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      They called Launn a city of the dead. Its Martian peoples lay frozen in their tracks. But were they really dead--or only asleep?
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      Paper of Research Prepared by




      Professor John Granger




      Weston Scientific Foundation




      New York, N. Y.




      August 11, 2024




      Having recently returned from that barren section of Mars, called the Plain of Parna, I wish to report that the City of Launn actually exists. Scientists of this foundation have long believed that at one time the Plain of Parna, now desolate wasteland was inhabited, and irrigated to produce vast riches to support a city far ahead, in every cultural sense, of any earth settlement.




      Sparse news of Launn can be gathered on Mars itself. As this planet has once more reverted to the rugged, mining and pioneer country that our own west resembled at one time, the people chuckle at the mere thought that Launn existed or that Mars has ever been anything but a rough, uncomfortable place to live.




      Not discouraged at the unfriendly attitude encountered in Martian settlements, I left the last outpost, Fitzroy, on the edge of the Plain of Parna, July seventh, 2023. I was alone, and in trying to navigate over the Plain in a small space ship supplied for me by the foundation, I soon learned that the terrific heat caused updrafts above the desert that made space navigation impossible. I was forced to return to Fitzroy and solicit the assistance of a Burtell* caravan master, who after many weeks, managed to come with-in sight of Launn. It was then that I learned that other Martians had seen Launn, but refused to help me as they feared the strange city of dead.


    




    

      *Burtell- a martian desert burro


    




    

      While the caravan master waited for a week at the edge of the city,




      I carried on alone. I have proven that this city is inhabited by a race of dead people. Men and women who, for some strange reason, were suddenly petrified in the very midst of their activity. I found men in the act of cutting hair, stopped in action, their clippers halted in mid-air.




      I found shopkeepers, women at the city fountain, everyone in fact, smiling and robust in appearance, but solid as stone and standing as they must have stood when some strange force rooted them to the spot.




      Launn, I have deduced, was not only centuries ahead of all other Martian civilization, but had machines and culture vastly improved on our own.




      It is my fondest dream to return to Launn with proper materials, and attempt to bring the people of this city to life. To study them and determine what changes can be made to better our own living by copying the citizens of this long dead city. I am prepared. . .




      Author’s note-- This account covered a total of five hundred pages, and dealt in detail with every phase of life (or death) in Launn, It was read on August 22, to the members of the Weston Research Foundation.




      Charles Weston, a stern faced man his almost bald scalp shining under the light of the lamps above the long table, cleared his throat.




      “Gentlemen," he addressed the distinguished group seated on either side of the table. “You have heard John Granger's report. May I, as the leader of this foundation, offer a few words?"




      It was obvious from the look of determination on his face that no one could stop him. No one tried.




      "Granger is ill at present. He could not be at this meeting and the report has been read by the secretary of the foundation. It is a most interesting report, if rather long winded..."




      A few men chuckled softly at this point.




      “Granger is ill, as I mentioned before. His -- mind -- isn't quite as clear as it was when he joined our ranks several years ago.”




      His meaning was obvious. Some of the foundation's members smiled. Others, friends of Granger, didn't look happy.




      "Granger tells us that we can gain a cultural heritage from Launn, if




      in some expensive and far fetched manner, we can restore life to a race of dead people that we are not even sure exist.




      “Weston Foundation spends its money only on sound research, where the benefits gained can be given direct to Americans to better their living. For this reason, I vote against anything that sounds as vague as Granger's suggestion. I do not care to spend millions pursuing a will-o-the wisp which probably exists only in Granger's mind."




      He sat down rather heavily, lighted a new cigar and waited for suggestions. Near the far end of the table a tall, rather gaunt looking man stood up. Weston nodded at him.




      "What have you to say, Jordon?"




      Phillip Jordon smiled. It made him look like a grinning death head with nothing but skin to cover the bones of his ugly face.




      "I'm with you, Weston," he said. "But I'll go a step farther. Granger




      is washed up. He's too old and he's a dreamer. Not aggressive enough for the foundation's purpose. I propose that he be asked to retire and give up his position here."




      A stir of unrest in the room caused men to whisper among themselves. Someone said, without arising.




      "Granger didn't cut in on your field at Fitzroy, did he Phillip?"




      Philip Jordan reddened. Weston was on his feet, and his heavy fist crashed down on the table.




      "Just a moment," he said loudly. "Phillip Jordon is a member of good standing here. It was long ago proven that he has no connection with Sulphana Inc. Why do you men persist...?”




      The man who had challenged Jordon stood up. His name was Weaks, and he was one of the few Granger supporters left in the room.




      "Because," he said, "Jordon has been seen in and out of Sulphana for years. Sulphana gets its product from an undetermined location near Fitzroy, Mars. I have cancelled checks proving that Jordon received regular payments from Sulphana and now he is very anxious to keep Granger from going back to Fitzroy. It fits, that's all. I see it that way, and I'll send in my resignation tomorrow. Good day, gentlemen.”




      He pushed his chair back and left the room.




      The room was very quiet, save for Weston's labored breathing. Few men dared insult him in this manner. He owned and operated the largest research group in America.




      "Weston owns America's brains," was the saying of the nation.




      "Are there any more who wish to walk through that door?" he asked at last. No one moved. No one looked up.


    




    

      "I accept your suggestion, Jordon," Weston said at length. "Granger will be asked to retire at once."


    




    

      CHARLES WESTON--President of the organization--said in the NEW YORK CITIZEN:




      Granger's report reflects in no way on the Foundation. We do not choose to vouch for the truth of his words, or to deny it. Further study is necessary. Personally, I can say that doubt exists in my mind concerning the full truth of the report.




      August 30-- NEW YORK CITIZEN: John Granger, the man who visited a dead city, killed his own chances for a fine career with the Weston Research Foundation by resigning abruptly, without explaining his reasons for doing so. It is thought that a statement in this paper by the director of the Foundation, Charles Weston, may have caused ill feelings between these two men.




      AUTHOR'S NOTE-- Several years passed after Granger dropped back into public life. Then in 2033, a small concern announced its intention to explore the Plain of Parna at its own expense. The organization was listed as Granger and Brandon --Scientific Foundation. An insight into this organization can be gained by the following letter from Lester R. Brandon of Yale College to:




      John Granger




      144 Ridge Road




      Brighton, New York




      Dear Mr. Granger:




      Our past correspondence has been pleasant, but without direct results. I have studied the Weston case against you with great interest and agree that Phillip Jordon shows undue interest in preventing us from visiting Launn. Jordon has recently been doing business openly with Sulphana Inc. Sulphana's product, I am ready to swear, is not a manufactured one. It has been produced




      by some animal of plant life, for we find it impossible to break down chemically all the ingredients found in it. Like the ancient sulpha drug, it cures. But it works in cases that one would think impossible to effect a cure. Sulphana will cure and knit a wound in two days. It will actually bring a man back to health when all other medical aids have failed.




      It is my belief that our trip to Launn will be two-fold in purpose. I will attempt to assist you in bringing to life the strange race of people you mention. I will also attempt to trace the source of Sulphana. The organization now controlling it holds a monopoly, and is robbing the public with prices beyond all reason. I would like to play a part in bringing Sulphana down to the working man's reach and at the same time join with you in an attempt to save Launn.




      I realize that officially your standing is bad. Weston ruined you. That makes no difference to me. I'm young and have no reputation. This trip may make me great. It cannot harm me, for there is no reputation to harm.




      Cordially,




      Les Brandon




      This was followed by another letter on September 4 of the same year,also to:




      John Granger




      144 Ridge Road




      Brighton, New York




      Dear John:




      The plans are complete. I will supply a cook, Mrs. Jenny Hudson, who is a hardy soul and a clever person with a menu. Her husband, who for some years has done janitor work here at the college, is the very man for the hardwork of the organization. PeeWee Hudson we call him, and he's well over six feet tall, hard as nails and clever with his fists.




      I'm delighted to hear that your wife wishes to accompany us. I'm sure from your description that she's a very pleasant person, and will add to the success of the venture.




      I'll meet you at Fitzroy, Mars, in October. The worst of the heat will be gone from the Plain of Parna by then. I plan to ship the desert car from New York this month and go along as space cargo to see the car safely to Fitzroy.




      Your friend,




      Les Brandon


    




    

      The slim freight-bubble flashed over the twisting sands of the Plain of Parna, sending up a roll of dust in its wake. Inside the swift utility car, five people sat in various stages of exhaustion. PeeWee Hudson's wife, Jenny, was the worst. Jenny, fat and covered with perspiration, had grumbled ever since the freight-bubble left Fitzroy, the last Martian outpost on the edge of the


    




    

      Plain of Parna.




      PeeWee Hudson had ignored his wife thus far, but his huge face was red with humiliation for her actions. If Jenny troubled him with her constant nagging, the others in the car were secretly amused at the whole affair.




      John Granger smiled as he guided the car ahead, his hands gripping the steering levers.




      "Hold out a half hour longer," he said. "We'll be close to Launn by




      then. It will be cooler near the mountains." Jenny sniffed.




      "I said it once and I'll say it again, John Granger. I don't approve of this visiting dead people. It ain't..."




      PeeWee Hudson's mouth opened slowly.




      "Aww! Jenny, why don't you keep quiet. You're just fretting."




      Jenny's jaws snapped together with an audible click.




      "Don't you tell me to shut up, PeeWee Hudson," she resumed. "I'll..."




      "Hold it, Jenny," the young man sitting behind the map-desk said. "There isn't room in here for a free for all. Wait until we reach Launn. We'll rope off a ring and you and your husband can fight it out."




      Jenny Hudson gave Les Brandon one of those, 'Now see here young man' looks, and remained silent. Brandon studied his maps for a moment and then looked up again.




      "Ten minutes will end the journey, John, if my figures check. Give me the readings once more, will you?"




      John Granger turned momentarily to his young flaxen-haired Eve who sat beside him.




      "Give our most excellent assistant the necessary data, will you, Eve?"




      Eve Granger laughed.




      "I guess that will silence you, master-mind Brandon," she called back to the man at the map-desk. "Relax, will you. Don't be so darned formal out here on the desert."




      Brandon smiled and consulted his maps once more. Eve Granger frowned upon receiving no reply, then started to read the instruments on the control board.




      "Speed--450--time out of Fitzroy--5 hours--time to Launn--estimated twenty minutes--"




      "Check," Brandon said. "Thank you, Mrs. Granger."




      She turned half around in her seat and said with a smile, "Eve, to my friends."




      Brandon tried to smile, failed miserably and went back to his work.




      The heat was increasing. The low built, speedy car hurtled ahead, its rubber treads flashing under it, bouncing into the air now and then, to hit fifteen or twenty yards further ahead and gather speed once more.




      Within, triple shock absorbers killed the vibration. The car was a traveling fortress, filled with scientific materials, food supplies and light armaments. There remained just room to accommodate its five occupants, officially entered on the Fitzroy records as the Granger Exploration Party,




      Ahead of them now, under the purple shadows of the Mountain of Spawn, a city was springing out of the desert. Bits of it seemed to arise and take shape in the misty shadows of later afternoon. Gradually the people in the exploration car grew quiet. Les Brandon looked up from his desk and stared ahead, over




      Eve Granger's golden head at the city. Jenny forgot to quarrel with her husband and John Granger gripped the lever more tightly and fought with the rocket motors to get just a little more speed.




      This was Launn, City of the Dead.




      This was the center of a vast civilization in an arid desert country where people supposedly did not exist Abruptly the desert ceased and the first towers of Launn rose abruptly toward the sky. They were slim and cylindrical, made of the daintiest crystal, yet designed never to fall. Launn was laid out in a vast circle beneath the foreboding crags of the Mount of Spawn. It nestled there on the edge of the Plain of Parna, like a huge, delicately cut jewel, lovely as a diamond yet nestled in a setting of dust and grim shadows.




      John Granger was the first to speak.




      "I have come back to Launn," he said softly. "I said ten years ago that I would return. I made that promise to the Prince. I wonder," his voice was strangely choked with emotion, "if there is still time?"




      He had married Eve, ten years his junior, when he returned from his first pilgrimage to Launn. Brandon was a good man, but he had been in high school then. PeeWee Hudson and his wife were almost strangers to Granger. PeeWee had been added for his brawn and Jenny because she cooked food that no expedition could afford to be without.


    




    

      "John," Eve Granger's voice was a trifle awed, "those towers and the low, beautifully designed buildings below them? They are full of the dead?"




      Granger nodded.




      "Dead? Yes, according to our standards. Stiff yet natural, like frozen marble. I wonder if they are actually dead?"




      "We'll pray that they aren't, Professor," Brandon said suddenly. His voice, cool, businesslike, startled the dreamlike atmosphere of the conversation. "The melform injections may do the trick."




      His eyes were bright. His voice, untouched by the spell of magic felt by the others, sounded mechanical and like a college student reciting a lesson. There wasn't a bit of romance in Brandon, Eve Granger thought, and it made her resent him strangely. Brandon was miscast in this dream world. Brandon was—too well--too darn down to earth. She shivered, letting the twisting, reeling shadows and the purple mists catch hold of her soul. This was a wonderful place. A land of dreams and of death.




      "I suggest that we avoid the city tonight," Brandon said, his words clipped and professional.




      John Granger nodded.




      "Memories urge me to rush in at once to revisit the palace," he said. "Yet I know you're right. There have been changes. It might not be safe. We'll establish camp close to the walls and go in when morning brings better light."




      Eve Granger turned hurriedly--in her seat, disappointment clouding her pretty face.




      "Oh-- Les." She looked at Brandon. "There you go again. Always scientific and practical. How can you resist those lovely towers? I should think you'd want to see for yourself all the wonderful things John has been telling about all these years. Why don't you get your nose away from the desk and be human for a little while?"


    




    

      PeeWee Hudson grunted a little, his only form of protest. He dared not speak aloud before Jenny, but he agreed with Brandon. Eve Granger picked on Brandon most of the time. Brandon was all right. He was a whizz at medical science, and plenty cool. Plenty, PeeWee thought. Why didn't the Granger dame keep her pretty mouth shut?




      "I'm sorry, Mrs. Granger," Brandon said. "Your husband mentioned the insect people who caused him trouble during his last trip here. I wouldn't let the spell of the city catch me off guard if I were you. It might be well to be cautious."




      The girl had turned around once more, her face red as she stared straight ahead.




      Brandon studied the back of her head for a minute, then returned to his papers. The car halted.




      John Granger climbed wearily from behind the control panel.




      "You and PeeWee set up camp," he said. "Eve and I will go a bit closer to Launn and have a look around. Eve is quite anxious to sec the place."
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