still spouting muzzle
on them; watched them fade and vanish like
mist before a wind. He was running himself
before he knew it, running back and forth,
wildly, like a trapped rat. Far off on the edge
of the flying-field he caught sight of a plane
standing with propeller turning idly, and he
rushed blindly in that direction. Shouts arose;
somewhere revolvers cracked, and lead
smacked on the concrete all about him. But he
was in the plane, and he raced the motor with
a roar like the fabled Minotaur. Down the
field, up, up, and still up! He was free!

Back in the ruined room, Graves had
leaped to his feet the moment Anton was
gone. He dragged Winton to his feet, shrieking
madly, “He’s got those papers!” and the two
men stumbled out in the open air.

“Get a plane!” shouted Graves. “For
God’s sake get a plane! Don’t let him get
away! It’s life and death to us!”

A new ship was hauled out of the
hangar immediately, and Graves and Winton
sprang into it. Again the beat of a motor was
heard on the field, and again a plane took off.
Watching the ship rise stood a motley mass of
the bandits, and more than one of them shook
his head uneasily.

WITH eyes on the compass and engine
opened wide, Anton kept just below the level
of the clouds and drove straight on. The
reaction from those few exciting moments had
come, and he laughed and sang as he listened
to the steady “throb, throb,” that was carrying
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him along. He felt calm, secure, safe. He
patted the brief-case beside him in the seat;
snuggled back into the soft comfort of his
chair.

“Beastly luxurious blighters, those
bandits,” he murmured, laughing aloud again
at the thought of their confusion, when—
something yellow flashed past his propeller—
flashed, and flashed once more.

He went into a side-slip, and dropped
two thousand feet in a twinkling. Back he
swung, leveled off, and looked up. Coming
down on him, like a meteor gone mad, was a
tiny ship, with the wind whistling through its
struts and a yellow eye winking now and
again under its left wing.

“This,” he thought humorously, “is no
place for me.” And he went into an inside
loop, came out of it, and began climbing. He
was hanging on his propeller. He went higher
and higher, and as he looked back he saw the
other ship following relentlessly. Suddenly an
idea occurred to him; he turned and ran his
eyes over the instrument panel, stopping them
when he saw, on the further end, a little white
button. He pressed it; watched the air just
ahead of his left wing. He knew then that he
had not guessed wrong, for a yellow tinge
seemed to envelop the ship!

Then it was battle of pilot against
master pilot—of the hunted against the hunter.
Back and forth the two flashed across the sky,
going higher and higher with each change of
direction, till they were alone in the cold
vastness, many thousands of feet above the
ground.

Yellow ray against yellow ray—skill
against skill!

Neither thought of retreat as they
turned and twisted. Once Graves’ heat ray
caught Anton’s ship just behind the cabin, and
only the distance that separated them and the
almost superhuman quickness of Anton saved
him. Anton himself, after a few thrusts with
his ray, used it no more, but devoted all his

time to his controls. And the wisdom of his
tactics began to show. In every maneuver he
gained ground on the other, in every sweeping
circle he drew nearer to his objective. Graves
fought valiantly, but he could not prevent the
inevitable; and at last Anton secured the
position he was aiming for, over and far
behind the bandit. Here John Merton could not
reach him with his heat ray, and Anton,
knowing it, swooped down in a swift,
merciless curve. A golden, dazzling beam
came from the under side of his wing; it
caught the other ship in a cruel halo of
radiance....

And then, only Anton flew the higher
skies—alone, watching with set eyes a thing
of flames that staggered crazily, end over end,
down and still down, till he could see it no
longer! John Merton Graves had lost for the
first time—and for the last.

BEHIND the falling plane, after a moment,
came Anton. He followed it in its wild career
up to the time it dashed to earth; then he
switched on his helicopters and landed not far
from the burning wreck. He got out and stood
for a while on the soft green grass, watching
the flames. The two ships had come down in a
small dell, hedged in on either side by
magnificent trees, its interior carpeted with the
most vivid of grasses, while a spring flowed
from the tiny knoll in the middle. The roaring
holocaust near one fringe of trees was in
terrible contrast to the peaceful beauty of the
surrounding scene. One would have declared
that the anger of man could never have
penetrated into this quiet vale. The flowers
and the fernery seemed to stand aghast at such
intrusion!

Reaching into the inside of his cabin,
Anton took out the portfolio. Then, sitting
there on the grass, he read, page after page,
the diary and the records of his dead father.
Some parts of these he could not understand,
but the whole plainly showed the agony, the
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tireless labor and the unutterable longing of
the man to complete his invention. Failure
after failure—the man had fought his way
through, and in the end he had won—what?
Fear and Death! And how little, thought
Anton, could his father have known, how little
foreseen, what misery and destruction his
invention would bring upon his country!
Anton began to see, as he sat silent there in the
glow of the afternoon sun, that it was no fault
of his father’s that the evil had come. It was
not even the fault of the lifeless thing that had
been John Merton Graves, charred and burned
now in the ashes of his airplane. It was the
genius of misguided and thoughtless invention
that had created the evil; the thirst for power,
that had been willing to kill in order to get
possession of it; the selfish desire common to
all men, that had made the ray a source of
misery. But like a boomerang the heat ray had
brought disaster to the individual men who
had owned it.

It was the heat ray itself that was
guilty—not these men who had built it and
used it! Anton seemed to see the black shadow
of the ray, like a gigantic monster, looming
over the heads of men and women, darkening
the lives of innocent people, striking them
down, and laughing as it struck. As he thought
of these things his anger grew, and he looked
around him to find a way to destroy it. He saw
the spring bubbling and gurgling; he rose and
walked up to the little knoll. He could not see

to the bottom of the pool, so deep was the
water; and his heart told him that here was a
way. He lifted the portfolio.

“There shall be no more heat rays....”
He dropped the portfolio into the spring.
Down it sank, a vague bulk in the sparkling
water, and the light, catching its polished
fastenings, sent long reflected beams back to
the surface until it bad disappeared.

Epilogue

WITHOUT its leader, the bandit organization
disintegrated. Like a house of cards crumpled
the elaborate system that Graves had built up
with so much care and effort. A rejuvenated
police force captured one after another of the
ray-equipped planes. And Anton (for it was
under his leadership that law and order won
slowly back what had been lost), true to his
vow, destroyed each ray-projector as it fell
into his hands. Six months after John Merton
Graves met death in the wreck of his plane,
the last of his men was sentenced to prison;
and the last heat ray, a most innocent-
appearing black box-like contrivance, was
placed behind plate glass windows in the
Washington Museum, there to rest, the
recipient of thousands of awed glances, until it
should rot away into the dust from which it
had come.



