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H GOD!” Joe gasped. The pencil-
thick, mile long beam from the enemy
mobile synchrotron was cutting

through the advancing line. It moved up and down
so that it couldn’t be escaped even by leaping or by
dropping prone. There were no depressions or
foxholes for possible sanctuary, either.

No escape.
Joe looked at the men running on either side

of him. Their sweat and dirt streaked faces showed

no expression other than fatigue. They weren’t
men, but automatons, one eye on that inexorable
pencil of terrible energy moving toward them, the
other on the ground ahead of them where they
would pass.

But a fierce, glad light appeared in the eyes of
one of them. Joe followed his gaze. One man, by
some miracle, had dodged the beam. He had leaped
right and ducked right—and avoided it.

Envy suddenly settled into Joe’s mind. He
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Over his head, the two beams of force met in a blinding flash of radiance . . .
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wouldn’t be that lucky. In another few seconds
now—

He risked a glance ahead at the low lying hills
where the enemy tanks with their synchrotrons
were coming forward. They were absolutely
impregnable, except to another of their kind. Those
terrible pencils of energy, of electrons travelling at
two-thirds of the speed of light, up to almost the
full speed of light. The mass of an electron was
supposed to increase with its speed, so that the
ones going at almost the speed of light had masses
up in the ounces, instead of ten or more points to
the right of the decimal point.

Nothing could stop them and survive. They
disintegrated the very atmosphere. Where one hit
into the soil it left a thin, slate-like slab of fused
stuff. Where one passed across the face of foot
thick armor plate, it left a crumbling mortar of stuff
that had been mostly iron molecules, but was no
longer.

Where one cut through a living body it
divided it into two halves that were crusted over
with a dry, crisp shell. They said you didn’t feel it

when it happened to you. You just heard your
upper half settling onto your lower half like two
leaves rattling together. Then you tumbled
forward. You didn’t even die, at first. You just lay
there, knowing that from the waist on down was
nothing. Sometimes it took hours to die.

And this senseless charging against those
moving fortresses—some armchair brass-hat back
home who didn’t know what it was about was
responsible for that.

What good would it do to reach those tanks,
those moving behemoths? No sense to it.

Suddenly the landscape jumped crazily.
“This is it,” Joe said with his lips. He was

falling forward. He saw the dirt and grass rushing
toward his face. He dropped his gun and tried to
ward off the blow with his hands.

All sorts of strange and painful sensations
were coming from his legs—not his legs, but the
severed and baked nerve endings of his spinal
cord.

“It’s a peculiar experience,” he was thinking
now. “Too bad I can’t live long enough to write it

One moment he was in the center of a
terrible battle, the next he had vanished

from sight.  Had the darkness claimed him?
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all out.”
It was getting dark. It was hard to breathe.

Instinctively Joe clawed at the dirt to roll over. He
succeeded, and in doing so he made a startling,
hair-raising discovery.

He still had his legs. They had helped him
turn over.

He lay there, his thoughts a storm of
conflicting thoughts, feelings, and emotions,
looking upward at the small jagged circle of sky.

And finally he knew what had happened. He
had fallen through the flimsy roof of some dugout.

At that moment he was quite unbalanced.
And at that moment one of the mobile

synchrotrons of his own side swung into action, its
pencil thick beam a bright sword.

Joe watched it as it appeared over the hole he
had made in the earth with his fall. It moved into
view and paused. Then another moved into view.

He didn’t know it, but what was about to
happen had only one chance in countless billions
of taking place. The two beams of electrons met.
At the instant they met they destroyed each others’
generating units. That was to be expected.

But also, just above the jagged hole in the
ground, two electrons met in head-on flight, at a
relative speed almost twice that of light.

N THE PARLANCE of modern nuclear physics,
each of the two electrons was an imaginary

positron to the other, striking it at twice light
speed. Perhaps no scientist could possibly iron out
the contradictions actually involved in that
meeting. The simple fact remains that at one
instant there were two electrons, and the next
instant there was—something else.

Perhaps Nature herself was not equipped to
cope with the contradictions of that meeting. In the
frame of reference which had Joe for its rest point,
the two electrons had had infinite mass. Or as near
to that as could be attained. And they were
mutually imaginary in their own frames. It may be
that this mutual imaginariness reached a
compromise in the common frame; the something
else that resulted was neither real nor imaginary,
but in an extra-cosmic way, both.

To Joe, one minute the two pencil beams of
energy were coming together over the hole, against
the background of the sky. The next minute they
were gone, and a transparently black something
hovered motionless, one smoky tendril drifting
downward into his tomb-like pit.

It meant nothing to him. His raw dry mouth

did. He needed a drink. He wanted a drink. The
wish is father of the act. He reached to his belt for
the small canteen of water.

The transparently black tendril beat his hand
to it, wrapping itself around the cloth covered
canteen. Unbelievingly he saw a finger tendril split
from the rest and unfasten it from his belt.

The canteen rose with the arm of black smoke
and tipped to his lips. He drank a little and spit the
rest out, rinsing the dust from his mouth.

“Being crazy is fun,” he decided gravely.
Pasting a silly grin on his dirt-streaked face, he
looked at the transparently black wisp that had
picked up the canteen and said, “If you’re going to
be an arm and hand with fingers, why not look like
one?”

A sentient black intelligence seemed to course
through the ghostly black transparency, swirling it.
It became a muscular arm ending in a perfectly
formed hand with four fingers and a thumb. It lost
its transparent quality and became opaque, covered
by a glistening black skin. The fingers flexed
gracefully. The upper arm merged into the black
transparency hovering outside.

Joe looked at the arm critically. Its black was
the most peculiar black he had ever seen. Its sheen
seemed to come, not from reflection, but from
inner luminescence. There seemed to be lack of
reflection from it in a cosmically absolute sense of
the word.

It was like—was like—Joe tried to form a
mental image of what it was like. It was like
ordinarily the eyes leaned against the light, and
with this black arm there was nothing for the eye to
lean against. That was it, even though its skin
glistened.

“Sooo...” Joe said softly, an intense
satisfaction in his voice. He wiped, his face with
his sleeve and stood up. Glancing around, he saw
that he was in a rather large makeshift cave. It
might even be called a pitfall. Its roof was merely
thin logs covered with dirt.

Joe glanced back at the arm. It was still
obediently poised, hanging from the jagged hole in
the roof. That irritated him.

“If you’re going to have an arm,” he said,
“why don’t you come down and finish the body.”

He watched as the arm dropped lazily,
followed by a swirling, ever more solid stream of
transparent black. He watched as it took form. And
he realized finally that its form-making was slow
and questioning, that its shape was conforming to
his criticism, unvoiced.

I
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Finally it was complete. There was something
strangely familiar about it What was it? A memory
rose in his mind of an illustration in an oriental
book of a genii standing before a man. The genii
had been about ten feet tall, slightly fat, especially
in the face, jet black of skin, with a colorful
costume and huge white turban.

That memory was what the stuff had
conformed to. It had reached into his mind and
shaped itself from the pattern of his own thoughts!
What manner of stuff was it? There seemed no
answer.

“Do you know what you are?” Joe asked.
“I am the genii, master,” the giant turbaned

figure intoned—and again Joe knew it had plucked
its very words from his mind. Even so, its lips
moved normally, and Joe had a feeling that each
thing the genii sensed, it hung onto. Next time it
said that, it would do so from its own memory. The
next, it would take the shape it had at this moment.

OW, SUDDENLY, the ground under Joe’s
feet was trembling. He knew what it meant.

The mobile fortresses with their synchrotrons were
advancing. He looked around his prison with a new
comprehension. This was a pit designed to trap one
of those huge tanks. At any minute one might
plunge in on him.

“Get me outta here!” he said urgently.
“Where do you wish to go, master?” the genii

asked.
‘Take me home,” Joe said. “Yes, that’s it.

Take me home to good ol’ Moab, Washington,
America!”

The genii picked Joe up and cradled him in
his arms. For an instant Joe had a strange
impression of being lost in a choking sea of black.

He gasped for breath. Then, as suddenly, he
was inhaling deep lungs full of fresh mountain air.
Black arms were setting him gently on the ground.
Familiar Pines were scattered here and there. In the
distance was the snow-capped Mount Spokane,
unmistakable.

The genii straightened up and folded its arms,
its huge white turban looming twelve feet above
the ground, its fat black face serenely
expressionless.

“Well, well, well, we did it,” Joe said, his
voice hysterically thin.

Fifty feet away was the road. It was familiar.
Joe had played in this very field many times, and
every square foot of it was familiar.

“I can visit the folks!” he said. “And my girl

friend!” He looked at the giant genii thoughtfully.
“But I gotta hide you some way.”

His eyes dropped to the water canteen
hanging at his belt. Geniis were supposed to be
kept in jugs. Maybe it would do.

He emptied out the water and set the empty
stainless steel covered with canvas canteen on the
ground and stepped back. There was doubt in his
voice as he ordered the genii to alter it.

The genii’s giant bulk slowly lost its shape. A
thin tendril of black transparency drifted down to
the neck of the canteen, and entered it. Slowly the
rest followed, until there was no sign of the genii
or the blackly transparent haze.

“Are you all in?” Joe asked thinly.
“Yes, master,” a deep voice intoned from the

canteen.
Joe snapped the cap on it and fastened it to his

belt again. It seemed no heavier than it would
have, filled with water. That was surprising,
considering that it now contained what had been a
ten or twelve-foot solid giant. But by now Joe was
completely immune to surprises.

He patted the canteen, and realized he had
been a little afraid of the genii. Now it couldn’t
come out until he took off the cap and let it.
Everything was under control.

Whistling happily, he went to the road and
started toward home. His trench helmet was caked
with dust. His face was streaked with dirt. His rifle
was strung over his shoulder. His uniform was
dirty and ripped from his fall into the tank trap.
And the canteen containing the genii swung
against his hip at every step.

The house came into view. He pushed open
the gate and walked up the path, circling the house
to the back door. Odors of home cooking wafted—
literally wafted—through an open kitchen window
to his nostrils.

He bounded up the back steps and flung open
the door. His mother was kneading dough on a
breadboard on the table. She looked up.

“Mom!” Joe shouted. Then they were in each
other’s arms.

WO WEEKS passed. They were wonderful
weeks for Joe, but also weeks during which he

found time to worry occasionally. It would have
been quite all right for him to have been killed
back there on the battle-front. Being home was
something else. He could be court-martialed and
shot for it.

However, he didn’t worry too much. As his

N
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mother had often said, “My Joe isn’t one to worry
about things.”

The canteen containing the genii lay in one
corner on a shelf in his clothes closet, almost
forgotten. The rationalizing processes of Joe’s
mind were already making him doubt that there
was a genii in it.

He was even beginning to half believe the lies
he had distributed on every hand of getting a leave
to come home. Margie, his girl friend, had
welcomed him with open arms. They had been two
wonderful weeks for her, the only girl in town to
have her sweetheart home.

No one questioned his being home. And if his
mother sometimes wore a troubled took as she
recalled his appearance when he had first stood in
the kitchen doorway, an appearance more in
keeping with a man fresh off the battlefield than
one fresh off the train, she kept her thoughts to
herself. It was enough for her that he was home.

Then came the night that she woke up with
the feeling that some presence was in the house.
Not able to go back to sleep, she finally arose and
stole softly into the hall. There was a light under
Joe’s door. She placed her ear against the panel,
not to snoop, but to see if he was all right.

Through the flimsy thickness of the door
panel came the sounds of two voices, one Joe’s,
the other belonging to a stranger....

The genii sneezed.
“I didn’t know you could catch cold,” Joe

said.
“Two weeks in that damp jug would give the

cork the sniffles,” the genii replied.
“It’s all in your mind,” Joe replied. “You’re

just aping me. I’d catch cold and sneeze, so you
do. You don’t have to, you know.”

“I don’t?” the genii interrupted a sneeze to
say. And it was his last sneeze. But it had planted
an idea in its complex that was to become the
foundation of something.

“The reason I called you out,” Joe said,
getting down to cases, “was because I want to pull
a little magic stuff at a shindig I’m going to
tomorrow night.”

“I am yours to command, master,” the genii
intoned.

....Joe’s mother stole softly back to bed, but
not to sleep. When the sun came up a few hours
later she was staring dry-eyed at the ceiling.

The alarm clock clicked, preparing to sound
off. She shut it off and rose.

She felt very much alone this morning. It was

one of the times she wished Joe’s father was still
alive. If he had been there she could have told him
her troubles.

“Aw now, ma,” he would have said. “Tain’t
nothing to bother about. It’ll all come out.” And
she would have felt better.

Mechanically she went about the morning
tasks. Getting the cookstove fire going, milking the
cow, feeding the chickens and the pig she was
raising on account of meat rationing, and gathering
the precious eggs.

When she returned to the kitchen the teakettle
was singing its morning welcome. The heat of the
stove had spread a cozy warmth throughout the
room.

Almost cheerful, she started to break the usual
four eggs in the frying pan, two for her and two for
Joe. Then she put two of them back in the bowl.
She would let Joe sleep.

It was a lonely breakfast for her. There had
been two years of lonely breakfasts for her while
Joe was overseas, but none of them had been quite
so lonely as this one, with him asleep upstairs.

She forced herself to eat her normal breakfast.
She listened to the radio, her face occasionally
almost cracking a smile at some joke of the
irrepressible disc jockey.

It was nine o’clock before she finished and
started to do up the dishes. She ran the hot water
over the soap powder in the dishpan, swishing it
around with her hands, letting the clean suds pop
against her arms.

The front doorbell rang. She hastily wiped her
hands and arms on a towel, shut off the hot water,
and went to answer its call.

A small old man in a Western Union uniform
stood on the front porch. He handed her a
telegram, holding out his book and pencil. She
signed with shaking fingers.

She closed the door and went back to the
kitchen and sat down at the table, the unopened
telegram in her fingers. She looked at it. The
envelope had a dark border around its edge. She
had never received a telegram before in her life.
But somewhere in her memory was tucked away a
fragment of conversation about telegrams
announcing a death having such a black border.

Before she opened it she knew what it would
say. It informed her of the fact that her son, Joe
Ryan, was missing in action and presumed to be
dead.

For a long time she sat there motionless, her
eyes blank. Then she carefully folded the telegram
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and put it in her purse laying on the window ledge.
After that she began washing the dishes.

*          *          *

HE CARDBOARD sign tacked on the door
said Madama Ona, and was followed by an

enigmatic “Readings”. The room on the other side
of the door had succeeded in attaining an
inexpensive atmosphere of authentic Mystery.

That Madame Ona’s name by birth was
Ludwiga Krakovitsch, that she had been born in
Brooklyn, and that she had five minutes before
finished hanging out her weekly wash, were by no
means to be construed as subtracting from the very
real value of her advice, nor as evidence that the
spirits that came at her bidding were not genuine.

The gypsy robe hastily flung over her
soapsuds dampened housedress and the shawl
flung over her uncombed hair were more than
enough to make Mrs. Ryan nod her head
imperceptibly with relief and satisfaction, when
viewed above the crystal ball resting on a black
plush pillow, and the well worn tarot cards strewn
over the surface of the table.

“Yes?” Madame Ona said, with just the lift to
make it neither a question nor a statement.

“It’s about my son Joe,” Mrs. Ryan said,
plunging herself into the chair opposite Madame
Ona and opening her purse.

Her trembling fingers drew out the folded
telegram. Madame Ona’s experienced eyes took in
the black border of the envelope.

“Ah, yes, your son Joe,” she intoned. When
Mrs. Ryan opened her mouth to speak, she held up
her hand to silence her, then raised her head and
held her other hand over her eyes, as though
communing with the spirits. “I see him,” she
intoned. “He’s on the battlefield. There are many
dead around him. And he has fallen too. Yes, he
had been killed in battle.” She opened her eyes and
looked closely at Mrs. Ryan, deciding rightly that
there was little money here, and nobly that there
was a real need of moral assistance beyond the call
of money. She continued in a more practical tone.
“You came here to see if I could contact the spirit
of your son so you can find out if he’s all right
where he is?”

“Oh, no,” Mrs. Ryan said. “You see, he’s
home, and he’s very happy,”

“Then he isn’t dead!” Madame Ona said, a
flash of anger at having been tricked in her dark
eyes.

“Yes, he’s dead,” Mrs. Ryan said. “That’s
why I came to see you.”

“Oh, I see,” Madame Ona said, only feebly
trying to make her voice all knowing. She looked
at Mrs. Ryan queerly.

“You see,” Mrs. Ryan went on eagerly, taking
the telegram out of its envelope and spreading it on
the table. “It says he was killed in action overseas
on March fourteenth, and that was when he came
home, his uniform torn, a freshly bleeding scratch
on his leg, his face dirty and tired, but happy and
smiling in spite of it.”

“But the telegram is undoubtedly a mistake,”
Madame Ona said, more to herself than to her
client. “No doubt there is more than one Joseph
Ryan, and they got them mixed up.”

“No,” Mrs. Ryan said flatly. “There’s
something else I haven’t dared to tell anybody.”

She reached into her purse once more and
drew out a letter of the type telephotoed from army
bases overseas. Madame Ona took it and looked at
the datemark. It was dated March thirteenth.

“Your son is an officer?” she asked sharply.
“No, just a private first class,” Mrs. Ryan

said.
“I see,” Madame Ona said, licking dry lips.

Behind her calm front she was beginning to regret
her choice of vocation. At long last it had come,
the genuine supernatural case; for it was obvious
that no Private first class would be given leave to
come all the way home in the first place, with the
war going so badly, and in the second place he
could not have arrived home the day after he wrote
a letter overseas, even though he had. In the third
place, if he had, he wouldn’t have arrived in a torn
uniform and with dirt on his face, and a fresh cut
on his leg.

A word rose in her mind, but she didn’t utter
it aloud. That word was poltergeist, and it denoted
a spirit of the dead who materialized and went
around as if still alive, and didn’t even know it was
dead.

ELL ME everything, Mrs. Ryan,” Madame
Ona said crisply. “Don’t leave out

anything.”
Mrs. Ryan took her at her word, even to the

extent of going back into Joe’s childhood to bring
out various points.

“So you had a feeling even when you first saw
him standing in the doorway to the kitchen with his
field uniform on that it wasn’t really him, but his
ghost?” Madame Ona asked at one point.

T

“T



Craig Browning (Rog Philips) Spawn of Darkness Fantastic Adventures, May, 1950

7

“Yes,” Mrs. Ryan said. “And when the letter
came a week ago I looked at the date the very first
thing, and then I knew.”

“Why didn’t you come to me then?” Madame
Ona asked.

“Because he was so happy,” Mrs. Ryan said.
“Isn’t he still happy?” Madame Ona persisted.
“Yes,” Mrs. Ryan said. “But after what

happened last night I’m afraid.”
“Oh,” Madame Ona said. “Now we come to

it. What happened last night?”
“It was that other voice in his room,” Mrs.

Ryan said. “The one that called him ‘Master’.”
“Oh?” Madame Ona said, pricking up her

ears. “What did this other voice say? And did you
see—what it belonged to?”

“It was in his room with him,” Mrs. Ryan
said. “I didn’t dare open the door to see. But Joe
said, as nearly as I can remember, ‘I called you out
because I want to pull a little magic stuff tonight.’
And this—whatever it was, said, ‘I am yours to
command, Master.’“

“Oh, it did, did it,” Madame Ona said quietly.
“And what happened?”

“Nothing yet,” Mrs. Ryan said. “Joe meant
tonight, when he’s having his girlfriend and some
others over for a little party.”

“Then the thing to do is to be there tonight
and see what happens,” Madame Ona said
reluctantly.

“Oh, could you?” Mrs. Ryan said eagerly.
“How much—that is, it wouldn’t cost too much?”

“You can pay me five dollars now,” Madame
Ona said, her professional greed getting the best of
her for the moment. “We’ll talk about the rest
later.”

“Oh, thank you so much,” Mrs. Ryan said
gratefully. “If you can bring Joe’s spirit to rest
money couldn’t possibly compensate for it.” She
took a worn five dollar bill out of her purse and
gave it to Madame Ona. “Now, the way you get
out to our place....”

She was still thanking Madame Ona when the
door closed on her. When she was gone Madame
Ona shed her cloak and shawl and became herself,
Ludwiga Krakovitsch. Locking the door, she went
to the phone. Shortly she was connected with the
phone of a very scholarly looking gentleman of her
acquaintance.

“Listen, Dr. Wright,” she said, her voice low-
pitched and eager. “Is that ten thousand dollars for
a genuine supernatural manifestation still
unclaimed? Well listen. I have what I’m convinced

is a poltergeist. If you’re free this evening, and can
bring some witnesses along with you, I think I can
lay claim to that money. You are? Good! You can
pick me up at eight o’clock. G’bye.”

OW REMEMBER,” Joe said firmly. “You
are to remain invisible unless I order you

to appear. You are to do everything I tell you to do
while you’re invisible. Also you might think of a
few harmless tricks to do yourself.”

“Your wishes are my commands, Master,” the
genii intoned, its giant fat face glistening blackly
under its enormous white turban, its large hands
folded together at the sash across the waist of its
gaudy oriental costume.

Joe clapped his hands once, sharply. His genii
vanished in a puff of smoke in the best traditional
manner. Joe nodded his satisfaction with the
performance, opened the door, and went
downstairs.

“Hi, Margie,” he greeted the smiling blonde
that watched him from the foot of the stairs as he
came down. He took her in his arms casually. They
kissed, then separated until only the fingers of one
hand joined them affectionately. And on one finger
of Margie’s hand was a modest diamond.

“Guess everybody’s here,” Joe said, surveying
the crowd sprawled around the living room.

“Not everybody yet,” Mrs. Ryan said from the
kitchen. “A friend of mine you haven’t met yet is
coming over with a couple of friends. You don’t
mind, do you, Joe?”

“Of course not,” Joe said. “The more the
merrier.” He grinned at his inner secret. Then he
fixed his eyes sternly on Freddy Blish, Margie’s
fourteen year old brother. “Freddy, where is your
cap supposed to be put when you come into the
house?”

“In the hall,” Freddy said, “where it is right
now.”

“Is it?” Joe asked sinisterly. “What’s that on
your head?”

Every eye turned to Freddy, as he raised his
hand to his head. One instant there was nothing
there but his shock of unruly hair. Just before his
hand reached it, a cap suddenly materialized on his
head.

The look on his face was quite ludicrous as he
slowly took the hat off. Everyone was laughing a
trifle hysterically, trying to deny in their minds that
they had actually seen the hat materialize out of
nothing.

“Hey! This isn’t my cap!” Freddy said

“N
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triumphantly. “It’s Jimmy Green’s.”
“Yeah, that’s mine!” Jimmy said.
“Guess I slipped up there,” Joe said with a

superior smile. “Just a little trick I picked up
overseas before I came home.”

“You’re wonderful,” Margie took the
opportunity to say. “How’d you do it?”

“Very simple,” Joe said. “I just—”
The doorbell interrupted him.
“That must be Ona,” Mrs. Ryan said,

emerging from the kitchen and hurrying across the
living room to the front hall. Everyone in the room
was in a state of suspended animation, waiting for
the newcomers to enter.

They were a rather beautiful woman in her
late forties with dark brown skin and a slightly
foreign look about her, a rather professorish man
with neatly combed gray hair, and a wide-faced
dreamy looking man of forty with thin black hair.

“This is my son, Joe,” Mrs. Ryan said. “Joe,
this is Ludwiga Krakovitsch. (Madame Ona had
whispered the name at the front door.) And this is
Dr. Wright and Mr. Chad, her friends.”

“Glad to meet you,” Joe said, smiling. “May I
take your wraps?”

“Why, yes,” Dr. Wright said. He had his
topcoat half off when it vanished from his grasp
and from about his form. In the same instant it was
draped across Joe’s arm.

There were nervous titters from Joe’s friends
at the surprised look on Dr. Wright’s face.

“Just a little trick I picked up overseas,” Joe
explained. He stepped around Dr. Wright and hung
the coat in the hall.

DR. WRIGHT exchanged meaningful glances with
Madame Ona, Mr. Chad, and Mrs. Ryan. Madame
Ona nodded wisely. For an instant Mrs. Ryan’s
face was haggard, then it resumed its too bright
smile once more.

Joe appeared from the hall and took the other
wraps in the normal way. Then he made
introductions.

“This is my fiancé, Margie Blish,” he said.
“Her brother Freddy, Janie Ingram, Mary Blake,
Beth Johnson, Jimmy Green, and Janie’s brother,
George Ingram.”

There were awkwardly polite handshakes.
Madame Ona turned to Joe after completing

the amenities and looked him up and down, a dry
good humor showing on her face.

“My,” she said. “You’re more solid looking
than I had thought you would be from your

mother’s description of you.”
“That’s ‘cause he’s a solid citizen,” Jimmy

Green wisecracked. He added a weak, “Ha ha,”
then pretended to be sick over his own joke.

Dr. Wright now turned his attention to Joe
also. Fixing his bifocals more firmly on his nose,
and lifting his head to peer through the bottom
lenses, he felt of Joe’s arm experimentally,
squeezing it firmly several times.

“Remarkable,” he murmured, turning his head
to Madame Ona. “I would never have believed it
possible.” Still holding Joe’s bicep he turned to
Mr. Chad. “Here,” he commanded: “Feel of him.”

Mr. Chad approached Joe with fear in his
eyes. He squeezed Joe’s shoulder as though he
were ready to jump back at the slightest move.
Then he shook his head and said, “Chk chk chk
chk. Unbelievable.”

“Say,” Joe said laughingly, “what is this? A
gag?”

“No, my boy,” Dr. Wright said, a tragic look
on his face. “We’re here to help you. Please
believe me. Just to help you. Nothing more.”

“He—he wants to help me!” Joe said to his
friends. He laughed hollowly, then swallowed
loudly. While his friends laughed uneasily, he ran a
finger around inside his collar nervously.

“We all want to help you,” Madame Ona said
seriously.

“What it this?” Joe said. “Mom, what have
you been saying to these people?”

“Nothing, Joe,” Mrs. Ryan said, blushing.
“Well—” Joe looked vaguely around. “I’ll

start my show. Freddy!” He fixed a stern eye on
Margie’s brother. “You’re to be my assistant.”

“Sure,” Freddy said, winking at Jimmy and
George to let them know he would try his best to
gum things up. “What do you want me to do?”

“Lay down flat on your back on the floor,”
Joe said. To the others, “This will be an
experiment in levitation. I’ll try to raise Freddy off
the floor without any human hands touching him at
any time.”

Freddy had plopped to the floor. Now he
suddenly rose to a height of five feet, his body
rigidly extended.

“Not yet, Freddy,” Joe said with mock
disgust. “I’ve got to hypnotize you first.”

“Ow!” Freddy had dropped back to the floor
with a thump. He started to get up. An unseen
force pushed him back down. “Lemme up!” he
shouted.

“What’s the matter, scared?” George Ingram
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said in a mixture of fear and derision.
“Yah, you take my place if you’re so brave,”

Freddy said. And instantly it was George on the
floor, and Freddy was sitting where George had
been.

Joe blinked his eyes in partly feigned surprise.
“You kids can sure move fast,” he said.
Freddy and George were too dazed by their

sudden change to answer.
“Hmmm,” Dr. Wright said, leaning forward,

“Most remarkable.”
“Most remarkable,” Mr. Chad agreed.
“Quite remarkable,” twelve year old Jimmy

Green said, looking at Dr, Wright owlishly. Dr.
Wright frowned, suspecting the youngster was
making fun of him.

Mrs. Ryan had been standing in the kitchen
doorway during this performance. Now Madame
Ona rose impulsively and went to her, putting her
arms around her.

“Oh, my dear,” Madame Ona said. “I’m so
sorry for you.” Mrs. Ryan broke into sobs, burying
her head in Madame Ona’s hair.

“What the heck’s the matter with you, mom?”
Joe asked, bewildered.

“Nothing, son,” Mrs. Ryan said, straightening
bravely. “Nothing.”

“Ahem!” It was Dr. Wright clearing his throat
importantly. “My boy—Joe, would you care to tell
us how it happened?”

“How what happened?” Joe asked. “I don’t
know what you’re talking about”

At that moment the doorbell rang again,
startlingly shrill.

OE ANSWERED the door. There were two
uniformed policemen standing on the porch.

Down in the street was a radio prowl car with
another policeman at the wheel. And standing on
the steps was a bareheaded man whom Joe
recognized as a man living a couple of blocks
away.

“That’s him!” the man on the steps said
angrily.

“What was the idea of throwing rocks at this
man and chasing him home, and breaking windows
in his house?” one of the policemen demanded.

“What!” Joe exclaimed. “Is somebody crazy?
I didn’t do any such thing!”

“Yes you did!” the man said. “Don’t try to lie
out of it.”

“You’re the liar,” Joe said. Then, to the
policemen, “Just when was this supposed to

happen?”
“Just ten minutes ago,” one of them growled.
“Hah!” Joe said triumphantly. “I was here all

the time and I have a dozen witnesses to prove it!”
He stepped aside so the policemen could look into
the living room and see.

“Is that right?” the policeman asked. There
were several slow nods from the tight-lipped
people in the living room. He turned to the
bareheaded man on the step. “Better run along
home and forget it,” he growled.

“Like heck I will,” the man said hotly. “I
guess I know Joe when I see him, and it was Joe.”

“Gowan,” the other policeman said gently
pushing the man down the steps.

Joe stared at their departing figures for a
moment, then closed the door.

“Let’s see now,” be said cheerfully. “Where
were we? Oh yes, George.” He leaned over and
made passes over George’s head. “You are
growing sleepy,” he said. “Sleeeeepy....”

George closed his eyes and started to breathe
deeply.

“Now,” Joe said softly. He placed his hands
above George’s middle, fingers dangling, and
raised his arms in a pulling effect. George rose
slowly, with nothing touching him. He rose until
he was three feet off the floor.

The doorbell rang again, breaking into the
quiet concentration in the room like a charge of
exploding dynamite. It was followed abruptly by
the thump of George’s stiff form hitting the floor.

“Damn!” Joe said angrily, striding to the door
and throwing it open.

The two policemen were there again, this time
with ugly looks on their faces.

“Wise guy, huh?” one of them said. They
pushed him ahead of them as they entered the
room.

“What do you mean?” Joe asked.
“Don’t say you didn’t throw a rock through

our windshield,” he said. “We saw you as plain as
day.”

“I haven’t been out of the house,” Joe said. “It
must be somebody who looks like me.”

“Yeah?” the policeman growled.
“Will all of you people swear he was here all

the time and couldn’t have thrown a rock through
our windshield?” the other policeman said, looking
around. He caught sight of George, lying stiffly on
the floor. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He’s hypnotized,” Joe said. “Wake up,
George!” He snapped his fingers and George

J
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opened his eyes.
“Now then,” the policeman said, glancing

doubtfully at George. “Was this guy in here all the
time?”

“Yes,” a chorus of voices answered.
“Then it couldn’t have been him,” the

policeman muttered, turning toward the front hall.
“Ahhh,” Dr. Wright said arrestingly. “I would

say, officer, that he could have done it.”
“Huh?” the policeman said, he and his partner

turning back into the room. “Then he wasn’t here
all the time?”

“Oh yes,” Dr. Wright said smugly. “May I
talk to you two men alone?” He glanced at Joe
pityingly, “I don’t think he should become upset—
just yet.”

“Sure,” the policeman said. “We’ll step out on
the porch.”

Mrs. Ryan was sobbing again against
Madame Ona’s dandruff-flecked black hair. Mr.
Chad was gazing at the rug intently. Joe’s friends
ware watching the policemen and Dr. Wright with
mystified expressions.

Joe looked about at all of them with a mixture
of feelings, not knowing what to think at being, on
the one hand, accused of things he couldn’t
possibly do, and, on the other hand, treated like
something was radically wrong with him.

Now, as the front door closed quietly and
sinisterly on the backs of Dr. Wright and the two
policemen, he thought of something terrible. If the
cops took his name and did any checking, they’d
find he was a.w.o.l. from the battlefront!

OW THEN,” one of the policemen
growled when they and Dr. Wright were in

the darkness of the porch. “What’s this about he
could have done it?”

“You see, officer—heh heh—I know it will be
hard to believe—” Dr. Wright paused dramatically.
“The truth is, that Joseph Ryan is dead.”

“That’s too bad,” the policeman murmured
sympathetically. “But what’s that got to do with
this? And who’s Joseph Ryan? That guy’s father?”

“I don’t know,” Dr. Wright said. “His father
may be dead. No no. You don’t understand. The
man you accuse of having broken your windshield,
and whom the bareheaded man accused of chasing
him and breaking the windows of his house—a
typical phenomenon with poltergeists, by the
way—is dead. It isn’t him. It’s his materialized
spirit in there.”

“No,” the two policemen breathed with

exaggerated pretense at belief.
“I know it’s impossible,” Dr. Wright said,

feeling more confident of himself. “But it’s the
truth. He died March fourteenth, on the warfront in
Europe. The same day this—apparition that seems
to be him—appeared here at home.”

“Who did you say you were?” one of the
policemen asked innocently.

“Dr. Wright,” Dr. Wright said, annoyed at this
sudden shift of thought. “You may have heard of
me. I’m a noted authority on supernatural
phenomena.”

“And you say this lad, Joe Ryan, is a soldier,
and was overseas on the fourteenth, and is here
now—in there?”

“That’s what I said,” Dr. Wright said,
mistaking the trend of the questions.

“Well,” the policeman said, feeling he had
something he could sink his teeth into now, “That
means he’s either a.w.o.1. or he had his papers
giving him a leave. We’ll check on it. Let’s go
back in.”

“But—” Dr. Wright protested. He followed
them back into the house with a feeling that he had
made no impression on them at all.

“You, Joseph Ryan,” the policeman said,
trying to sound very formal as a representative of
the law. “Let’s see your draft card, service card,
leave card, and whatever papers you have to prove
you’re home within the law.”

Not only the policeman, but Joe’s friends,
read the expression that came to his face.

“Joe!” Margie, his fiancé, gasped
incredulously. “Don’t tell me your papers aren’t in
order!”

“Now just a minute,” Joe said, backing up
from the slowly advancing policemen. “Take it
easy for a minute and I’ll explain everything. I
know I don’t have my leave papers, but there’s a
very good reason why I don’t—if you’ll let me
explain.”

“Yes,” Madame Ona spoke up, glancing
reassuringly at Joe’s mother. “I’m sure there is a
very good reason why you can’t arrest Joe. Please,
officers, be seated and give us a chance to help Joe
straighten it out in his own way.”

THE TWO officers looked at her, then at Dr.
Wright who nodded with voiceless firmness.

“Well....” one of them said. They sat down,
defeated for the moment.

“First I’ll explain the tricks I’ve been doing
here,” Joe began.

“N
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“No, Joe,” Dr. Wright said firmly. “Go back
to the beginning. You were on the battlefield. You
ware advancing against the enemy. Then?”

“Say!” Joe said in surprise. “You sound just
like you know all about me.”

“Perhaps I know more than you think,” Dr.
Wright said gently. “Was it a machine gun nest?”

“No,” Joe said, his eyes going dreamy. “It was
the new synchrotron mobile units. They had caught
us by surprise in the middle of a charge. It was a
trap, I guess. Our planes reported the retreat of the
enemy from their forward emplacements,
apparently abandoning them because we were so
close. We were ordered to advance and occupy
them. We were about two-thirds of the way over
the open field when the tanks, lying in wait, simply
moved out from under their camouflage and went
into operation. Their electron beams were mowing
everyone down along the entire line—except one
guy that they missed. He was going forward all
alone in his sector, I saw it coming. That pale
pencil beam. It was jumping around so it couldn’t
miss. It was just a few feet away. It was cutting
through the guy next to me.”

“What happened then, Joe,” Dr. Wright said
softly, his words sounding overloud in the hush of
the room. “Please try to remember very carefully.
Every detail.”

“Ha! Will I ever forget any of it!” Joe said
lightly. “Maybe I closed my eyes. I don’t know. I
knew it was coming. I couldn’t avoid it. I felt
myself falling. I knew there wouldn’t be any pain
to it. I landed with my face in the dirt. I knew that
a lot of them, when they got it from those beams,
lived for as long as an hour or so afterward, fully
conscious—depending on where the beam cut
them in two.

“As I said, I was falling. I landed with my
face in the dirt. Then I turned over. I was in a dark
place.”

“Ah, yes,” Dr. Wright said. “A dark place.”
“A tank trap,” Joe added. “About fifteen feet

over my head I could see the hole where I had
fallen through.”

“You were still alive—then?” Madame Ona
asked eerily.

“Yes,” Joe said. Then he did a double take.
“What do you mean, then? I’m still alive!”

“Are you?” Madame Ona asked very softly.
Joe’s mother began to sob again, sitting very

erect beside Madame Ona, and very alone.

RE YOU?” Madame Ona repeated. This
time it was a direct question rather than an

implication of the opposite. It was a demanding
question.

“Let me ask you a question, Joe,” Dr. Wright
said. “Did you come straight from that tank trap, as
you thought it to be, to your home here—in the
twinkling of an eye?”

“Why, ah,” Joe hesitated.
“I presumed as much,” Dr. Wright said

smugly. “Doesn’t that tell you something?”
“Let me tell you about the genii,” Joe said.

His voice sounded high and thin to his ears. “It was
the genii that brought me here.”

“The genii?” Dr. Wright said, frowning.
“Yes,” Joe said. “It wasn’t a genii at first. It

was just a haze—a sort of transparent black haze
formed by two electron beams coming together. I
made it into a genii myself—” He stopped,
realizing he was balling it all up so it sounded
crazy.

“Ah, I see,” Dr. Wright said. “The powers of
the mind to rationalize are remarkable—even in
death!”

“So you don’t believe the genii exists?” Joe
said. “But it does!”

“What does it look like?” Mr. Chad asked
from where he had been sitting quietly.

“It’s ten or twelve feet high, and coal black,
with a big white turban and an oriental costume
on,” Joe said. “But that’s only when he’s visible.
He’s been helping me with my tricks I’ve been
playing this evening. You know, raising Freddy
and George into the air and stuff.” He turned to the
two policemen. “The genii is probably what broke
the windshield of your car.”

The two policemen didn’t answer. They were
caught in the spell of the situation, drawn toward
belief and drawing back from it.

“Let me suggest something to you, Joe,” Dr.
Wright said in a way that indicated he was picking
his words carefully.

“Go ahead,” Joe said.
“Don’t consider what I’m going to say as

being true, or even something I think to be true,”
Dr. Wright said slowly. “Just consider it in the
light of—facts. I gather that you believe the genii
brought you home?”

“Yes,” Joe said. “Just like that.” He snapped
his finger.

“Let’s suppose,” Dr. Wright said, “that you
didn’t fall into a tank trap. Let’s suppose that the
pencil of energy from the synchrotron gun did cut

“A
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you in two—kill you, and what you fell into what
was a symbolic representation of death. That the
genii is a similar invention of your mind to
rationalize the powers that you yourself took in
death, created so that your conscious thoughts
could accept your coming home instantly without
having to accept the concomitant of your death.”

“But it isn’t so,” Joe said. “It can’t be so. Can
it, Margie?” he asked, turning to her. He saw the
doubt in her mind and turned away from her.

“If it isn’t so,” one of the policemen said,
“you’re going to have to go down to the station
with us and face the charge of desertion. If it is so,
you’d better dematerialize pretty quick—or I’ll
take you down anyway.” He chuckled
uncomfortably.

“Yeah,” Joe said, his shoulders sagging.
“None of you believe me, and if I stay here I’m in
plenty of trouble. I guess the only thing is to go
back, the same way I came.”

*          *          *

 “Or go on,” Madame Ona said hypnotically.
“Ha ha,” Joe said dryly. “You pick the

funniest friends, Mom.” He looked at the
inexorable purpose on the faces of the two
policemen and realized this was it.

E WENT hesitantly at Margie, then
impulsively pried her out of her chair to her

feet and kissed her.
“Take it easy while I’m gone, Baby,” he

murmured in her ear. He mussed her hair lovingly,
then released her and went to his mother.

“Bye for now, Mom,” he said, bending over
and kissing her tear-dampened cheek. “Next time I
come home it will be with the consent of the
powers that be.”

He straightened and grinned nervously at the
three teenaged boys and the other two girls.

“I’m going back where I belong,” he said.
Then, directing his remark to Dr. Wright and
Madame Ona, “and it isn’t where you think I’m
going either, because I’m not dead. And just to
give you something to chew on, I’ll show you my
genii.”

He turned dramatically to the open center of
the room and held out his hand.

“Materialize, genii,” he said forcefully.
There was a puff of smoke. The genii,

crouching low so as to get his huge bulk into the
room, appeared, complete with turban and oriental

dress.
“I am here, Master,” his intensely black lips

said, while the enormous, smoky eyes smiled at
Joe.

“Take me back where I started from,” Joe
said.

The black presence enfolded Joe. He had a
fleeting glimpse of the ring of blanched faces.
Then, abruptly, he was standing on the roughly
torn terrain of the battlefield, trucks loaded with
supplies roaring past him on a newly constructed
road.

The genii straightened, and stood with loose-
sleeved arms folded, looking down at Joe.

“Now go back in that canteen and stay there
until you are called out again,” Joe ordered.

There was a swirl of dissolving form that
vanished into nothing.

“Hey, wait!” Joe exclaimed, remembering
suddenly that his stainless steel canteen was half
way around the world in the closet at home. Then
he shrugged his shoulders. He could probably call
up the genii from that distance as easily as from
where he was.

HREE DAYS had passed, each taking an
eternity—or so it seemed to Mrs. Ryan. There

had been quite a time. Madame Ona had fainted
after the big black man had materialized so briefly
and taken Joe with him. One of the policemen had
become sick.

But finally everything had been taken care of,
and she had been alone. Not quite alone. Margie
had stayed with her overnight, herself heartbroken
at the realization that Joe was dead. They had
comforted each other through the sleepless night,
avoiding the subject of where Joe might have been
taken to by the dark giant.

The house was more empty than it had ever
been, even when Mr. Ryan had died. Mrs. Ryan
had opened the door to Joe’s room once and
looked at the things strewn around the room—and
closed the door quickly, breaking into
uncontrollable sobs.

That had been yesterday. Now she was
washing the dishes from her solitary breakfast, the
suds swishing around her wrists in a clean sort of
way.

Suddenly the front doorbell started ringing.
“Oh dear,” she said, wiping her hands on a

towel. “Why does it always have to ring when my
hands are wet?”

She hurried across the living room and opened

H
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the door. It was a Western Union man. He handed
out a telegram and his book for her to sign.

Her eyes went unconsciously to the telegram
as she signed. There was no black border around it
this time. Who could it be from?

She closed the door, went back to the kitchen,
and sat down in a chair near the window before
starting to open it. Its contents were brief.

“This is to inform you,” it read, “that your
son, Joseph Ryan, has been found, and that he is
alive and unharmed.”

It was from the war department.
“Oh!” she said, her emotions all mixed up.
Crying happily she went to the phone and

called Margie Blish and told her the good news. It
wasn’t understandable, but Joe was alive. He was
in Europe where he couldn’t be yet if he had been
home—but he couldn’t have come home if he was
in Europe. Margie was crying happily when Mrs.
Ryan hung up.

Now she started singing as she finished the
dishes. Everything was all right again. In some
unaccountable way she had been given the
privilege of having her Joe home for two weeks
right in the middle of the war.

An hour later she was opening the door to
Joe’s room. The disorder no longer struck into her
heart painfully. Now it was a good pain, to see the
disorder he had created.

She straightened things up, caressing each
thing lovingly, putting it away carefully. It would
have to stay where she put it until Joe came home
for good.

There was a dirty pair of sox. She would wash
them, so she tossed them into the hall outside.
There were the magazines he had bought and read.
Maybe he would want to keep them. She piled
them neatly on one corner of the table in front of
the window. There was a pair of shoes. She put

them in the clothes closet. His bedroom slippers by
the side of the bed went into the closet by the
shoes. She took his pajamas off the hook on the
inside of the closet door and tossed them into the
hall with the dirty sox.

Her eyes fixed on the water canteen setting on
the dresser with its cap laying on the glass top
beside it.

“I’ll put that on the shelf in the closet,” she
decided, snapping its lid on tightly.

It was heavy as she picked it up. She paused.
“Maybe I should empty it and wash it out,”

she thought. Then, “No, I’ll leave it just the way it
is.”

She got a chair and stood on it, and pushed the
stainless steel, canvas covered canteen back
against the wall where it couldn’t be seen while
standing on the floor.

Half an hour later she had forgotten about it
completely.

*          *          *
It was two weeks later that the enemy began

their systematic dusting with radioactives that was
to make land uninhabitable for centuries. They
began in the Puget Sound area, and slowly
advanced their operations toward Spokane and its
surrounding towns including Moab.

Mrs. Ryan, along with her neighbors, was
evacuated to east of the Rockies, and was given
barely an hour to pack a few things to take with
her.

A week later the dusting operation reached
and passed her house.

The genii in its stainless steel bottle rested on
the shelf in the closet, imprisoned beneath the cap
that sealed it. It would be centuries before any
living thing could come within miles of it.

It could wait.


