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The Earth’s Cancer  
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ARNES,” said Dr. Bird suddenly, 
“how brave are you?”  
 

operative looke
The secret service 

d puzzled at the question.  
 “Why—I don’t know, Doctor. As 

brave as the average man, I guess.” 
 “You’re a great deal braver than the 
average, old dear; I know that from what we 
have been through together. I have seen you 
face armed men without a quaver, but how 

“C 
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would you face an armed enemy that you 
could not see and that you knew no way of 
combating?” 
 “I didn’t back down in that Mammoth 
Cave affair, Doctor.” 
 “I know you didn’t, but there you were 
facing at the worst sudden and probably 
painless death. Could you face without 
wavering one of the most painful and 
lingering deaths known, a death which is the 
apotheosis of the horrible? Specifically, could 
you face with equanimity the almost certain 
contraction of a malignant incurable form of 
cancer?” 
 Carnes’ face blanched at the scientist’s 
words. 
 “Mind you, Carnes,” went on the 
Doctor, “I am not ordering you to do so, I am 
not even asking you to do it; I am merely 
offering you the opportunity to do what 
Walter Reed did, to sacrifice your life for the 
public good in a particularly unpleasant 
manner without reward and probably without 
recognition. I can’t even guarantee your 
widow a pension if you accept my offer. In 
fact, I strongly advise you to refuse it, a thing 
which you can do with honor as it is not in 
your line of duty.” 
 “Are you going to face that danger, 
Doctor?” 
 “Foolishly, I am. In the work I am 
about to do I feel the need of a man beside me 
upon whom I can depend in any emergency 
and we have worked together a great deal——
” 
 Dr. Bird’s voice died away in 
nothingness and he turned abruptly on his 
heel. Carnes leaped to his feet. 
 “You damned fool!” he cried huskily. 
“When do we start?” 
 Dr. Bird swung around and grasped the 
detective’s hand. 
 “I knew that I could rely on you. 
Carney, old dear,” he said feelingly. “Cheer 
up, it probably isn’t as black as I have painted 

it. There is a chance that we will die of cancer 
before this case is finished, but I have a very 
strong hope that both of us will pull through 
all right. We start tonight. Pack your grips for 
five days on the train.” 
 “I’ll be ready, Doctor. Am I to work in 
the dark for the present or can you tell me 
where we are going and why?” 
 “I’ll tell you what I know, Carnes. We 
are going to Lassen County, California, to the 
vicinity of Cinder Cone National Monument. 
As for the reason, here is an approved 
requisition for your services for an indefinite 
period. I had it made out before I tackled you 
because I knew—Oh, go to the devil!” 
 Dr. Bird turned away to hide a 
suspicion of moisture in his eyes. Carnes read 
the requisition with growing astonishment. 
 “Under direction of the United States 
Public Health Service!” he exclaimed. “What 
is it, a dope smuggling case?” 
 “No. We are going to Lassen County 
to try to ascertain the cause of an epidemic of 
a new and particularly virulent form of 
epithelial cancer which has cropped out in that 
vicinity.” 
 “What can we do about locating the 
cause of cancer, Doctor? That sounds like a 
job for a doctor instead of a secret service 
operative and a Bureau of Standards man.” 
 “Ordinarily it would be but there are 
some very peculiar features about this 
outbreak.” 
 Dr. Bird consulted a file of reports on 
his desk and went on. 
 “The first cases broke out almost a 
year ago, not long after the eruption of Cinder 
Cone in June, 1929. At first it was thought to 
be merely a skin rash of some sort, but the 
cases did not yield to treatment but got worse 
and more cases developed. Furthermore, after 
the disease had run to a certain point, it 
became associated with a peculiar form of 
mania and the patients refused further 
treatment and left their homes and took to the 
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woods. They eluded pursuit when they could 
and fought desperately when captured by their 
friends who tried to bring them back for 
treatment.” 
 “Delirium is not uncommon in cancer 
cases, is it, Doctor?” 
 “Not in carcinoma cases, especially 
shortly before the end, but this was not 
delirium, it was mania. There was no wild 
raving, the patients talked rationally and knew 
what they were doing, but they refused 
treatment and evinced a strong dislike for the 
society of every one except those similarly 
afflicted. The things got beyond the powers of 
the local medical men to cope with and the 
Public Health Service was asked to send help. 
A surgeon was sent up there and after the first 
examination of a case, he pronounced the 
trouble to be a form of epithelial cancer, a 
diagnosis which the local men had missed. 
 “Other surgeons and nurses were sent 
into the stricken area and a field hospital 
established, but to no avail. Not only did the 
first cases refuse treatment but new cases went 
on cropping up, among them both of the local 
surgeons. Three Public Health Service 
surgeons and two nurses, who were sent there, 
have been stricken with the disease and have 
also acquired the peculiar mania which leads 
them to refuse treatment and to shun all 
persons except other sufferers.” 
 “It would be rather natural for those 
working with the victims to contract the 
disease, would it not?” 
 “No. Cancer is not ordinarily 
considered to be contagions and naturally 
every possible aseptic measure was used by 
the surgeons and nurses. Public Health Service 
is completely stumped. They have made no 
headway toward checking the epidemic and 
since their own people have started 
contracting the disease, they hesitate about 
ordering more surgeons in, for they may be 
simply signing their death warrants when they 
do so. 

 “Such is the problem to solve. Since 
cancer is not a germ disease, at least the germ 
has never been isolated and identified, it is 
probably useless to look for a source of germ 
infection, but there is undoubtedly some 
reason for the outbreak and we are going to 
seek this reason.” 
 “It sounds like the wildest of wild 
goose chases I ever went on, Doctor, but I’m 
with you. When do we start?” 
 “Tonight. I have been working for two 
weeks getting things ready and we have a 
drawing room on the 6:37 tonight.” 
 “I’ll be there, Doctor.” 
 
DURING the long trip across the continent, 
Carnes had abundant opportunity to examine 
the voluminous file of the Public Health 
Service reports on the case but he found little 
more than an elaboration of the outline Dr. 
Bird had given him. The Doctor consistently 
refused to discuss the case and Carnes knew 
his friend too well to try to force a confidence. 
The Doctor sat for hours poring over recondite 
volumes on cancer and related subjects and in 
making elaborate mathematical calculations. 
 Although he worked miracles in 
chemical and physical experiments which had 
made his name a household word in scientific 
circles, Dr. Bird’s knowledge of medicine was 
at best a superficial one. Realizing this fact, he 
bent his splendid mind to the task before him 
and by the end of the trip there was little that 
had been written about it that was not stored in 
his brain. 
 At San Francisco he broke the trip long 
enough to visit Crissy Field and make certain 
arrangements before they took the “Klamath” 
north. At Redding a Public Health Service 
surgeon met them with a truck and a 
passenger car and Dr. Bird supervised the 
loading into the truck of a number of cases 
with the Bureau of Standards seal on them. 
When the loaded truck departed, Carnes and 
the Doctor climbed into the passenger car and 
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were whirled off in the same direction. 
 “What progress have you made, if any, 
Doctor Albright?” asked Dr. Bird. 
 “None at all, Doctor Bird, I am sorry 
to say,” replied the young Public Health 
Service surgeon, who was both their guide and 
driver. “There are now, according to the best 
information we have, two hundred and seven 
cases, but there may be a good many more. 
That county is full of Indians and we have no 
way of telling how many of them have been 
afflicted.” 
 “What particular type of cancer is it?” 
 “It is a very malignant and previously 
unknown type of epithelial cancer. Instead of 
eating in, it forms ex-crescenses on the surface 
and spreads very rapidly. The mania which is 
invariably associated with it after the 
development reaches a certain stage is also a 
new thing in cancer physiology. So far we 
have no record of any deaths, but there may 
easily be some, for all the advanced cases 
have taken to the woods and efforts to capture 
them have been futile. Three of our surgeons 
have gone into the woods hoping to do some 
good, but none of them has returned or sent 
out any word. Whether they had been detained 
by force or whether they have fallen victim to 
the disease and the mania which accompanies 
it, no one knows.” 
 “Is the area where the victims have 
retreated well defined?” 
 “It is quite clearly defined. It is, or 
used to be, a patch of almost barren lava beds 
with only a few jack pines and a little bunch-
grass growing on it. At present it is covered 
with a very profuse and exceedingly green 
vegetation, lush rank growth which is almost 
jungle-like in its density, while the old pines 
and bunch-grass seem to have died off.” 
 Dr. Bird sat up with sudden attention. 
 “What sort of vegetation is this new 
growth?” he demanded. 
 “I’m not enough of a botanist to 
answer your question, Doctor. I have not 

penetrated deeply into it. It doesn’t stop 
suddenly but sort of dies away from the 
center. When you approach that area you can 
see it ahead of you shoulder high or higher 
when it only comes to the knee where you 
stand and a short distance behind you it will 
be only ankle high. It rather resembles huge 
rushes or cat-tails but it can’t be anything of 
that sort for there is almost no water around 
here. It is a funny thing but right in that area 
they are having the finest crop of grass they 
have ever had, despite the fact that it is an 
unusually dry season. On the other hand the 
usual vegetation, jack pines and bunch-grass, 
is dead or dying.” 
 “What is killing it?” 
 “Some sort of a dry rot. I think. At any 
rate the things hold their exterior form but turn 
a dirty grey in color and they crumble into 
dust at a touch.” 
 “Does this condition extend over the 
entire area where the disease is prevalent?” 
 “Yes, to a limited degree. Toward the 
outer edge the change in vegetation is hardly 
apparent except as an unusually good grass 
crop out of season. At the same time there are 
comparatively few cases of cancer developing 
around the edges and they are mild ones 
which spread slowly. When we get to Lassen 
National Monument where our field hospital 
is, I will show you a map with the dwelling of 
every known case plotted. It makes a rough 
circle about fifteen miles in diameter, while 
the part where the victims hide and where this 
peculiar vegetation really flourishes is a circle 
about three miles in diameter located right in 
the center of the larger area.” 
 Dr. Bird changed the subject and did 
not refer to it again until the map of which Dr. 
Albright had spoken was laid before him. 
 “It is easy to see that there is a definite 
center of virulence,” he remarked. “The closer 
you get to the center, the more cases are 
indicated.” 
 “That is true. We have also noticed 
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that when a case comes in that the rapidity of 
development is inversely proportional to the 
distance the patient has lived from the center 
of the disturbed area.” 
 “Does the area of infection seem to be 
spreading?” 
 “It did at first, but from such reports as 
my predecessor left—poor chap, he contracted 
the disease and joined the madmen in the 
rocks four months ago, I can discern no spread 
during the past six months. There seems to be 
a quite definite limit beyond which the 
infection does not extend.” 
 “Have you cleared everyone out of this 
area?” 
 “We have tried but we have met with 
poor success. Most of the inhabitants are 
Indians and while we may move them one 
day, the next day they will drift back again.” 
 “It looks as if the spot we should 
explore is right here.” 
 Dr. Bird placed his finger on the center 
of the shaded area. 
 “Undoubtedly you are right, but so far 
no one has entered the forbidden area, if I may 
call it such, and returned. Whether they have 
been prevented by force from returning or 
whether they have become mad and remained 
voluntarily, I can’t tell you. Now we cannot 
get any one to go within miles of the center.” 
 “Nevertheless, I am going to explore 
it. Is there a level place around here large 
enough to land a plane?” 
 “Yes, several. I may tell you that one 
attempt was made several months ago to 
explore the center by plane which resulted in 
disaster. The plane, judging from the reports 
which I will show you if you wish, flew 
directly toward the center. Almost over the 
center the motor started to miss and it lost 
altitude. As it dropped, the motor became 
more erratic and finally died and the plane 
crashed. A search party went in to look for it 
and found the plane but not the pilot. Two of 
the search party strayed and did not return. It 

is of interest to note that within ten days, 
every member of the searching party 
developed cancer. Their cases spread with 
extreme rapidity and within two weeks of its 
appearance, every one of them slipped away 
and joined the other victims.” 
 “I’m going to explore that country. I’m 
especially interested in that peculiar 
vegetation you spoke of.” 
 “I can show you some samples of that 
at once if you care to see them. I have some 
which were brought out by the searching 
party.” 
 Dr. Albright left the room and returned 
with some long blades of vegetation of a rush-
like appearance but of a very vivid and 
poisonous-looking shade of green. They were 
not smooth but were knobby with 
protuberances from which sap flowed. The 
odor was that of rank decaying vegetation. 
 “One of the surgeons brought out a 
root and planted it here to see what it would 
do,” explained Dr. Albright. “It grew very 
rapidly at first but it isn’t doing especially 
well just now.” 
 Dr. Bird examined the plant with 
interest. 
“I’ll have to wait until my microscopes come 
before I can tell much about it,” he remarked. 
“Let me see some of the dead bunch-grass and 
pines, if you have them.” 
 Dr. Albright brought in some samples 
and Dr. Bird crumbled them reflectively in his 
hands. 
 “The microscope will tell the tale,” he 
said at length. “You have a plane landing field 
marked out?” 
 “I expect that the markers are pretty 
well gone.” 
 “Please have them fixed up at once. 
Here comes the truck, thank goodness. Carnes, 
stay here and help me get my apparatus 
unpacked and set up.” 
 
NIGHT had fallen by the time the Doctor and 
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Carnes had completed their task and 
established an improvised laboratory. The 
Doctor cut sections from the vivid green plant 
which Albright had given him and put the 
slides under his microscope. He compared 
them with various plates in reference volumes 
and made drawings and photographs of some 
of them. When he had completed his studies 
he examined the dead bunch-grass with equal 
care. At last he shoved back his chair and rose 
from his instruments. 
 “What did you find out, Doctor?” 
asked Albright. 
Without replying, Dr. Bird walked to the door 
of the building and stared out into the night. 
Miles away a faint flickering of colored lights 
attracted his attention. 
 “Those lights? I don’t know what they 
are,” said Albright as Dr. Bird called his 
attention to them. “I imagine it’s cither some 
sort of an electrical disturbance or else 
volcanic. It’s evidently close to Cinder Cone 
and is directly over the center of the disease 
area.” 
 “How long have they been going on?” 
 “Ever since the eruption of last June. 
That is why I think they may be volcanic, 
although they look a good deal like what I 
always fancied the aurora borealis would be.” 
 Dr. Bird picked up a pair of binoculars 
and studied the distant lights for some 
minutes. Red, green, blue and purple, they 
flared and flickered with a weird, eerie 
brilliance. Carnes felt prickles run up and 
clown his spine as he watched them and he 
felt a strong desire to seek them out and study 
them at close range. As he watched his face 
grew more and more rapt. Dr. Bird lowered 
the glasses and watched his companion. 
Carnes made a slow, hesitating step in the 
direction of the lights and Dr. Bird placed his 
hand lightly on the detective’s shoulder. 
Carnes looked around with a start as though 
he had been wakened from a sleep. 
 “Beautiful sight, aren’t they?” said the 

Doctor lightly. “I beg your pardon, Dr. 
Albright, I haven’t answered your questions. I 
don’t know what killed that bunch-grass, but it 
bears all the earmarks of having undergone a 
very rapid deterioration of the rotting type. 
Such a condition might be induced by a high 
voltage electrical bombardment continued for 
a long time. The fibres are torn apart as 
though by high tension electricity. 
 “As for the rank green vegetation, it is 
nothing more than ordinary meadow grass.” 
 “But the size!” protested Dr. Albright. 
“I have seen it higher than my head!” 
 “Yet the cell formation is typical of 
meadow grass with one exception. The cells 
are enormous, over a hundred times the size of 
normal plant cells. Something has enormously 
stimulated the growth of those cells and had 
produced giant grasses. Those knobs and 
excrescences on the plant are the result of still 
further stimulation. They are typical ‘giant 
cells’ of the type which breaks down the 
normal cell growth with putrefactive effect. In 
other words, not only has that grass been 
forced to a giant growth, but it has also 
contracted a form of plant cancer.” 
 “Plant cancer! I never heard of such a 
thing!” 
 “Neither did I, yet that is what that 
plant has. Further, it is a surface cancer and 
not a deep eating one; in other words, an 
epithelial cancer and not a carcinoma.” 
 “But that is what the people here 
have!” cried Carnes. 
 “Exactly, old dear, and when we find 
what causes one, we will probably find what 
causes the other. Note, too, Carnesy, that 
where the grass grows tallest and thickest, the 
cancer cases are the most numerous and the 
most virulent. This opens a new line of 
thought for me and 1 expect that I will work 
most of the night. Doctor Albright, if you will 
examine the slides which I have prepared and 
compare them with the plates I have marked, I 
think that you will agree with my diagnosis of 
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the trouble. Meanwhile, Carnes, you had 
better get to bed. I foresee a hard day ahead of 
us tomorrow. And Carnes,” he went on as the 
detective started to leave the room, “if I were 
you, I would repeat the multiplication table or 
do something of the sort tonight instead of 
staring at those lights.” 
 Far into the night Dr. Bird sat at his 
instruments smoking innumerable cigarettes, 
yet in the morning he looked as fresh as 
though he had slept the night through. Carnes 
burst into laughter as the Doctor made his 
appearance the next morning. 
 “What are you laughing at, Carnes?” 
demanded the Doctor. “My suit? I’ll admit 
that it isn’t so good looking but it’s quite 
comfortable. Yours is laid out on a chair in the 
laboratory. Go and put it on.” 
 With another laugh Carnes walked into 
the laboratory and looked at the suit of 
unionalls with gloves and shoes attached 
which lay on a chair. A glance at Dr. Bird 
showed him that the Doctor really meant that 
he should don the garment and Carnes reached 
over to pick it up. He gave a cry of surprise as 
he touched it. 
 “What on earth is it made of?” he 
demanded. “It weighs a ton.” 
 “It only weighs seventy pounds,” 
retorted the Doctor. “Put it on.” 
 “I can’t walk with that weight on me,” 
protested Carnes, “it feels as if it was made of 
lead.” 
 “That’s exactly what it is made of,” 
replied the Doctor. “Put it on.” 
 With a shrug of his shoulders, Carnes 
obeyed. The suit resembled a diver’s outfit 
except that it closed at the neck with a draw 
string instead of having a collar to which a 
helmet could be screwed. He examined the 
material and found that it was woven of fine 
lead wires with silk thread reenforcements. 
The feet ended in shoes with lead soles and set 
into the suit on the chest, back, thighs, and 
every other place where they would not 

interfere with the mobility of the wearer, were 
thin lead plates. 
 Exaggerating his difficulty of 
locomotion, Carnes walked slowly across the 
room, lifting each foot as though it taxed his 
strength to the utmost to do so and letting it 
fall to the floor with a thud. Dr. Bird grinned 
his appreciation of his companion’s antics and 
disappeared into the laboratory. He returned, 
carrying two helmets which were designed to 
fit down over the heads of the wearers. They 
were made of thin sheet lead down to the 
shoulders with skirts of the lead cloth of 
which the suits were designed attached so that 
they could be tucked down inside the suits. 
The front half of each helmet was made of 
thick, greenish, lead glass and at the back of 
each was set a microphone, so that the wearer 
could readily hear and communicate with 
another person so equipped. He slipped one of 
them down over his head and handed the other 
to Carnes. 
 “Am I to wear that thing too?” asked 
the bewildered detective. “Doctor, I’m no 
gorilla like you are. This outfit weighs a 
hundred pounds and I can’t walk in it. Can’t I 
at least leave the headgear off?” 
 “You’ll wear that helmet continually, 
Carnes,” said the Doctor positively. “It will be 
as much as your life is worth to remove it 
where we are going. As far as walking, I can 
see by Albright’s map that a car will take us 
well into the affected area and you’ll only 
have to walk about three miles.” 
 “What about that plane we were going 
to use?” demanded Carnes. 
 “The plane idea is out. There probably 
isn’t a decent landing place nearer than three 
miles of the place we want to go and I don’t 
care to make a forced landing on a lava bed.” 
 “Couldn’t we at least fly over and 
observe?” 
 “Not if my ideas are correct. That was 
tried once and failed.” 
 “But he had motor trouble.” 
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 “So might we. No, Carnesy, old dear, 
well as I know your inherent laziness where 
physical exertion is concerned, this time you 
are going to get exercise and plenty of it. Let’s 
get breakfast and shove off.” 
 After breakfast, Dr. Albright 
announced his intention of going with them, 
but Dr. Bird promptly overruled him. 
 “I think that Carnes and I had better 
tackle it alone first, Doctor,” he said. “I don’t 
doubt your devotion or courage, but Carnes 
and I have worked together for years and each 
one knows just about what the other will do 
under given circumstances. Give us some 
pointers about the road and we’ll get going.” 
 
DR. ALBRIGHT marked the road on a map 
and Carnes and Dr. Bird climbed into the car 
and drove off. Each of them wore one of the 
lead suits the Doctor had provided together 
with a helmet, and each carried a heavy 
automatic pistol with belt and holster strapped 
about their waists. Dr. Bird had loaded a 
number of pieces of apparatus into the back of 
the car and as they were starting, he handed 
Carnes a canvas pouch designed to fit on his 
belt. 
 “Hand grenades,” he said in answer to 
the detective’s question. “I don’t know what 
we will want with them, but they carry a 
pretty good charge of radite, my new 
explosive, and they may be useful. One can 
never tell.” 
 As they neared the affected area, the 
change in vegetation began to be noticeable. 
The grass, which at Lassen Monument, was 
dried up and dead, began to show itself rank 
and luxuriant, despite the fact that the ground 
underfoot was powder dry. The grass was a 
very vivid brilliant green, which seemed to 
hurt the eyes in the same manner as would a 
brilliant light, instead of resting them as a 
greensward would ordinarily do. The nearer 
they got to Cinder Cone, the more rank-grew 
the vegetation and the more marked became 

the vividness of its green. 
 “We must be getting near our stopping 
place,” remarked Dr. Bird as he consulted the 
map. “What the dickens?” 
 His exclamation was caused by a 
sudden miss in the motor of the Cadillac. He 
jiggled his spark and strove to restore the 
steady hum of the motor but the missing grew 
steadily worse until the car limped along with 
only half of its cylinders firing. Presently, 
without any evident reason, the car started to 
pick up and in two miles it was humming 
along steadily again. Dr. Bird stopped the car 
and got out. 
 “Are we there?” asked Games. 
 “We are a couple of miles beyond the 
place I was heading for,” answered the 
Doctor, “but I want to make some tests here.” 
 He took from the tonneau of the car a 
long glass tube with a stopcock on each end. 
He opened the cocks and connected a rubber 
bulb to one end of the tube and started 
pumping air through it. When he was sure that 
he had replaced all of the original air with air 
from the neighborhood, he closed the cocks 
and wrote the time, date and location on the 
tube. He replaced it in a carton and took out a 
square box with a glass front. Through the 
cover of the box ran a rod which terminated in 
a brass ball on the upper end and in two fine 
strips of yellow metal inside the box. He took 
a hard rubber rod and rubbed it briskly with a 
woolen rag and applied the end to the brass 
ball. The strips of metal inside the box 
separated into two parts which stood at right 
angles to the rod. As they watched the two 
sheets began to slowly close together again. 
 “An electroscope,” explained Dr. Bird. 
“That metal is two sheets of gold leaf and 
when I charge them with static electricity by 
means of this rubber rod, they are repelled and 
stand apart. The rate at which they close 
together is a measure of the rate of leakage of 
the electrical charge.” 
 He touched the ball with the rod again 
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and timed the instrument with a stop watch. 
When he had recorded the time, he replaced 
the instrument in the car and turned the 
machine around. A mile down the road, when 
the motor began to miss again, he stopped and 
repeated his tests. The electroscope lost its 
charge more quickly than it had the first time. 
At the point where the motor missed the most 
badly he made a third set of readings and 
found that the pieces of gold leaf came 
together in about half the time they had taken 
on the first test. 
 “Here is where we leave the car and go 
on foot,” he announced. Carnes groaned but 
climbed out of the car and prepared to 
accompany him. The grass was over knee high 
here and when Dr. Bird stooped and examined 
it, found that it was heavily encrusted with the 
knobby little excrescences which he had 
pronounced a form of plant-cancer. As they 
moved forward and crushed the rank growth 
under foot, a sickening stench filled the air. 
 “I wish I had a gas mask,” groaned 
Carnes. 
 “So do I,” replied the Doctor, “but we 
haven’t so we’ll just have to make the best of 
it. Keep your eyes open and don’t get caught 
napping.” 
 Forward through vegetation they 
tramped. A jack pine appeared before them 
and Carnes turned to avoid it. Dr. Bird 
reached out and struck it and Carnes gave a 
cry of surprise as the tree fell and crumbled 
into powder as it struck the ground. The tufts 
of lifeless bunch-grass crumbled into dust 
beneath their feet. Nothing seemed to grow in 
this devastated area except the evil-smelling 
cancerous grass and a variety of giant moss 
which coated the lava rock, a deep purple in 
color. As they moved forward, the vegetation 
grew more and more rank and soon they were 
forcing their way through a six foot tangle of 
jungle-like thickness. Carnes stopped in 
weariness. 
 “Are we going much farther, Doctor?” 

he gasped. “The weight of this suit and the 
heat and odor have about finished me.” 
 “We’re about half way there, I should 
judge. Stop here and I’ll go ahead and break a 
way. Sit down and rest for a few minutes.” 
 Carnes sank on a block of lava and Dr. 
Bird crashed his way forward through the lush 
vegetation. A few yards made him invisible to 
Carnes but the detective could trace his route 
by the movement of the grass which hid him. 
Carnes was sorely tempted to remove his 
helmet to mop the sweat from his brow but the 
warning of Dr. Bird came back to him and he 
resisted the impulse. 
 Suddenly a wild aerie shriek brought 
him to his feet with a jerk. The scream came 
from the direction in which the Doctor had 
gone and Carnes listened intently for a 
repetition. It came in a moment, followed by 
the sound of a blow and a scuffle. Carnes ran 
in the direction which Dr. Bird had taken, 
drawing his pistol as he did so. The sharp bark 
of an automatic from the grass ahead of him 
lent wings to his feet and he hurried forward at 
a shambling run. Again, again and again came 
the bark of a gun mingled with more of the 
wild shrieks which he had first heard. 
Suddenly the grass thinned before him and 
Carnes stopped aghast at the sight which met 
his gaze. Pinioned on the ground by four men 
was Dr. Bird while three prone figures 
testified to the accuracy with which he had 
fired. About the group on the ground a score 
of wild, almost naked figures danced in a 
frenzy of excitement, frothing at the mouth 
and howling weirdly. The most horrible thing 
about the spectacle was the fact that every one 
of the figures was covered from head to foot 
with disfiguring skin eruptions. Carnes rapidly 
weighed the chances and then raised his pistol. 
As he did so, fresh howls came from the 
jungle beyond the clearing and another band 
of thirty or forty figures burst into the clearing 
and threw themselves into the dancing circle. 
Carnes slowly lowered his gun and 
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unobserved, slunk back into the covering 
grass. 
 
WHEN Dr. Bird left his companion seated, he 
strode into the thick growth for a few feet and 
then turned and followed a depression in the 
ground leading in the general direction in 
which he wished to go. The footing was better 
and the grass less dense in the depression and 
he followed it for a hundred and fifty yards. 
Suddenly the grass thinned before him and he 
found himself looking out into an opening 
about an acre in extent where no vegetation 
grew except the purple moss which carpeted it 
thickly. His attention was drawn by a pile of 
rock in the center whose form reminded him 
of a crude altar, and toward it he bent his 
footsteps. It was evidently made by hands and 
quite recently. The gleam of a bar of metal in 
the heart of the pile attracted his attention and 
he grasped it and strove to free it from the 
rock. So engrossed was he in his task that he 
did not hear bare feet stealing up behind him 
and the helmet he wore prevented the odor 
which suddenly pervaded the glade from 
intruding itself on his consciousness. His first 
intimation of danger came when a wild 
piercing scream smote on his ears. 
 Dr. Bird whirled about, his hand 
automatically dropping to his pistol butt as he 
did so. Before him stood half a dozen figures, 
clothed in tattered rags where they were 
clothed at all, with a year’s growth o£ beard 
on their faces. 
 One of them reached forward a 
swollen scabby paw to touch him and Dr. Bird 
involuntarily stepped back, he forgot the pile 
of stones behind him and as his foot struck it, 
he stumbled. His slip was the signal for the 
group to rush him, one of them giving voice to 
another unearthly howl. The Doctor’s fist shot 
out and the first of his assailants fell as though 
struck by lightning, but before he could strike 
again, handicapped as he was by fatigue and 
the weight of his lead garments, his arm was 

seized by another of the group who tried with 
howls to sink his teeth into the Doctor’s hand. 
Others seized him about the waist and 
wrestled with him. The sight and smell of their 
disease-stricken bodies filled the Doctor with 
loathing and as he slipped again and nearly 
fell, he reluctantly drew his pistol. 
 Four times he fired with deadly effect, 
but as he leveled his weapon for a fifth shot 
his arms were seized from behind and he was 
borne to the ground and almost buried under a 
group of fresh attackers who had approached 
him from the rear. The Doctor’s first impulse 
was to shout to warn Carnes of the 
predicament into which he had fallen, but 
before he did so a second thought scaled his 
lips. He had no assurance that the maniacs 
knew of Carnes’ presence in their sanctuary 
and a warning shout might be the means of 
setting them on the detective’s trail. 
 The Doctor was dragged out from the 
pile of stones against which he had fallen and 
was pinioned on the ground by four men while 
the rest howled and began a wild dance of 
triumph around him. More and more of the 
cancer victims came from the lush vegetation 
to join in the dance and for half an hour the 
orgy went on. Fully two hundred had gathered 
before a sudden silence fell on the throng and 
the dancing circle paused and opened to admit 
the weirdest figure of them all. It was a man, 
far gone with the disease as could be seen by 
the frightful condition of such of his body as 
was exposed. His head was free from the 
infection and heavy white hair hung down his 
shoulders, leaving clear a face that was so 
swollen that his black eyes peered out as 
though from caves. He was dressed in a single 
white garment which extended from his waist 
to his ankles, on the front of which was 
crudely daubed in green what Dr. Bird took to 
be a representation of the sun, with curling 
rays extending out from it. The figure was 
armed with a long knife in his right hand and 
in his left he carried a spear of grass to which 
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were bound at intervals fragments of purple 
moss. 
 At the signal of this leader the dancers 
drew back-in a group, leaving the weird figure 
face to face with the pinioned prisoner. The 
figure essayed to speak but no intelligible 
words could come from his lips and another 
man stepped out from the crowd and stood by 
his side. The newcomer was a young man with 
a far less developed case of the disease and 
Dr. Bird shuddered as he saw that he was 
attired in the tattered fragments of a Public 
Health Service uniform. The newcomer could 
talk in an intelligible manner, although his 
speech was coarse and thick as though he 
enunciated with difficulty. 
 “Adam, the First Chosen, the High 
Priest of the Chosen Ones, the Brother of the 
Fire which ennobles, the Servant of the God of 
Destruction, demands to know why you have 
penetrated to the holy places and slain the 
servants of the God,” he said thickly. “If you 
have come as a neophyte to the Chosen Ones, 
you are trebly welcome, welcome in life, 
welcome in death, and welcome in final 
destruction, but the mark of the god is not on 
you. Speak, why came you here?” 
 The light of madness glittered in the 
speaker’s eye and although Dr. Bird 
instinctively cringed at the sight of the knife in 
the High Priest’s hand, he endeavored to smile 
as he answered. 
 “I have come to worship your god and 
to lay offerings before him,” he said. 
 The High Priest threw up his arms at 
the Doctor’s words and uttered a long drawn 
out wail. The madmen fell on their knees and 
bowed toward the altar and the High Priest 
uttered some sounds which were evidently 
intelligible to the man who had spoken to the 
Doctor. 
 “One come to worship and to lay gifts 
before the god who is not marked with the 
sign of the god. These be the words of Adam, 
the First Chosen, ‘Let him be sealed to the god 

forthwith.’ Bring now the seals.” 
 Three figures from the outskirts of the 
crowd darted off into the vegetation at a run to 
return in a few minutes, each bearing in his 
hand a spherical piece of silvery metal about 
which colored lights, red, green, blue and 
purple hovered. At a signal from the High 
Priest they came forward and applied the bits 
of metal to the Doctor’s form, one to his 
forehead, or as close to it as the helmet which 
the Doctor still wore allowed, one to his breast 
and the third to his left arm. Dr. Bird could 
feel a tingle like a mild electrical shock as 
they touched his garments. They were left in 
place for a moment and then withdrawn. 
 “These be now the words of Adam, the 
First Chosen, the High Priest of the Chosen 
Ones,” cried the spokesman again, “‘The one 
newly sealed to the god shall be taken into the 
presence of the god that he may look on naked 
radiant beauty. If the god claims him not for 
sacrifice and immediate destruction, he shall 
be kept bound until the mark of the god shows 
and then shall be admitted to the ranks of the 
Chosen Ones. To the temple of the god!” 
 The assemblage, which had been silent 
while the ceremony of sealing the Doctor had 
gone on, suddenly began to howl in wild 
chorus and to throw themselves about in a 
frenzied dance. The Doctor was jerked to his 
feet by his captors and led into the vegetation 
behind the High Priest and his spokesman, the 
balance of the madmen straggling along 
behind. The path through the tall grass was 
well marked and Dr. Bird found the way easy 
to traverse. He gave a fleeting thought of 
regret to the automatic he had been forced to 
leave behind and was temped to try to shake 
off his guards and flee, but handicapped as he 
was by his leaden armor he knew that he 
would be promptly recaptured. Besides, the 
direction of the march was toward the very 
spot he had meant to explore, so he shrugged 
his shoulders and grinned as cheerfully as he 
could and went ahead. 



Amazing 
 

12

 “Thank goodness, Carnes didn’t get 
caught.” he muttered to himself. “I hope the 
fool found his way back to the car all right. He 
should have no difficulty, we tramped down a 
pretty good path. If he gets back, they’ll have 
some idea what became of me.” 
 
FOR half a mile the trail led almost straight, 
the vegetation getting taller and taller until Dr. 
Bird estimated it as fully twenty feet high. 
Suddenly the grass gave way to an ankle deep 
carpet of purple moss as they entered another 
glade. Before he could look around the Doctor 
was whirled about and was forced backward, 
step by step, into the clearing. Along the trail 
he had come trooped the rest of the madmen, 
curiously silent and furtive now, and ranged 
themselves in a rough semicircle about the 
edge of the glade. As the Doctor walked 
backward these advanced, keeping about 
twenty-five feet from him. Presently the 
movement ceased and the voice of the 
spokesman was heard again. 
 “These be the words of Adam, the 
First Chosen,” he cried. “‘Let the one new 
sealed turn unabashed on the radiant glory of 
the God of Destruction and let the god say 
whether he takes his sacrifice for immediate 
destruction or as one of his servants.’ Turn, 
newcomer, and look on the glory!” 
 The arms holding the Doctor fell away 
and he turned to see what lay before him. He 
was stricken dumb and motionless at the 
beauty of the scene. Before him was a hole in 
the lava about ten yards across and in the 
depression, just below the surface of the 
ground, was a silver lake. It was of gleaming 
silvery metal in constant movement as though 
it were endowed with life and from its surface 
rose long brilliant corruscating streamers of 
color. Red they were and green and every 
color of the spectrum and other weird colors 
which were unknown to the scientist and he 
suddenly knew that they were the invisible 
rays of the spectrum suddenly made visible by 

some unknown agency. 
 Up through the swirling silver came 
huge bubbles which burst, throwing globules 
of the gleaming silver into the air to burst into 
tiny droplets, each with its halo of wonderful 
colors. As Dr. Bird stared into the lake, he 
became aware of an intoxicating winelike 
quality in the air which made him feel of 
tremendous strength and vitality, as though the 
very essence of life itself were flowing 
through his veins He laughed aloud in sheer 
joy of living and reached up to his helmet to 
remove it that he might breathe the wonderful 
air more freely. An uncontrollable impulse 
seized him to dive into that cool looking silver 
lake and to become a part of that wondrous 
and unearthly beauty. He took a step nearer 
and poised on the edge of the pool, his hands 
fumbling with his helmet. He found the tie 
string and started to unfasten it when a sudden 
cry rang out on the still air. 
 “Doctor Bird! For God’s sake!” 
 The spell was broken and Dr. Bird 
whirled about. The madmen had been intently 
watching his every move and when he turned, 
a wild howl went up which was stilled by a 
gesture from the High Priest. The spokesman 
came forward again and addressed the crowd. 
 “These be the words of Adam, the 
First Chosen,” he declared. “‘The newcomer 
has turned his back on the radiance and glory 
of the God of Destruction who has thus 
rejected him as a servant. Therefore, let him 
be a sacrifice to the god he has scorned and 
become one with the glory of the god.’” 
 At the words a half dozen of the men 
detached themselves from the crowd and 
closed in on the Doctor. He looked around 
hastily for a weapon but could find none and 
faced his new assailants with raised fists. As 
the group charged, the crowd kept up its weird 
howling. The first three went down before 
well directed blows of the Doctor’s lead-
covered fist, but no man can fight a hundred 
and gradually he was borne backward toward 
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the edge of the pool. At the edge he made a 
desperate stand, but two of the madmen 
grasped him about the waist and strove to hurl 
themselves with him into the pool. The 
Doctor’s foot slipped and he sobbed in 
apprehension, but he recovered himself and 
for a moment shook himself free. As he did so 
the clamor stilled for a moment and a clear 
voice penetrated to the Doctor’s ears. 
 “Down, Doctor!” it cried. 
 Dr. Bird instinctively dropped to one 
knee and to his ear came the welcome bark of 
an automatic and the nearest of his assailants 
crumpled to the ground. Again and again the 
gun barked and a path was clear to his left. He 
leaped to his feet and ran around the edge of 
the pool. Carnes rose from behind a block of 
lava and the Doctor joined him. 
 “Thanks, Carnes!” he gasped. “Any 
more ammunition?” 
 “Two shots,” replied Carnes, “but I 
still have those grenades.” 
 “The devil! I had forgotten all about 
them!” 
 Dr. Bird hastily felt in his pouch and 
brought out a grenade. The madmen had been 
stunned for a moment by the suddenness and 
unexpectedness of the attack but now they 
gathered and with howls of rage came forward 
in a compact body. Dr. Bird drew the pin from 
the grenade and hurled it. Just in front of the 
leaders of the rush it fell and as they swept 
over it a terrific crash resounded in the air. A 
huge hole was torn in the ground and the 
leaders of the rush were torn into fragments. 
The rush paused for a moment and then came 
toward again. Dr. Bird hurled a second 
grenade and again the rush was checked but 
the third time it came on again. Carnes stood 
up and swung his arm in imitation of the 
Doctor but his foot slipped on the purple moss 
and his grenade fell short of its mark. Full in 
the center of the silver pool it fell and after a 
moment’s pause, a crash like all the thunder of 
the universe rent the air. From the pool rose a 

blinding searing flash of light and the earth 
rocked in throes of agony. Carnes and the 
Doctor were hurled thirty feet through the air 
to fall unconscious to the ground. 
 An hour later, Dr. Bird opened his eyes 
and blinked unsteadily. He struggled to a 
sitting position and gazed at the destruction 
which Carnes’ ill-directed grenade had 
wrought. Only a gaping hole marked the 
location of the silver pool but where it had 
been thirty feet across, now the hole yawned a 
hundred yards wide and deep into the earth. 
All trace of the maniacs had vanished; the 
hole was where they had been and there was 
little doubt of what had happened. The terrible 
cataclysm the grenade had started had wiped 
them from the face of the earth. Dr. Bird 
rubbed his hands and arms to restore the 
circulation and staggered to his feet to look for 
Carnes. 
 The detective lay a few feet from him 
with his left leg doubled back under his body. 
Dr. Bird straightened the leg out and Carnes 
opened his eyes with a groan. He recognized 
the Doctor and strove to rise to a sitting 
position, but a groan of agony broke from his 
lips. 
 “What happened, Doctor?” he 
muttered feebly. 
“You saved us both with your grenade, old 
dear,” replied the Doctor, “but I’m afraid you 
have a broken leg. I’ll have to carry you out. 
It’ll be a rather painful process but it’s all that 
I can do. Can you stand it?” 
 “Go ahead, Doctor, I’ll do my best.”  
 Dr. Bird strove to lift the detective, but 
his strength was not equal to the task. He 
lowered the detective again and a soul-shaking 
sob of sheer agony broke from the tortured 
man’s lips. With a sigh, Dr. Bird again bent 
his muscles to the task. Another groan came 
from Carnes and he relapsed into a dead 
weight. 
 “He’s fainted,” muttered the Doctor 
after a brief examination. “It’s a good thing. 
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I’ll have to drag him.” 
 He dropped on all fours and hauled the 
unconscious detective’s body up on his back 
and started the long crawl back towards the 
car. 
Foot by foot with infinite torture and 
Herculean efforts, the Doctor won his way 
forward. The grass had been beaten flat by the 
force of the explosion but the path showed 
plainly to guide him. Foot by foot and yard by 
yard he crawled with rapidly failing strength, 
now half carrying and now dragging the 
unconscious Carnes. Night had almost fallen 
and he sobbed with weakness and despair at 
the thought of spending the night in the open 
with his stricken companion. Again and again 
he stopped to rest and at last after a hundred-
yard drag he collapsed in a heap. 
 “I guess I’m done,” he muttered to 
himself. 
 After a rest he strove to renew his 
progress, but his tired muscles refused to obey 
his will and he sank back in a lethargy of 
helplessness. A sound, faint and far-off 
brought his head up with a jerk. He listened 
intently and gave a sob of joy as the sound 
was repeated. Far-off and faint it was, but it 
was unmistakable. It was a hail in a human 
voice. 
 With fumbling fingers he unbound and 
raised his helmet and expended his last 
strength in an answering hail. A reply came 
back and in a few minutes the sound of 
footsteps making their way across the leveled 
vegetation could be heard. An electric flash 
stabbed its way through the gathering dusk 
and a searching party headed by Dr. Albright 
came into view. With a feeble cry. Dr. Bird 
directed the searchers to him. 
 “What on earth, Doctor?” exclaimed 
Albright in dismay. “What happened?” 
 “Can’t tell now,” mumbled Dr. Bird. 
“Carnes is hurt, I’m tired—take us home—
need——” 
 His voice trailed off into silence. 

 
FIVE days later, Dr. Bird, to all external 
appearances none the worse for his adventure, 
sat by the side of the bed where Carnes lay 
with his leg in splints. 
 “This is the first time you’ve been able 
to see anyone, old dear,” he said. “I’ll never 
forget what you did for me. You saved my 
life!” 
 “We’re quits, Doctor,” replied Carnes 
with a grin, “You saved mine when you 
dragged me out.” 
 “Oh, that!” exclaimed the Doctor. 
“That was nothing, but you deliberately gave 
up your chance of escape and ran your head 
into a noose——” 
 “Oh, that!” mocked Carnes. “That was 
nothing.” 
 Their eyes met and then their hands. 
Dr. Bird coughed suddenly and turned away. 
 “Doctor,” said Carnes after a moment 
of silence, “What was that pool?” 
 “To the best of my knowledge and 
belief. Carnes.” replied the Doctor, “that was a 
pool of molten metallic radium. I suspected 
something of the sort when I first began to 
study this case in Washington. There has been 
a theory advanced by certain physicists for a 
number of years that the interior of the earth 
contains a very large amount of radioactive 
material and I believe that the eruption of 
Cinder Cone last year threw some of this 
material to the surface. 
 “Radium, as you probably know, 
throws off three distinct kinds of rays; the 
alpha rays which are atoms of helium gas, the 
beta rays which are electrons, and the gamma 
rays which are a true ray, a wave-motion of 
very short wavelength. When I took samples 
of the air at various points I was looking for 
helium gas. I can’t make a quantitative 
analysis until we get back to Washington but 
my spectroscope shows the gas present in each 
sample in larger than normal amounts. 
 “I detected and measured the beta rays 
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by means of the electroscope. The beta rays 
ionize air and make it an electrical conductor 
so the charge of the electroscope leaked off in 
proportion to the concentration of beta rays in 
the air. They were also the cause of the 
missing of our motor and the cause of the 
wreck of the plane. The air became a 
conductor instead of an insulator as it usually 
is and the spark failed. 
 “It was the gamma rays which played 
havoc with the people and the vegetation. As I 
told you some time ago, cancer is not a germ 
disease. It is an abnormal growth of giant 
cells; growth run wild. It may be caused or 
induced by several of the shorter rays. X-ray 
burns have been known to develop into 
cancerous growths and there a number of 
instances on record of radium burns having 
done so. These facts gave me an inkling of the 
truth of the matter and I had those lead suits 
and those helmets with lead glass windows 
prepared before we came. Lead is the material 
which is most nearly impervious to the gamma 
rays of radium. 
 “When I saw those lights, so typical of 
radioactivity, I was more than ever convinced 
of the correctness of my theory and so gave up 
the idea of exploring by plane and decided to 
try it on foot. 
 “As to what happened at the pool when 
the last rush came, I was puzzled for several 
days but I think that I have the answer. You 
remember that the explosion was initiated by a 
grenade which you threw into the pool? Well, 
that grenade was loaded with a new explosive 
of mine, radite, which contains a small amount 
of radium, which, by its atomic disintegration, 
adds greatly to the effect of the explosion. I 

am convinced that the detonation wave which 
the grenade started, set off the entire pool, 
which would account for the terrific disruptive 
effect which we witnessed.” 
 “I always thought that a little radium 
would blow up the world,” exclaimed Carnes. 
“That pool must have contained tons of it.” 
 “I fancy that it was a pretty thick skin 
which lay on top of some other substance—
possibly some form of dense lava,” replied Dr. 
Bird. “Further, I have no idea that a complete 
atomic disintegration took place. Radium in its 
breakdown eventually degenerates into lead 
and I fancy that that was as far as the break-
down went. Lead is a pretty stable substance. 
On our way back we passed through the glade 
where I was captured and I picked up two of 
those pieces of radium which they applied to 
my body and brought them with me. They are 
in a heavy lead box now and I’m going to 
examine them when I get back to Washington 
and have the proper apparatus. If they turn out 
to be radium, we’re millionaires, Carnesy, old 
dear.” 
 “I hope so, Doctor. Much obliged for 
the explanation. I understood some of it.” 
 “I’m glad you did. Now, if you please, 
explain something to me. Here the other night, 
you were immensely attracted by those lights 
while I kept my head, yet at the pool I 
succumbed to their influence while you did 
not. How did you manage it?” 
 “Why, Doctor,” exclaimed Carnes in 
surprise, “I merely obeyed your orders.” 
 “My orders?” 
 “Yes. All the time I was near than I 
kept repeating the multiplication table.” 

 


