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    Men Go Forty Thousand Feet Below the Surface to Find Copper—and Battle with the Scurrying, Lilliputian Denizens of a Strange Land of Atomic Compression!


  




  




  

    Mannikins were walking toward us through the cement wall
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    It happened toward the end of the Great War of 1941, which was an indirect cause. You’ll find mention of it in the official records filed at Washington. Curious reading, some of those records! Among them are accounts of incidents so bizarre—freak accidents and odd discoveries fringing war activities—that the filing clerks must have raised their eyebrows skeptically before they buried them in steel cabinets, to remain unread for the rest of time.


  




  

    But this particular one will never be buried in oblivion for me. Because I was on the spot when it happened, and I was the one who sent in the report.




     




    Copper!


  




   




  




   




  

    A war-torn world was famished for it. The thunder of guns, from the Arctic to the Antarctic and from the Pacific to the Atlantic and back again, drummed for it. Equipment behind the lines demanded it. Statesmen lied for it and national bankers ran up bills that would never be paid to get it.




     




    Copper, copper, copper!




     




    Every obscure mine in the world was worked to capacity. Men risked their lives to salvage fragments from battlefields a thousand miles long. And still not enough copper was available for the maws of the electric furnaces.




     




    Up in the Lake Superior region we had gone down thirty-one thousand feet for it. Then, in answer to the enormous prices being paid for copper, we sank a shaft to forty thousand five hundred feet, where we struck a vein of almost pure ore. And it was shortly after this that my assistant, a young mining engineer named Belmont, came into my office, his eyes afire with the light of discovery.




     




    “We've uncovered the greatest archeological find since the days of the Rosetta Stone!” she announced bluntly. “Down in the new low level. I want to phone the Smithsonian Institute at once. There may be a war on, but the professors will forget all about war when they see this!”




     




    “Wait a minute,” I said. Belmont was apt to be over-enthusiastic. Under thirty, a tall, good-looking chap with light blue eyes looking lighter than they really were in a tanned, lean face, he sometimes overshot his mark by leaping before he looked. “What have you found? Prehistoric bones? Some new kind of fossil monster?”




     




    “Not bones,” said Belmont, fidgeting toward the control board that dialed our private number to Washington on the radio telephone. “Footprints. Fossil footsteps.”




     




    “You mean men’s footprints?” I demanded, frowning. The rock formation at the forty-thousand-foot level was age-old. The Pleistocene era had not occurred when those rocks were formed. “Impossible.”




     




    “But I tell you they’re down there! Footprint preserved in solid rock. Men’s footprints! They antedate anything ever thought of in the age of Man.”




     




    Belmont drew a deep breath.




     




    “And more than that,” he almost whispered. “They are prints of shod men, Frank! The men who made those prints, millions of years ago, wore shoes. We’ve stumbled on traces of a civilization that existed long, long before man was supposed to have evolved on this earth at all!”




     




    His whisper reverberated like a shout, such was its great import. But I still couldn’t believe it. Prints of men—at the forty-thousand-foot level—and prints of shod feet at that!




     




    “If they’re prints of feet with shoes on them,” I said, “they might be simply prints of our own workmen’s boots. If the Smithsonian men got up here and found that a laugh would go up that would ruin us forever.”




     




    “No, no,” said Belmont. “That’s impossible. You see, these prints are those of little men. I hadn’t told you before, had I? I guess I’m pretty excited. The men who made these prints were small—hardly more than two feet high, if the size of their feet can be taken gauge. The prints are hardly more than three inches long.”




     




    “Where did you see them?” I asked.




     




    “Near the concrete we poured to fill in the rift we uncovered at the far end of the level.”




     




    “Some of the workmen may have been playing a trick—“
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