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  I HAD just stalled the snowship out there somewhere in the bleak Antarctic and was heading aft to our two by four galley where Jimmie Greaseball was throwing together a mess of bully beef—when suddenly the Base radio CQ’ed frantically.


  “It’s Pot Belly after Trim,” hollered Jimmie as I dashed back to the control cockpit, switching the sounder to band eleven.


  “Snowship Number 4, ACPS,” I stuttered into the radio mike. “Okay, come through.”


  My set gurgled. “Base calling Snowship 4. Stand in. Here is your connection with Commodore Davis.” I gritted my teeth as Old Man Davis’ voice barked through the speaker. “Dooley! If you know what’s good for you, turn that ship around. But don’t come back without Lieutenant Trim in irons. You three men are under arrest wherever you are . . .?”


  I threw a quick glance out of the window, my eye lighting on nothing but bleak Antarctic snowfields. We were as good as lost in them. For a moment I saw an outlandish penguin standing on an ice block. Then a sharp pistol report cracked from the snowship’s upper deck; the penguin jumped as if a needle had stuck him and ran off.


  “Dooley, where in the blazes are you?” the Old Man’s voice crashed in my ear.


  “I don’t know,” I called back, making my voice as soft and meek as possible. “We’ve been zigzagging across this forsaken icecap two days. Trim’s idea.” Squaaak! The loudspeaker rattled like a dishpan. I could just imagine the Old Man on the other end. It never failed when someone reminded him of Lieutenant Trim.


  “You tell Lieutenant Trim that Antarctica isn’t so big that I can’t find him!” blasted the Commodore. The tubes in my receiving set fairly crackled. “I’ll settle him! There’s such a thing as discipline in the Antarctica Colonization Police Service. Tell him we’re not living in the age of individualism. This is 1960.” Afraid my cathode tube would break, I quickly signed off with Base, hoping my last remark, “Yeah, I can just imagine, you pot bellied old Englishman,” didn’t get through.


  Then I headed aft along the narrow ten foot passage to the galley where the savory sizzle of frying corned beef tickled my nostrils.


  The crazy redhead! Lieutenant Steve Trim’s latest escapade was a whizzer and I was dumb enough to get hooked in it. I could just see my mechanic, Jimmie Greaseball, and myself getting thrown in the Antarctic klink for a couple of years because of Trim. As for Trim—he’d get two years for swiping the American colony snowship that I was in charge of; six months for hijacking four cases of hospital Scotch and God only knows what for blacking the Old Man’s eye.


  WAS it worth it? Well, the fight was.


  After breaking into the storeroom where Old Man Davis kept the Scotch under lock and key, Trim stood there, gulping up for lost time. He had an open fifth in each hand when I found him. Then the Old Man blew in like a cyclone.


  “Trim, you’re a disgrace to the Service!” he started off, putting it mildly. But the Old Man was shaking like a tuning fork hitting high C.


  Now Trim had a healthy Gaelic dislike for Englishmen and Commodore Davis happened to be one of that tribe, even if only by extraction.


  “Discipline!” the Commodore roared. “I’ll drum discipline in you. I’ll wring you dry, Trim!”


  Lieutenant Trim danced around in high glee. “Sez who?” he shouted at the Old Man.


  Suddenly his empty fist started from somewhere behind Ross Bay, swooped up and ended with a smack on the Old Man’s spade beard. “Up the rebels!” Trim shouted jubilantly.


  No great damage was done, but somehow, a couple of fists flew and then the Old Man merely slumped to the floor for a spell. Lieutenant Trim cooled off quickly and pinned his gaze on the sprawling officer. He sniffed the perfume of Scotch saturating the old man and shook his head, cracking, “Tsk! Tsk! Moderation, old chap.”


  I grabbed Trim, shaking him. “You’ll get the klink for this!” I ranted.


  “Have no worry, Dooley old boy,” grinned Trim. “We’re going places. Gimme a hand.”


  I helped him carry the cases of Scotch to the snowship before the other officers got wind of what had happened. But, I’m not responsible for Trim’s subsequent actions. That includes the borrowing of a sixty ton snowship and the discovery of the Blue Tropics only two days’ distance from the American Antarctic colony at Ross Bay.


  You’d understand better if you knew about Trim’s two talents. Any bartender will vouch that he was born thirty years too late. He would have made a good Texas Ranger in the old days.


  Trim has a positively psychic talent for smelling out good Scotch. He isn’t human without it. And after a bottle or so, his second talent sprouts. Then he’s the deadliest pistol shot on five continents. It’s perfectly harmless, however, for he sticks to targets and small game, like penguins, which he keeps in a healthy state of consternation by just creasing them. One year, on the strength of some really good fourteen year old blend, he chalked up a clean hundred bull’s-eyes in the International Pistol Meet.


  You can imagine how he felt after signing a two year lease with the A.C.P.S., then finding there were no bars in New America, Antarctica. We had prohibition. The Commodore’s stock of liquor was used for purely medicinal purposes.


  Lieutenant Trim was fit to be tied. Day after day he sloshed around in the deep snows, barefooted. No. He wasn’t cracked. He was doing his darndest to catch pneumonia and get stuck in the Base infirmary. But no luck, so he pulled this whizzer.


  When he “borrowed” the snowship, Jimmie Greaseball was asleep inside, and I trailed along because I was personally responsible for the care and treatment of that duraluminum hulk.


  Well, for two days we’d been zig-zagging across the snow fields, going nowhere in particular, Trim setting a new course every time he thought of it. He had himself fixed up outside on the top deck. He had one of those tubular steel deck chairs and a case of Scotch, and he was taking pot shots at stray penguins—just to scare ’em a little and keep his eye fine—which pastime, by the way, is also worth six months in the klink. Trim just didn’t notice the temperature was forty below zero.


  IT was a nice fantastic vacation until a few minutes after Commodore Davis radioed through, mentioning various things, from solitary to the guillotine. Jimmie and I had a war council in the galley. Trim, who seemed to get along without eating, wasn’t there.


  “We gotta get back,” I insisted to Jimmie. “The Old Man is gonna send planes searching for us.”


  “Trim will shoot ’em down.”


  “Not when he finds that we’ve dumped the rest of the Scotch overboard,” I said. “And that’s what I’m going to do. Come on.”


  Had Jimmie and I fully considered Lieutenant Trim’s boomerang of an answer, we would have thought twice about dumping that Scotch. We never did get rid of it, but it gave Trim an idea.


  * * *


  WHEN Steve Trim slid through the deck hole and down the iron ladder, we were just about to dump the first case. Trim slid off his fur parka and gave Jimmie and me a suspicious once-over.


  “Sabotage!” he roared. “And my best friend!”


  “Come on, Trim,” I coaxed. “We gotta get back to Base. They’re sending an army out. I’m responsible for the ship.”


  “Back to that dried out oasis?” yelled Trim.


  I bit my lips. “Okay, Trim, but I’m gonna get tough.”


  “Fine. But don’t bother me until I’m through thinking,” Trim grunted. He frowned a moment and suddenly he snapped his fingers. “Adelie Land! Bistros, bars, wine and cognac by the barrel!”


  “You’re crazy,” I gasped. “That French colony’s way over on the other side of the ice cap. We’d have to push through the Shackleton Inlet to pick up gas at the settlement there. And that’s seventy miles.”


  Trim grinned beatifically and twirled his service pistol on his index finger, like a senorita whirling a Spanish fan. “Dooley,” he said, “I am with you to the very consummation of the world.”


  Back in my mind I figured that if Trim ever went to sleep we could do something like clonging him with a hammer and locking him in the galley, while we returned to Base. But—


  “I’m staying below,” announced Trim. “I’m going to figure out a fancy way to hop us over the King Haakon Plateau to the other side of the Pole. We won’t have to jog back through the Shackleton Inlet. We’re not far from the Pole now. Why go back?”


  The way Trim figured out was certainly fancy. In a couple of hours we were running flush into the Beardmore Glacier.


  “That’s pretty, Dooley,” said Trim. “Look at that solid river of ice. Aren’t you glad you came?”


  “Steve,” I said, getting the worry off my mind. “It ain’t solid. This ship is no good on glaciers. We’ll flop in a snow-covered crevasse. The cards are stacked against these busses in—”


  Through my window in the control cockpit, I suddenly saw the whole area of crystalline snow buckle under the ship. Glacial spray spouted up in powdery clouds, picking the spectrum out of the sunlight.


  “Look out!” I shouted. I wasn’t afraid, but I was paralyzed.


  Trim grabbed the ship controls as we nosed over painfully and started downward. The next minute I figured we’d be buried in a blackout of tons of ice.


  INSTEAD, the strangest part of it was that we didn’t stop. The old bus ran along, picking up speed on a twenty degree slant. It was dark as Hades, but I could make out what seemed to be an enlarged tunnel, and we were in it.


  “Brakes don’t work,” Trim said.


  “Reverse gears!” I yelled.


  “And rip ’em out!” hissed Trim. He was hanging grimly to the wheel as we plunged through the darkness. Sweat burst in beads on his brow. His features had a weird slant under the small control cockpit lamp.


  “Maybe this is a short cut,” he shouted.


  I heard the grating of ice or rock against the hull exterior. The ship gave an awful bump. I prayed the eight foot tires would hold out.


  “There’s a light!” cried Trim.


  We raced into the frame of light like an old time amusement park roller coaster. Suddenly the light hit me between the eyes like a Dry Martini, because it was blue daylight.


  Trim maneuvered the snowship as we burst out of the tunnel. The ship bounced and heaved and went plunging headlong.


  Trim’s hands twisted among the controls, darting here and there. He yanked the wheel and sent the ship on a wide curve, braking the speed, until he geared it down. We stopped against a pile of jagged rocks.


  Then all three of us gaped for a minute. We saw a smooth, yet solid blue sky hanging a thousand feet overhead. There was no sun. When we climbed out of the snowship, a blast of moist tropical air hit us.


  Jimmie started stretching the kinks out of him, when suddenly he turned green with fright under the blue haze. “Flying crocodiles!” he yammered.


  Then I saw the amazing things. Two gigantic, scaly crocodiles with wings fore and aft flopping down through the air at us! Their bat-like wings thrashed the air.


  “Get down!”


  The ugly creatures swooped over the ship, wheeling clumsily past us in a rush of air and flew away, croaking through their crocodile mouths.


  We picked ourselves off the ground shakily. Trim’s face was as colorless as an iceberg, but it was covered with sweat. His sharp eyes watched the weird creatures disappear in the distance. “Now I didn’t . . . drink that much,” Trim whispered.


  “Let’s get out of here . . . quick!” said Jimmie.


  Trim dropped a reassuring hand on the lad’s shoulder. Then he rubbed his own short-cropped, red hair, “By Gar! It’s the first time I’ve had my eyes open all the time I’m going someplace, and still don’t know where I am.”


  “Maybe we’re dead,” I said.


  “No,” said Trim, suddenly. “It’s a Pink Tropics.”


  “Hey, there’s the hole we came out of,” yelled Jimmie, pointing at a cavern yawning in the side of a solid icy escarpment on which our end of the blue sky rested.


  All I could figure by this time was that we were at the beginning of a queer land which no geography on earth had ever dreamed of. About five hundred feet up the cliff the blue sky started. It was dome-shaped and covered the entire land.


  “That sky is ice,” Trim muttered. “It’s the polar ice-cap. This place is just a bubble underneath it. That’s why everything is blue.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “DON’T you understand?” grinned Trim. “The ice-cap is composed of millions of fractured planes and crystals. The sunlight from Antarctica reflects down here. The ice withholds the normal color rays, letting only the blue or ultra light come through.


  . . . Don’t ask me why it’s so warm here though. Maybe that’s reflected.”


  I could see vaguely where the dome curved down in the distance. From where I stood the ground sloped toward a shallow valley filled with vivid blue vegetation. I could barely make out the enormous outlines of blue trees or tropical plants.


  I took one look down there, thought of the flying crocodiles and grabbed Trim. “Steve,” I pleaded. “Let’s go back up the hole. I’m responsible for the ship. The Old Man will give me hell if I don’t bring it back. We can navigate the incline.”


  Trim, however, was already slipping off his snow furs and rolling up his sleeves.


  Then I tried another tack. “I think it’s too hot here,” I grumbled. “I’m from Montreal. I like cold weather.”


  Trim swung an arm around my shoulder. His long face broke into a boyish smile. “Dooley, my lad, I’ve got it all fixed. The only way we can even things with the Old Man is by discovering new territory. We’re going to explore.”


  I’VE heard of fellows being at home with pink elephants so it didn’t surprise me at all the way Trim took to the Blue Tropics. He was as cool as a cucumber—and about as reassuring.


  “Dooley,” he repeated. “We’re explorers. Now get in the ship and radio the Commodore, if it still works, and tell him we’re down here. We’ll be back after we stake a claim.”


  “I don’t like it much,” I grumbled. “I’m responsible for the ship. How can I leave it?”


  Trim’s fingers snapped. “Who’s going to steal it? The flying crocodiles?”


  I shivered at the thought of them.


  “Go ahead, Dooley,” he said. “Hey, Jimmie! Get the duty kits ready. And take all the Scotch!”


  There was nothing for me to do but climb into the ship while Jimmie packed. The radio worked all right but reception was weak and I CQ’ed for a long time for contact. I guess we shouldn’t have radioed back to Base. When I asked the Old Man if he knew anything about a Blue Tropics and flying crocodiles under the ice-cap he exploded.


  “Dooley!” he raved. “You’re drunk! You’ll get the same as Lieutenant Trim when I find you.”


  “I wish to heaven you could,” I radioed back.


  “Where in the tarnation are you?” the Old Man blasted.


  “Well, we started for Adelie Land . . .”


  “What!”


  “Adelie Land,” I followed up. “We got to the Beardmore and now we’re in the Blue Tropics. That’s what Trim calls them.”


  Yowee! . . . A yellow flash crossed my eyes. Fine glass blew in all directions. The Old Man had done it at last—shattered the cathode tube in my receiver. It served him right. Englishmen think talking into a mike is like hog calling.


  I left the ship and caught up with Trim and Jimmie. “The Old Man doesn’t seem to think we’re where we are,” I said.


  “No imagination,” Trim answered.


  We marched a good three hours true South, which was about right angles to the magnetic South registered on my compass. From all calculations Trim was right about us being under the Haakon ice-cap. We were heading for the bottom side of the South Pole itself.


  Jimmie ran ahead, full of kid inquisitiveness. We followed the moderate incline of the land until we came to a point where the valley levelled off somewhat. Suddenly I saw Jimmie bounce about fourteen feet vertically, come down, hit the ground feet first and bounce again.


  A moment later I stepped on the thick spongy substance, the color of blue coral, that made up the floor of the valley. I shot in the air twenty feet, going up and down frantically. “What the hell is this?” I yelled when I finally came to a stop.


  “Look at me!” cried Jimmie.


  I THREW a startled glance at the boy. He bounced twenty feet off the ground, doing a fancy double somersault with a half twist. Down he came, feet first and went up again in a perfect half gainer.


  “Cut it, Jimmie!” roared Trim. “You’ll bust that Scotch.” He made a frantic dive at Jimmie just as the lad was about to come down on his head. He grabbed Jimmie’s right leg, giving a sudden twist so Jimmie landed on his feet.


  “That was too damn close,” breathed Trim.


  “What’s happened to me?” cried Jimmie. “I feel like I’m on a spring board.”


  Trim dropped to his hands and knees, examining the earth. “Resilient!” he grinned. “It’s not dirt at all but plant life that reacts to our weight pressure.[*] We’ve gotta learn to walk all over. Whatever lives here must be terribly light so as not to cause pressure, or extremely heavy to be able to counteract the moss upthrust.”


  “How do you know so much?” said Jimmie, not without sarcasm.


  “When you’re old enough,” Trim answered, good-naturedly, “I’ll tell you all about books and things.”


  “I think we ought to get back to Base.” I decided then and there. “How am I to know that my next step isn’t going to land me on my noggin?”


  “Why Dooley, this is fun,” laughed Trim. “Come on.”


  After we got the hang of things, going wasn’t bad at all. I bounced around like a kangaroo. I covered forty feet at a time. But Trim was expert. He leaped sixty feet at one shot. We traveled faster than the snowship in high gear.


  When I got over nay first elation at being able to navigate like a human pogo stick I became uneasy again. If you think a blue sky and Blue Tropics are anything, just get a load of this. In about an hour we hit what Trim called, “the regimented jungles.” Instead of being tightly twisted and matted, the vegetation was cultivated in even rows that extended for miles. Everything was very neat, like a model orchard, but what a clash of blue colors!


  There were only two types of vegetation: tall spidery blue ferns with saw-toothed leaves and gigantic windmill plants. The plants upset me. They stood about twenty feet high, with smooth, thick trunks that were a transparent blue save for red veins. At the very top of each plant there were six long, flat leaves resembling the windmill blades on the old fashioned autogyro planes.


  The roots of the Gyroplants were above ground. The ends were shaped in little knob-like cushioned feet. The plants were apparently very light to be supported on such flimsy roots.


  “We’ve got some fancy farmers,” Trim observed.


  “Yeah, too fancy.” I was positive we shouldn’t have left the ship. I was on the verge of grumbling again when all at once I heard the wildest outcry—


  We turned in time to see a Gyroplant wrap a long leathery blade around Jimmie’s leg. It pulled for all it was worth. Immediately another plant reached out, grabbing the kid’s arm, yanking him in the opposite direction.


  “They’re tearing me apart!” screamed Jimmie.


  Trim whipped out his service pistol and blazed away.


  “Hurry!” Jimmie screamed again, hopelessly. He looked like a rabbit tangled in a mess of gigantic conveyor belts.


  “Use your axe,” Trim snapped at me.


  I don’t know what happened to my own fears in that instant. I tore the axe out of my duty kit and edged in under the tentacle blades of the Gyroplants. I lopped off one plant blade after another. Then I slashed through the transparent trunks as if they were butter, until they were heaped at my feet.


  Trim grabbed Jimmie, pulling him out of the tangle.


  “WHOOEE!” shivered Jimmie. “I wanna go back. These things are alive!”


  “Cannibal plants, maybe,” said Trim, slowly. He smiled wrily. “Better uncork another fifth. My aim was bad.”


  I wiped the reddish sap from the plants off the blade of my axe. Then I saw Trim staring at the Gyroplants. I followed his gaze. The two plants had wilted; they were shriveled into a mess of slimy pulp.


  “Listen, Trim,” I said. “This is no place for us. I like cold weather where things don’t rot in a minute.”


  “Now, Dooley, what kind of an explorer are you? Do you think Saint Patrick turned back because he saw a few snakes?”


  “But these ain’t snakes. Not even blue ones.”


  Those Gyroplants had me scared, although I gradually got over it as we continued Southward. Jimmie stuck pretty close. He was too frightened to do somersaults on his own. I also noticed Trim was pretty careful in choosing the places where we landed and after every second bounce he oiled up with Scotch.


  By and by we weren’t going true South. We zigzagged. Sometimes crocodile birds would fly overhead, croaking and swinging away. I wondered if it ever got dark. It felt like suppertime but I didn’t want to be among the Gyroplants at night.


  “I don’t think there’s any night down here for another couple of months,” said Trim. “It’s the same as up in Antarctica; half a year day, half a year night.”


  “But it’s bluer,” I growled. “Yeah, it gets bluer as we go South.”


  “Sure. The ice dome concentrates the light in one center like a magnifying glass.”


  Then we noticed the temperature. It was Jimmie’s discovery. He carried a pocket thermopile for measuring fractional changes in temperature.


  “At the ship it showed 75.1 Fahrenheit. Now it’s 85,” he suddenly blurted out. “And when the Gyroplant grabbed me I looked at the thermopile to see if it was busted. It was 80.3 then.”


  “Gimme that,” snapped Trim.


  He began bouncing around, a couple of hundred feet back, a few hundred feet ahead, then to the side. Each time he landed he read the thermopile. Jimmie and I thought he had gone off his nut.


  “Exactly like latitudes,” Trim finally announced. “The temperature goes up a tenth every hundred meters South. It goes down in the opposite direction. Another eight or ten miles and it’ll be 95 degrees in the shade.”


  “That’s too darned hot for me, a soul from Montreal,” I spilled.


  But all my grumbling didn’t help. As long as Trim had Scotch left we went South, even if he didn’t lead us in an exactly straight line.


  Meanwhile the ferns and giant Gyroplants thinned out. Now there were fruit plants in alternate rows with the Gyroplants. They bore an odd melon-shaped fruit. Trim sliced one open. He tried it and passed half on to me. It was mealy, yet it had a strange exotic saffron flavor.


  Now I was sure we’d run into something more alive than plants. I didn’t know exactly what, but I couldn’t help feeling that they’d have mouths.


  “You’re right,” said Trim. “Someone who can think. Haven’t you noticed, except for the flying crocodiles, we haven’t seen an animal in the Blue Tropics? You don’t see wild animals in cornfields either.”


  I didn’t ask why. I didn’t have time. Suddenly I saw Trim bouncing away, sixty feet at a time. I bounced after him while farther ahead I heard what startled him. Someone screamed—a human voice.


  “I’M going nuts!” I shouted. “The Gyroplant is running!”


  It was actually running. I felt my blood suddenly turn cold. The plant streaked by on padded roots. Its gyro blades flopped up and down, propelling it along the earth. As I neared it I saw something else wrapped in one of its tentacle blades. “A girl!” I gasped.


  She was putting up a furious struggle against the Gyroplant. She jabbed at it with a short knife. Then I saw what she was aiming at! It was an oval, plasmic thing that rode on a golden saddle hooked to the trunk of the monster plant.


  “Shoot that thing,” I shouted at Trim.


  Trim’s pistol barked . . . Once . . . The object on the saddle rolled and tumbled to the ground, hardly bouncing. The pink Gyroplant stopped instantly.


  “It’s still got the girl,” cried Trim, running at the plant. Tentacle blades reached for Trim, coiling around his body. He fired again.


  “The axe!” Jimmie yelled.


  I charged in, hacking wildly with the axe. I cut through the trunk of the plant and the coiling blades immediately relaxed their hold upon Trim and the girl. Then the plant wilted like the one that had grabbed Jimmie.


  “They’re immune to bullets,” gasped Trim. “But this thing isn’t . . .” He poked the plasmic object that had fallen from the saddle.


  My eyes gaped at the horrible, incipient blob of jelly that quivered in death throes. It was an oversized human brain with fissures and lobes; but it was covered with a bright blue transparent gelatin envelope. From the underside, a mass of tenuous nerve ends protruded.


  The girl was staring at it too, and then she looked at Trim and me, her glance packed with frightened wonder.


  “Not bad,” I breathed, gulping in the curve of her slim body. It looked doubly lovely as a result of the short pink fiber tunic covering her from below her tanned shoulders to just above the knees. I wondered how the Blue Tropics had stayed undiscovered so long with women like her in it.


  Trim pointed at the dying brain. “What is it? Cerebral?”


  The girl was bewildered and frightened. “Porpe!” she cried excitedly.


  Trim nodded. “Cerebral,” he repeated.


  “Cerebl,” the girl repeated, wonderingly.


  “She’s got her own language, I guess,” I told Trim.


  “Hey, look here!” yelled Jimmie. He messed around in the slime that was left of the pink Gyroplant and pulled out the saddle. “It’s pure gold!”


  JIMMIE uncovered the pure gold saddle and the girl excitedly pointed South, crying, “Porpe! Porpe!” It didn’t make sense until Trim explained that it meant danger or was the local name for the Cerebrals.


  We knocked off exploring to break open another filth of Scotch and slit a tin of bully beef. It was a lot of fun watching the girl’s unusual interest in the bully beef. Trim was disappointed. He spent a good twenty minutes explaining the superior merits of Scotch in English but the girl didn’t take to it.


  That is where I came in. I took up the problem of her education. I got her to agree that her name was Lulu and mine was Dudu. I half explained where we had come from by shivering and pointing at the ice sky. Lulu immediately shivered sympathetically. She glanced at the hideous remains of the blue Cerebral, crying, “Porpe.” Finally I put a ban on that word. It meant about everything under the sun in her language.


  Half an hour later we’d packed up again, and turned South, but Lulu got very stubborn—she just wouldn’t go! She repeatedly pointed at the remains of the Gyroplant and then toward the South. I fully agreed with her, but Trim didn’t.


  “Nonsense,” he snapped. “Lulu’s people probably have a barnful of these ambulating plants and she doesn’t want us to go around shooting and slicing them up. They ride on these things.”


  “She’s afraid, I tell you.”


  “Trim’s right,” cut in Jimmie. “Lulu probably belongs to a harem. She doesn’t want to be caught with us.”


  “We’re going South,” decided Trim. “And we’re taking Lulu. I’m going to find out where that gold comes from.”


  Perhaps I wasn’t stubborn enough about turning back because Lulu was hanging on my arm. Nevertheless I was danged worried; I had begun to nurse up a great respect for Gyroplants and ambulating brains.


  But since I am the kind of a guy who would follow Trim anywhere as long as he has enough Scotch and his pistol, I gave in.


  We bounced on, me clasping Lulu’s hand, until we banged into a temperature of 95 in the shade. Lulu was awfully upset. Suddenly the ground slanted downward sharply and we broke from the Blue Tropics into full view of the first solidly blue city I’ve ever seen.


  “Just like I said. Lulu’s town,” Trim rapped out calmly.


  He was by no means a cautious explorer. He walked us right into the city despite Lulu’s violent protests. As we set foot on the first street Lulu whimpered, “Porpe, Porpe,” but was too scared to leave us.


  The city buildings were all squat. They had low domes and curving translucent quartz walls. I could barely see through them. From a central square, an enormous dome with thousands of facets resembling the compound eye of an insect frowned upon the rest of the city.


  I suddenly felt heat and noticed blue light radiating from the huge dome which threw off a luster like the flash of a large prismatic fire-opal.


  “Wow—the South Pole!” shouted Jimmie, hopping around.


  “Your crazy sister,” I snapped.


  “Well, it’s the power plant,” said Trim, slowly. “I’ll bet they get heat out of that from somewhere underneath. It probably controls and refracts volcanic power.”


  “Let’s get a closer look,” said Jimmie.


  A few hundred yards in the city, we crossed a broad plaza. Then we began seeing people.


  Man! Talk about fantastic Blue Tropics—this went one better. Five men and women, dressed like Lulu, buzzed by us, one after another . . . And they ignored us. They wore gold saddles strapped to the small of their backs and different colored Cerebrals rode in the saddles.


  A WOMAN, plus the extra brain, bumped into me.


  Then she straightened out her course without saying a word and streaked across the square. The jade green gelatin-incased Cerebral on her back twisted slightly as the woman passed me. The eyeless plasm stared at me, questioningly.


  “I’m getting out,” I raved.


  Trim grabbed my arm in time to keep me from running plumb into a great Gyroplant that swung across the square holding a squirming man aloft. The Cerebral riding on the saddle hooked to the plant also stared at me.


  “Quick! Follow me,” Trim shouted, running after the Gyroplant as it turned a corner. Suddenly he crashed head on with an old man. A blue Cerebral tumbled from the man’s back, rolling on the ground. In amazement, I watched the old man lay on his side in the street until the Cerebral crawled back into the saddle on its nerve-like legs.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Trim barked at the man.


  The old man stared blankly. Suddenly he opened his mouth, shrieking, “Porpe!”


  In an instant the plaza filled with others like himself. They surrounded us and stood sideways so the Cerebrals on their backs could stare at us.


  Trim whirled toward Lulu. “You tell me. What is it? A joke?”


  I looked at Lulu. Then I noticed that something had happened to her. She was completely changed. She stared at us without recognition, her eyes dulled by the same blank stupor I saw in the eyes of the other humans surrounding us.


  “Talk, Lulu!” I cried, shaking her arm.


  She looked at me as if I were a complete stranger.


  “Oh, nuts,” hollered Trim.


  We were entirely hemmed in by the mechanical men and women carrying Cerebrals. They flocked into the plaza. The colored Cerebrals glared at us in an eyeless fashion. The blue Cerebral on the old man Trim had crashed into seemed to be trying to think something into us. The eyeless gaze settled on each of us while the blue plasm shuddered.


  “I guess it’s me they’re worried about,” said Trim. “They’ve never seen red hair and freckles. That’s something.”


  Finally the old man with the blue Cerebral signalled Trim to follow him.


  “They’re peaceful,” grunted Trim. “Come on. We’ll see the chief brain and I’ll put over a deal. I can furnish ’em ice from upper Antarctica in exchange for gold.”


  I didn’t know what to make of it. Lulu followed us very meekly and we followed the old man through a number of blue streets, finally coming to the edge of the city. Before I knew what had occurred, we walked right into a big blue walled corral. We met some other men with blue Cerebrals.


  They took us to an inner corral and left us there.


  “They locked the door,” yelled Jimmie, battering his weight against the quartz portal. “We’re prisoners.”


  “We’ll bounce out,” said Trim, slowly.


  But we couldn’t bounce. The ground was still pink. Only it was quartz; not the resilient plant sponge we found in the Pink Tropics. “Now, look what you walked us into,” I growled at Trim.


  Trim scratched his red hair thoughtfully. Then he fumbled in his pockets. “We’re all right,” he said. “Lucky I remembered to bring my deck of Casino cards.”


  BEING a prisoner in a blue quartz corral with Trim is an expensive proposition. Before a week was up he had me on the cuff for twenty-five thousand dollars. We played plenty of cards and we wondered a lot about the Cerebrals. They brought us food regularly, but didn’t bother us otherwise. We worried some about what they were planning to do with us. Trim, of course, showed no particular interest in getting out because he still had seven or eight bottles of Scotch.


  We weren’t alone in the corral. There were about twenty abject creatures, men and women, penned in with us. I discovered they were Lulu’s folks who lived in a city Northwest of the Pink Tropics. They seldom talked and they wore the golden saddles all the time. Their faces were set with a pitiful, stupefied expression.


  Lulu was like that also. Once I thought she’d come out of the stupor when she drank a thimble full of Trim’s Scotch. I kept an eagle eye on her so the Cerebrals wouldn’t harness a gold saddle on her.


  Each day the Cerebrals rode into the corral on the stupefied humans. They dismounted, turned the humans loose and crawled into another saddle, like weird horsemen choosing fresh mounts.


  “They’re like livestock,” I told Trim.


  Trim shuffled his deck of cards. “It’s not the Scotch, really,” he gravely announced. “It all makes sense.”


  “Maybe,” I rasped. “But why did Lulu get like them? I kind of like the gal.”


  “I know why,” said Trim, calmly.


  “You!”


  “Yeah. Her mind is blanked by the Cerebrals.


  They’ve got a hypnotic control over the humans like her. Maybe the electric spasm in the Cerebral is greater than in the human brain. Anyway, once they get into the saddles, they put pressure on the spinal nerves of the humans and use them like we’d operate a machine.”


  My hair stood up on ends. “Why don’t they get us?”


  Trim shrugged indifferently. “Don’t know,” he said. “They’re interesting though. My guess is that they’re the logical development of the amoeba or some other protoplasmic rhizopod. Perhaps a queer trick in evolution down here fixed it so that they never developed bodies, only brains. That’s why they’ve dominated the Gyroplants and humans. They use them for tools and slaves, for transportation and labor.”


  “What about the tutti-frutti colors?” I demanded.


  “Protection,” said Trim. “The gelatin acts like bone around our brain. I figure the colors are their caste system of intelligence. Blue is most common. The lowest brain. Orange is next. The jade ones are specialists, probably technical. The pink are hunters. The purple are probably the highest class; they have best control over their human mounts . . . What color do you think the Commodore would be if he was down here where brains really counted?”


  I wondered, since the Cerebrals were so intelligent, why they didn’t pick on us. They hadn’t even bothered to look at our guns and supplies. Sometimes they stood at the corral gate and fastened a queer eyeless stare on one of the concentrated humans inside, until the poor creature came to them, meek as a lamb. Maybe they were afraid of us? But then . . .


  I suddenly saw Lulu get up from where she was sleeping and walk across the corral toward one of the Cerebrals. She automatically picked up a gold saddle, fastening it to her slim back.


  “Lulu!” I screamed, scrambling after her.


  She was deaf. She didn’t notice when I grabbed her. Instead, she bit and clawed, scratching my face wildly. She wanted to get away from me—to serve that jade colored Cerebral! I just couldn’t understand it.


  “Lulu, look at me!” I cried. Then I pinned her arms and dragged her back.


  “Sit on her,” snapped Trim. “They’re going to saddle her.”


  OUT of the corner of my eyes I saw the jade Cerebral at the gate set up a horrible plasmic vibration. It sent a tingling chill down my spine. Other Cerebrals came to the gate. They peered in at us, I felt them trying to think something into me. I’ll never forget that moment, the feeling, the being looked at by a brain without eyes.


  And then, after a minute, they went away.


  Trim’s lean face was creased with worry. “Give Lulu a shot,” he said.


  I practically poured the Scotch down Lulu’s pretty throat. In fact we all helped ourselves. We’d been using the stuff all along instead of water.


  Strangely, the Scotch instantly brought Lulu back to her right senses. She shuddered and wept. Then she recognized me and threw her arms around my neck.


  “By Gar! I’ve got it,” Trim suddenly yelled. “It’s the Scotch!”


  “Cut it out,” I snapped. “This is serious.”


  “So am I. Listen—they couldn’t hypnotize us because we’ve been drinking. Their brains couldn’t connect with ours . . . Get it? If we had enough Scotch we could liberate all the concentrated humans here.”


  He jumped among the bottles of Scotch that were left, counting them. There were six full fifths. “We gotta get out of here,” he rasped. “It’s getting so I don’t like it.”


  “The Cerebrals!” yelled Jimmie.


  I glanced up and saw three purple Cerebrals ride into the corral. They ignored Trim, Jimmie and me; but they put the evil eye on Lulu. Trim held me back or I would have butted them over.


  “Hold it,” snapped Trim. “Look at Lulu. She’s not obeying them.”


  It was true. The evil eye didn’t work on her. She stuck by my side.


  The Cerebrals got terribly excited. Their purple gelatin puffed and quivered. Then they took a passing look at our guns. I saw Trim’s face turn pale when they examined a bottle of Scotch. They seemed worried about it. Then they had one of their mounts pick up the bottle, and off they went with it.


  “The thieves!” ranted Trim. He jumped up and down like a mad hornet. “Swipe my bottle of Scotch, will they!”


  “Let’s get out before they return and take it all,” I shouted.


  “That bottle of Scotch and the gold,” roared Trim.


  “Damn the gold,” I raved. “We’re going.”


  “All right, but I’ll come back . . . thieves,” continued Trim. At the same instant he went into motion. He grabbed the human guard at the corral gate. He tried to bowl the blue Cerebral from the saddle on his back. The Cerebral hung on, making its human mount battle back with mechanical fury.


  I dived and pinned the guard’s legs. Then Trim’s versatile knuckles finished the fellow with a single sharp crack on the chin. Lulu used her ivory handled knife on the Cerebral.


  Jimmie blasted the gate lock with his pistol. “Quick, the stuff!” he shouted.


  WE grabbed our supplies and shot out of the corral and headed for the Blue Tropics like the proverbial bats out of hell. In a moment we were on that good old resilient ground, bouncing away faster than a fleet of kangaroos. Lulu led the way.


  “My people city,” she explained breathlessly.


  I put in a running kick. “To the snowship,” I yelled. “We’re going to Base.”


  “We’re going with Lulu,” cut in Trim, “But we’ll get the snowship and ride to her town. I haven’t got the gold yet.”


  We got about sixteen degrees Fahrenheit of bouncing between us and the Cerebral city when Jimmie accidentally bounced down on a pink Gyroplant. It was stationary because there was no Cerebral around. Nevertheless, a half a dozen creepy tentacles coiled around the lad, squeezing the daylights out of him before we heard a sound.


  Jimmie had the axe. It looked like curtains for him until Trim snatched Lulu’s knife. He charged the monstrous plant, slashing and ripping at the spidery blades. He was drenched in the reddish sap spurting from the gashes his knife made.


  Suddenly Jimmie’s axe fell loose. I cut in beside Trim, grabbed the axe and hacked through the trunk of the plant. Jimmie dropped to the ground as the plant withered. I was afraid he was dead—crushed.


  “Jimmie!” I gasped. “You okay?”


  Jimmie stirred painfully and finally sat up. He was as white as a ghost.


  “He’s okay,” said Trim, slowly. “Had the wind knocked out of him.”


  Suddenly Trim let out a low whistle. I looked up and saw him wiping the red juice from the plant off his face and arms. Then he abruptly stuck his finger in the pinkish mass of withered Gyroplant. He took it back, licking it. His face quickly lit up.


  “Dooley,” he cried jubilantly. “It tastes like port!”


  WE were given such a tremendous ovation when we arrived at Lulu’s city that Trim got over his disappointment that the port from the Gyroplants wasn’t alcoholic enough to suit him. The people turned out in droves when we brought the snowship to the city’s edge after having picked it up some seven miles to the East.


  The Urians, that’s the moniker they used, were more than friendly. They paraded us to beautiful quarters and handed us the keys to the city. Lulu’s story of the Cerebrals, Trim’s red hair and the snowship had them thinking we were incarnate gods.


  Trim, of course, was the most god-like. His poker face had them guessing. Every time they saw him consulting a bunch of strange, fifth-size glass bottles they thought it was some fancy magic, maybe an oracle.


  After a few days we were left pretty much on our own. I spent a lot of time with Lulu, learning the ins and outs of the city. It was a small place, modeled after the Cerebral city. But the Urians were a free and intelligent people. They had libraries, workshops and extensive farms up along the 76 degree in the shade slopes. They were ruled, not by a single chief, but by an elected council of City Fathers who didn’t mind at all that we were gods.


  I grew uneasy about this god business when Lulu told me the Cerebrals made periodic raids on her city for new slaves. The Urians had no defense against the Cerebral hypnotic power. They were pulled out of their houses into the waiting coils of the Gyroplants. Now they expected us to save them! Then I heard the Cerebrals were expected in another week and I couldn’t find Trim.


  Finally he showed up with one of the eighty-year-old City Fathers he had gotten pretty thick with. He called the old fellow Captain Fritz, which pleased everyone.


  Right then and there Trim asked me if there was any wood in the Urian territory. Fritz didn’t know what wood was.


  “Wood!” I rasped. “What for? . . . We’d better be thinking about getting out, instead of lumber.”


  “Nuts,” snapped Trim, “I want oak planks.”


  “Well, there’s none,” I growled. The Urians, by the way, did plenty of mining of copper and iron and had developed minor types of machinery. But they didn’t have oak plants.


  “That’s going to make it tough,” mumbled Trim. Then he faced me again, announcing, “Dooley, you are getting a promotion, nevertheless.”


  I stared at him kind of dazed.


  “You’re going to be a Major,” Trim beamed.


  “Major what?” I gagged.


  Trim patted Captain Fritz on the back. The old gent blushed proudly as Trim explained. “Yeah, a Major. Old Cap Fritz has twenty boys waiting behind the town. You’re gonna teach them to shoot.”


  I practically choked over this.


  “The foundry just turned out twenty blunderbusses designed by Lieutenant Trim,” grinned Trim. “They’re not so hot, but they’ll shoot.”


  “Say,” I blustered. “How about Antarctica? It’s hot here. My blood gets thin.”


  “And Lulu?” demanded Trim.


  “I’ll take her along,” I answered. I had already made up my mind about hitching up with Lulu soon as we got back to Base. “And anyway, I want to get Lulu out of here before those Cerebrals raid. We haven’t any Scotch . . .”


  TRIM flashed me a mysterious, amused smile. “Have no worry, my lad,” he grinned. “No worry. Be a good boy and I’ll let you in on a secret pretty soon.”


  Then I didn’t see Trim around the quarters which had been allotted us until Jimmie informed me that Trim had the city forge grind out ten axes and had disappeared toward the Pink Tropics with ten very frightened Urian men.


  While I trained Captain Fritz and his twenty youngsters to shoot with crudely built percussion guns that knocked each guy back six feet every time he fired, Trim returned. His men were dragging copper buckets filled with reddish liquid.


  “Port,” stated Trim. “Good stuff from the Gyroplants. We massacred ’em.” He disappeared in a windowless building near the edge of the town and wouldn’t let me in.


  I wished the Commodore could see how industrious


  Trim had become. And how sober. He actually walked into that building without a whisper of Scotch on his breath. We were out of the stuff. It worried me to no end because without Scotch Trim couldn’t hit the outside ring on a target. I couldn’t imagine anything as mild as port getting him inside the second ring.


  “I guess Lieutenant Trim isn’t thinking much about Cerebrals,” I told Jimmie the next day. “He’s becoming an industrialist.”


  “You’ve got another guess coming,” laughed Jimmie.


  “Cut the mystery!”


  Suddenly old Captain Fritz crashed into my rooms. His face was alive with greenish terror and excitement.


  “Call army!” he shouted hastily, and dashed out.


  I grabbed my pistol holster on the run. I knew it. The Cerebrals! Outside, I was buffeted about by frantic Urians. I saw a few people tying themselves to posts; others ran screaming through the streets, or hid in houses.


  Captain Fritz rushed by with his twenty riflemen. They were frightened to death, yet they had a simple courageous faith that moved them forward. I knew it was faith in Trim. I trailed them down to the edge of the city.


  “Get prepar—fia!” Captain Fritz’s high falsetto pierced the pink air.


  “Line your men up!” I yelled at him.


  A hundred yards beyond the city limits six ambulating Gyroplants came thrashing out of the Blue Tropics. Their gyro-blades whirled clumsily. Then they stopped. I saw the gold saddles, hooked to their trunks, glisten in the blue light. Suddenly I felt that creepy Cerebral gaze pass over me.


  Captain Fritz’s men leveled their guns. Poor guns they were at best, but they gave me a feeling of elation. That was Trim’s army. Men I had trained. At last these people were ready to put up a fight. Now I looked toward Captain Fritz.


  “Fia!” ordered the Captain.


  Silence.


  “Fire! You lugheads,” I screamed, pulling my own pistol.


  My finger numbed on the trigger when I saw the blunderbusses slip from the hands of the young men. One by one they broke ranks and walked stupidly toward the Cerebrals, drawn by that irresistible eyeless gaze. Even Captain Fritz tottered after them, looking like a broken man.


  Abruptly, without rhyme or reason, Captain Fritz returned to the rifles, gathered them up, stacked them neatly. Then he hurried off after the others.


  “Fritz!” I blasted at the top of my voice. He suddenly turned, staring at me stupidly.


  He pursed his lips and in a strange falsetto uttered, “Glurp!” and then went on.


  Lulu ran past me. Suddenly my vision blurred; she was running toward the weaving tentacles of the Gyroplants.


  “LULU! Stop!” I screamed. My service pistol barked. Hot slugs of lead whistled around the Gyroplants, but none hit the blue Cerebrals. Instantly I knew that I must save Lulu. I reloaded wildly.


  “Trim! Trim!” I shouted hoarsely. For a moment my nerves jarred. My eyes were torn from Lulu by the creeping hypnosis of a single quivering blue plasm. Giddiness swept me. I was walking toward the Thing, powerless to stop. Then the leathery tentacles lifted me from the ground, twisting me overhead, squeezing. The nerves in my head throbbed maddeningly. I felt seared by an electric charge. The breath was gone from my lungs.


  I vaguely saw other plants lift the Urians into the air. For an instant I saw Trim charging from the windowless house. He was trapped. His gun still flapped in its holster. The thoughts reeled and ground in my agonized brain.


  Six rapid shots shattered the hideous air. The pain in my head stopped abruptly.


  I saw the blue Cerebrals quiver violently and roll from their golden saddles. A hundred yards away, Trim calmly blew the smoke from his pistol barrel. He had fired from the hip.


  Other Urians staggered and poured out of the windowless house behind Trim. It was the reserve army with axes. They slashed victoriously at the transfixed Gyroplants, cutting them to pulp.


  Lulu flung herself into my arms when I was freed.


  Trim cut in, throwing his arms around Captain Fritz and myself. He smelled like a brewery. “You will all get medals,” he shouted happily. “Captain Fritz, I pin a medal on your scraggy chest and award you the rank of Major on the field of battle!”


  “You’re drunk, Trim,” I gasped.


  “Why Dooley, you don’t mean that, do you?”


  “How about it? Explain!”


  Trim waved haphazardly toward the windowless house.


  I couldn’t hear him talk anymore. The Urian population poured out of the city and literally went mad. They held four separate parades which lasted six hours and they threw a banquet in for good measure. They made Trim Number One god. Jimmie, I and Captain Fritz’s army were satellite saints.


  When I finally got Trim aside again, I told him Jimmie had collected the six pure gold saddles from the Gyroplants and we were ready to shoot back to the New America Base.


  “Fine, Dooley. Major Dooley,” he grinned absent-mindedly.


  The Urians hadn’t let up on their festivities by the time I was packed to leave. The crowd threw another parade. They wound through the streets, trying to imitate Trim’s zig-zagging course to the snowship at the edge of the town. Major Fritz’s army marched behind him regally while the axemen’s reserve seemed to zig-zag a little on their own hook.


  Trim sent his axemen off while I warmed up the ship motor. They came back a little later, lugging an enormous copper vat which they put down beside the snowship.


  “So long, Major Dooley,” Trim yelled as he patted the copper vat in a fatherly manner.


  “So long, what?” I shouted above the excited hubbub of the crowd.


  “Give the Commodore my regards. I’m staying until you come back,” he grinned.


  “You’re what?” I yelled, amazed.


  “SURE,” Trim grinned happily. “Dooley, my lad, I’ve built a still here. We built a bona-fide homemade still in the windowless house.”


  Now I saw how Trim had clipped the six Cerebrals off with six shots from the hip.


  “Gyro-brandy!” yelled Trim. “I’m distilling the port. It’s swell. Here, have a shot.” He slammed the spigot on the copper vat and filled a cup of tawny liquor for me.


  “Trim, listen,” I said. “One man can get the ship back. Jimmie can do it. I’m staying.”


  Trim pursed his lips. “Oh, now, Dooley, I’m staying alone. You’ll be coming back in a week. I’m staying. I’m a General now. I’ve got an army and one Major.” He slapped Major Fritz on the back so hard the old fellow almost caved in.


  “But what can I tell the Commodore?” I cried in exasperation. “What?”


  Trim’s freckled face lit up. “Tell him you gotta come back. Tell him all is forgiven. Tell him we’ve got a place to colonize soon as I get enough Gyrobrandy to fortify my army and wipe out the Cerebrals. But don’t say anything about the Gyro-brandy. Just say that I’m arranging diplomatic relations that will be friendly toward Washington . . . But mind you, Dooley! On the return trip bring some soda and ice. Bring oak barrels too. I want to age some Gyrobrandy.”


  His face was wreathed in smiles. He took Lulu away from me and showed me into the snowship. Then he ticked his freckled brow in salute. “I’ll keep Lulu until I find some more like her around here.”


  “The hell you say!” I roared. “I’m coming back just as soon as I can—and don’t you forget it!”


  And there was Lulu, smiling at me and nodding her head. The ship began to move. I turned to Trim, and the last I saw of him, he was pouring himself a cup of Gyro-brandy with one hand and waving to me with the other.


  [*] Certain types of moss or byrophytic plants of wiry nature have decided resilient characteristics, particularly Iceland lichens. Tropic mosses react almost like rubber.—Ed.

OEBPS/Images/img002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img001.jpg
Jhe BLUE TROPICS

By JAMES NORMAN
L4

It was a world of weird menace the

snowship broke into under Antarctic

ice; menace that its crew combatted

in a very unusual manner indeed...!

.





