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  THE LAST REVOLUTION

  The Monster had a hundred hands—hands as delicate as the teazles that are still used in cloth factories. But more important it had a brain constructed of very fine wire and enlivened by little electric currents, like those which cause thought in the human brain and which stimulate nerves and move muscles. It could think logically and clearly— it beat its inventor at chess—and it could work tirelessly and move rapidly on its four iron legs.

  Such was the machine invented by Ablard Pender—a thinking beast of steel and wire far stronger than a man or any animal. Down at the factory in the lonely Essex marshes Pender fondly imagined the beasts were under his control, but with its superior brain it quickly learned to reproduce itself and multiply at an alarming rate. Mysterious things began to happen—in the immediate neighbourhood—watches lost time, trains were delayed or stopped altogether, buses and cars refused to go. The machines had at last run amok and civilization was threatened by the last and most deadly revolution of all.

  The excitement and tension of this story mounts with every chapter until the frankenstein revolution is finally conquered. In austere, almost biblical language Lord Dunsany has achieved a novel that no one else save Wells could have written.
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  CHAPTER I

  THE United Schools Club, or the Schools United as it is sometimes called, has so large a membership that the subscriptions, though low, are able to provide a club-house in the West End that has a good many comforts to atone for a certain crowding. I can get a hair-cut and a shampoo, for instance, there, the use of a typewriter even, or a secretary if I want one, and there is quite a good wine-cellar. Members are supposed to have been at some public school, but in practice that is not insisted on. I was sitting there one day in the reading-room near to a man that I did not know, who turned out to be Ablard Pender, about whom this story is told, and more than one or two members as they passed him in his chair where he was reading a newspaper said: “Hullo, Pender, I hear you have made a Frankenstein.” Or, “Hullo, Pender. They tell me you’ve made a Frankenstein.” The remark didn’t vary very much. Nor does one expect a continual flow of originality in the reading-room of a club. It is enough if one has a few papers to read, and a comfortable chair in which to read them, and perhaps an occasional greeting from people one knows, without any profundity in it. So now people were saying, as they passed Ablard Pender’s chair: “Good morning, Pender. I hear you have made a Frankenstein.” I hadn’t noticed Pender’s answers at first; and then I heard him say: “Oh no, I haven’t. But I have made a brain.”

  And the other member passed on like the rest, as he wanted to get a paper, and was evidently not particularly interested in Pender. Nobody was very much interested in Pender at the United. For one thing he did no work, or what they called work, so that he had no part in the life that any of them were leading. He lived on the proceeds of inventions that he had made, things so absurdly trivial that it is humiliating to think that only one member of the human race had been able to think of them. There is for instance no way of opening the ordinary envelope, if it is properly stuck. One has to detach a corner with a finger-nail, and then tear as well as one can. Pender invented an envelope that would open at once, and calculated that he saved millions of minutes in London alone; I think he said in a day, but it may have been in a year. Anyway he made money by it, and nobody else had seemed able to think of it. And then he was one of the men, but they have been very few, who invented the way of putting the shade of electric lights between the eye and the bulb, instead of on the far side of it. That brings him in some money too, though this invention is not much in use yet. And then he had a wonderful invention for concealing the pipes of plumbers. This didn’t catch on very much, for plumbers are proud of their pipes and naturally like to show them, but it brought him in some money too. What really kept him going was a certain knack he had of seeing the perfectly obvious; simple things overlooked by everyone else, and an absolute confidence that he would always be able to see such simple things, and so make a steady income every year without ever having to save. He had a house at Kingston Hill with a little garden in front with a rhododendron in it, and a kitchen-garden behind; and a garage and a car. And he came up to the United whenever he liked, and sat there and read the papers and went home when he liked. He had not many friends, because he shared the work of none of them, and because they were unable to see the simple things he could see. But a few of them were greeting him now, and Pender was saying: “No, only a brain.” Well, no one was much interested, because they had only inquired about his invention because they felt they must say something as they went by, and they went on to their papers or to look at the news on the tape. But I was interested and I said to him: “If you don’t mind my butting in, you say you have made a brain?”

  “Yes,” he said. “I have made one out of fine wire.”

  “Out of wire?” I asked.

  “Yes,” he said, “quantities of wire, and little electric currents like what cause thought in our own brains and which stimulate nerves which move muscles.”

  “What is it like?” I asked.

  “Just a round mass of minute wires” he said, “rather larger than our brains.”

  “But can it think?” I asked.

  “Quite as well as ours,” said Pender.

  “That is very interesting,” I said.

  “It is in a way,” he answered, and I didn’t get any more information from him about the new brain at that time. After all, a club is not a scientific assembly, and one has papers to read there and one thing and another and one doesn’t thrash anything out to its logical final conclusion. But one or two more members spoke to Pender and later on I joined in again, and what we got out of him was that at present the brain could only think, which it did very well, but that later on he was going to give it some sort of a body. It had ears already.

  “Ears?” I said in some surprise.

  “Oh that was very simple,” said Pender. An ear-drum is easily made. Why, even a common gong will hear you if you shout at it quite close; and you can actually hear it receiving the vibrations. And my wires convey the sounds farther in, to the brain. No, there was no difficulty in that. And I often talk to it. I have taught it chess already. The only difficulty is at present that it has so few ways of expressing itself. But I shall give it that.”

  “Will you really?” I said, or something of that sort.

  “I am thinking of giving it a hundred hands,” he said. “They are quite easily made. Claw-like things as delicate as a teazle. You know they use teazles still in the cloth factories——”

  “A hundred hands?” I said.

  “Yes,” said Pender. “And look at all the work he will do for us. Twenty-four hours a day. No pay. No food, unless you count a little oil. And never a holiday; always at work. It will give us the leisure that slaves used to give the Romans.”

  “And what about legs?” I said, as I felt it was my turn to say something.

  “I shall give it enough to get about with,” he said. “I was thinking of four.”

  And then another member came up. “Talking about your Frankenstein?” he said.

  “My brain,” said Pender.

  “But you’re going to give it a body, aren’t you?” the other said.

  “Yes, in time,” said Pender.

  How trivial it all seems now, that talk in the club, compared with the astounding things that occurred when Pender’s invention got into its crab-like stride.

  “And what about the trades unions?” said the other fellow, a man called Weathery.

  “The trades unions?” said Pender. “Why?”

  “Won’t they object?” asked Weathery.

  “No,” said Pender. “How can they? They don’t object if I keep a simple machine for stamping my own note-paper. I can turn out what I like with my own machine.”

  “And what will you turn out?” asked Weathery.

  “More machines,” said Pender. “It is what the country wants. The more work is done by machines, the more leisure there is for men.”

  It is curious to think how out of date a man may be made by merely an active brain. It often gets him engrossed with something, while other people are drifting along together; so that quite common minds may be in touch with what is going on, while he may be thinking things like this, that were being thought by everyone in the last century.

  For several weeks I saw no more of Ablard Pender. Sometimes I went again to the United, but Pender was not there, and though his story lurked in my mind I forgot him. What I could not forget, however, was that a new power had been added to machines, which had seemed to me for some time to be powerful enough already, an additional touch that appeared to me to give them the only thing that they lacked. They were far stronger than men as it was, or than any animal. Who would not rather be charged by an elephant than by a railway train, by a lion than by a fast car? Once I heard Pender’s name mentioned in the club, but still I did not see him, or hear much news of him either. “What’s Pender doing?” said somebody. “Playing about with wires and hooks and what he calls crank-shafts, I believe,” said somebody else. That is all we heard of Pender. And then one day in that same reading-room of the club I saw him. I remembered at once all he had told us; seeing him there brought it back to me, and I was about to ask him after his metal brain, when he blurted out to me: “I have given it hands. It is actually working. I have only to give it legs and it will be a complete body.”

  “How many hands?” I asked.

  “A hundred,” he said, just as he had told us.

  Others came up and he told them about his new invention too. What I chiefly remember is that he had been playing chess with it. I don’t know that all of them believed him, but most of them did, for they knew at the Schools United that he had a knack of inventing things, and the necessary industry, which not every man has, to perfect them. And one or two more in neighbouring chairs turned and listened, as men will in clubs, when they hear anyone raising his voice.

  “And can it really think?” asked one of them.

  “It can beat me at chess,” said Pender.

  “Really?” said the man. That s clever of it. But perhaps chess is not such a difficult game, if you don’t play it the way the professionals do.”

  Whoever he was, he evidently did not play chess, or he would have known that Pender was one of the best players in the club; and the United had played chess matches against most of the chess-playing clubs, always with Pender on their team, and the club was much feared as an opponent. This made me think. If that machine could beat Pender at chess, here was something able to challenge the human intellect, if it got loose.

  “You keep it under lock and key of course,” I said anxiously to Pender.

  “Oh, that’s not necessary,” said Pender. “It does whatever I tell it.”

  And then the evening papers came into the club, and I started reading one of them, and so did Pender, and I heard no more that day about his strange machine. Nor did I see Pender again at the club for several weeks. And during that time we heard that he had made another of his simple inventions that nobody else could think of. There aren’t so many servants now as there used to be, but all that there are, when they hand you a dish, slant it so that the gravy is nearest to you. If it be a rectangular dish with corners that we will name after the compass, north-west, north-east, south-east and south-west and you are to the east of it, all waiters, except those that dump the contents into your plate with their own hands, will lean the dish towards you so that the gravy runs to south-east. You then have to twist your wrist like the trunk of an elephant in order to get the gravy from the most difficult corner, or go without. But the fertile mind of Ablard Pender invented a little hollow in the most convenient corner on such dishes, the corner I called northwest, and waiters can see this hollow and they let the gravy run there, so that a diner can get it without contortions. It may seem a trifle, but one firm saw the millions of little facilities that this would bring to diners, and bought Pender’s patent. And that was another of the things that brought him in money. I asked one or two at the United if he had been seen, but they told me not. And then one day while I was there he came into the club. There was rather a radiant look about him, and, seeing me in the reading-room, he came straight up to me, singling me out, I think, because he must have considered that I was the one who showed the most interest in what he wanted to talk about, which was of course that brain of his.

  “I’ve given it legs,” he said.

  “How many?” I asked, as I had of the hands.

  “Four,” he said. “It can run about like a dog.”

  He was evidently much excited by his success, from which I gathered that he had only just completed it, which turned out to be the case. And I think that this was the reason that he came up to the club, in order to talk about his iron brain, and I was the one that was to hear of it.

  “It is wonderful,” he said. “It is running about. I have given it four perfect legs. Rather like those of a crab, but of course much larger, and it can run a good deal faster than a crab.”

  “What are its feet like?” I asked.

  “Pincers,” he said. “What you would call claws if it was an animal. Just like a crab’s. I find the hook-form more convenient than anything else, because it can pick up things.”

  “And are you still playing chess with it?” I asked.

  “No,” he said, “I have set it to work.”

  “What are you making it do?” I asked.

  “I am leaving it very much to itself,” he said.

  “And what does it like doing? I inquired.

  “Making wires,” he said. “Fine wires like what it is itself made of. It spins them all day. I have given it some little furnaces and plenty of coke and scrap-iron; and it melts the iron, and runs off the wires. You should come and see the ovens that I have got for it. I have rented a tumbledown cottage and an acre of land in the Thames marshes, and I take it down there in a taxi and let it run about, and it always goes straight to the ovens and stokes them up and melts the iron and goes on making the wires.”

  “But can it stoke a furnace?” I asked.

  “Good lord,” he said, “it’s a lot cleverer than you or I. Its only limitation was locomotion. But, now I have given it legs and hands, it can do pretty well anything.”

  Well, as I have already said, there are always a good many members in our club, and some of them came up and we got talking of other things, and then I went to lunch. But although I saw no more of Pender that day, I thought a good deal of what he had said, and could not easily get out of my mind the picture of this crab-like creature of iron, cleverer than a man, running about on its own in the marshes of the Thames and stoking furnaces and making fine wire. And what did it mean to do with the wire? And was it really cleverer than man? If so—if so, we were no longer the greatest of created things. But could it be so? The awful thought it gave rise to, of mankind dropping to second place in the world, impelled me to go further into the matter. I don’t think that the awfulness of the situation, if Pender’s claim were true, had occurred to anyone else at the United. The possibility of mankind dropping to second place had never occurred to any of them, so that they could not be frightened into fearing that anything could bring about such a situation. Certain hints, certain warnings, had been coming to me for some time; for I had watched the increasing power of machines, seeing them firstly driving countrymen out of the villages to work in factories in towns, and then seeing them gradually dominate our very fancies, until artists began to paint in straight lines, which are almost unknown in nature and are the very essence of the machine, and architects began to build houses that were like packing-cases for machinery, with all the little human fancies gone, and no more decoration of leaves or wings, or any curves at all. These things that I had observed for some years were no more than forebodings, but they helped me now to see that something strange was afoot, and the little I knew of geology made me wonder if this might be the next in the long succession of those that have dominated the planet, of whom Man is the present heir.


  CHAPTER II

  I WENT back to the United next day and sat in the reading-room all the afternoon, hoping to see Ablard Pender, for I was still uneasy about the possibilities of his invention. I read all the evening papers without remembering much of the news, and as the afternoon wore away my uneasiness seemed to increase. And then about five o’clock in walked Pender, looking very jubilant, and I saw from a glance at his face that the power in which he rejoiced, and which I was beginning to dread, had made some further increase. Again he came up to me, and this time the first thing that I said was: “Could you show me your brain?”

  He was delighted that I should take so much interest in what he was doing, and said at once that he would show it me, and I apologized for having made the suggestion, and he brushed my apology aside.

  “Come and see it any time,” he said. “I’m at Kingston Hill. Why not come and dine with me tonight?”

  When I saw that he really meant it, I accepted.

  “Don’t dress,” he said. “Come as you are. I live there with my aunt, and we haven’t dressed for dinner since the war.”

  “One moment,” I said. “I think I ought to tell you that I don’t look on machines in quite the way you do. I don’t want to argue against you, but I think it is only fair to say that I don’t quite take your view that the work of machines will mean more leisure for men, because I think it has been rather the other way about.”

  “Perhaps in the past,” he said. “But I don’t think you quite realize that my machine doesn’t need a man to look after it. It runs about on its own and works on its own, and any little difficulties that may have to be solved, which would normally be placed before the head of the firm, it works out for itself. So you see——”

  “Yes, I see,” I said. “But I thought it only fair to warn you.”

  “Well, you’ll come and dine,” he said.

  So, with my warning only half given, I accepted his invitation. And some time after tea we started off together in the bus that takes you to Kingston Hill, and right past his garden gate. In the bus we talked about his little house and his aunt, and I rather gathered that she disapproved of her nephew for wasting his time with science, instead of being a chartered accountant as his father and grandfather had been.

  “Don’t you find it rather lonely, living there with just an aunt,” I said after a while.

  “Well, as a matter of fact,” he said, “as a matter of fact,” but at that moment somebody who had boarded the bus wanted to look at our tickets, and Pender said no more for a while. We had come to hedgerows at last, and a little breeze that was running beside the bus made all the wild roses wave to us, for it was early June.

  “You were saying,” I said, “that you lived all alone with your aunt.”

  “As a matter of fact,” he said, “I wasn’t thinking of doing that always.”

  “Not?” I said.

  “No,” said he. “As a matter of fact there’s a girl. But we aren’t engaged or anything, and I wouldn’t like you to get the idea that we are, or to tell anyone there is anything in it. Only there is this girl, quite extraordinarily pretty, and really wonderful in every way, as you couldn’t help seeing if you saw her. What I thought was— But it’s no use talking of that when nothing is arranged.”

  “No, of course not,” I said. “But I hope everything will come out all right.”

  “Well, I hope it might,” he said.

  And we rumbled on past hedges and woods and houses and streets and gardens, and came to Kingston Hill. In a little sandy bank in which were stray plants of harebells not yet in bloom, was his open garden gate. We went in together, and before he introduced me to his aunt, or went into his house at all, he took me to the old stable that was his garage and showed me his invention. It was crouched in a corner, and was obviously pleased to see him; but I didn’t like the way that it looked at me, if looked is the right word, which perhaps it is not, for if it had eyes at all they were nothing like ours, but it was certainly aware of my presence, and it turned towards me at once with a very alert look. I suppose I stepped back a little; for Pender said to me: “Don’t mind it.”

  Then he began talking to it, and it crawled back to its corner from which it had run out a little. It was a round shape of steel, inside which of course must have been the delicate wires which when stimulated by faint electric currents could move the stouter bars and hooks that were its arms and hands and legs, and the process whereby those nerve-like wires moved those iron limbs was thought. Of course I never saw any of the fine wires; they were inside the steel skull. A crab the size of a big dog was the rough description of it that first ran through my mind, but it was a quite inadequate description. Then Pender went out of the garage and turned towards his house.

  “Hadn’t you better lock the door?” I asked.

  “As you like,” said Pender. “But I have a perfect trust in it.”

  And to please me he locked the door. I was glad he did so; for I did not trust that thing with a hundred hands myself. I had only seen it for a few seconds, but I took one of those instinctive dislikes to it, that people say are unfair, and yet one cannot well help being guided by them. This was not a reasoned dislike. I had that already. It was an irrational dislike, arising from the mere look of the thing, and after only a single glance. Totally irrational, as I admit; and, as I must also admit, having more influence on me, a reasonable being, as I like to think myself, than the dislike I had formed with perfectly good reason. When I look at some of the things that people do I sometimes find myself doubting if homo sapiens is a fair description of us, and it is little influences like this in myself that nearly clinch my doubt. Yet I was not thinking of things like this now, or reasoning anything at all, but was merely dominated by an eerie feeling that sent little chills through my being and presentiments through my brain. Pender suddenly stopped in our walk to his hall-door.

  “One thing,” he said, “if you don’t mind. I’ve never said a word to my aunt about this thing being alive. She knows all about it otherwise, and thinks it rather silly, but she doesn’t know it’s alive. If you wouldn’t mind not saying a word that would let her see that——”

  “Oh, certainly not,” I said.

  “Thank you very much,” said Pender. “She knows it can move and all that, but she thinks it’s remote control. She doesn’t know it’s alive.”

  “I won’t say a word,” I said.

  And so we went into the house and, turning to our left from a rather dingy little hall, Pender showed me into the drawing-room, in which his aunt was sitting in the daylight that lingered brightly in that long summer’s evening. She received me with politeness because I was a guest, but I could see at once that she disapproved of me, because, being a friend of her nephew, I was immediately suspect of encouraging and abetting him to waste his time over science, which, being the principal interest of Pender’s life, would naturally not be disliked by his friends, at any rate not as she disliked it. Yes, there she sat talking politely to me, and looking more austerely at her nephew, and disapproving of us both.

  “I suppose my nephew has shown you his gadget,” she said.

  Whether she was trying to show that she was familiar with modern phraseology, or whether she thought she was using the correct scientific term, I never knew.

  “Oh yes,” I said, “I have just seen it.”

  “Couldn’t you persuade him,” she said, “to spend some of his time on more useful things.”

  “I will try,” I answered.

  I don’t know how much money she had of her own, but I was sure that a great many of her comforts came from what her nephew had earned. Perhaps in the silence she saw me thinking of this, and she said: “I don’t mind when he makes useful things, but that thing he keeps in the garage covered with claws doesn’t look very useful, and must have cost more than what a young man ought to spend on his hobbies.”

  ‘Hobbies!’ I thought, and for a moment the word brought a gleam of comfort. For what I had feared, with a fear that I hope was exaggerated, might threaten the supremacy of mankind, was to Mrs. Mary Ingle only a hobby.

  Soon we went into the dining-room, and the conversation at dinner, so far as Mrs. Ingle directed it, seemed chiefly to tend to extol various occupations that a young man might take up which were not scientific. After dinner we went to walk in the small garden that sheltered under the wall of Richmond Park in the long glow of the evening and, passing the old stable on our way, a pawing and scratching from the machine was distinctly audible. I thought that the state of things must be clear at once to the aunt; but all she said was: “Ablard is always keeping that machine of his wound up. It must be a great waste of petrol, or whatever he runs it with.”

  “I will turn it off,” said her nephew, and turned back while we went into the garden, and must have spoken to his machine; for, when we came back to the house in the last of the gloaming, everything was silent in the stable.

  “Would you like a game of chess?” said Pender as soon as we got back to the house. I knew that he meant with the monster, but how he thought I could play chess with it without his aunt seeing that it was alive I could not imagine. I looked at him, and he saw what I was wondering about. “Oh, that will be all right,” he said. So I said I would play. And Ablard Pender brought the monster in on a wheelbarrow. It could have quite easily walked. But that would have given it away to the aunt. Well, in it came in the wheelbarrow into the dining-room, because there was more room there, and it kept perfectly still. He certainly seemed to have it under as good control as any well-trained retriever. Then he asked me to help him lift it on to the table, and I said I would, but regretted it. It was like handling a horrible insect. Luckily it still remained quiet. I could not have stood it if it had started buzzing like a fly, or moved any of its arms with their crab-like claws. The moment that we got it on to the table I stepped back out of its way, and there the disgusting thing crouched with a chess-board in front of it, put there by Ablard Pender, and his aunt never knew that it was alive. At the other side of the board at the end of the table Pender placed a chair for me. I sat down and set the board. Still the disgusting thing never moved, but it was evidently watching the board and me. One usually draws for white and first move; but I just took white, and let the thing protest if it wanted to: I didn’t see how it could: nor did it. I played that complicated opening, the Ruy Lopez, assuming and, as it turned out, quite rightly, that with all the work that Pender had had to make those hundred hands and four legs, he would not have had the time to teach openings to the monster and would have taught it little more than the rules. So I played the Ruy Lopez and fancied that I should soon have the thing out of its depth. But its answers led to involved variations that I had never seen before and that, as far as I have been able to find out, are in no books. Surely, I thought, as it made its first move, gripping the king’s pawn with one of the crab-like pairs of its hundred pairs of claws, surely now Mrs. Ingle must see that the thing is alive. But no. She had heard, when she was young, of a chess-automaton that used to play games at the Crystal Palace and win them. Of course it was a fake; there was a chess-master inside the image; but it had taken in the public and was enough for Mrs. Ingle, and she believed that a machine could easily play chess and that it was only a machine that was playing now. It was watching me intensely, rather as a cockroach watches one. You do not see a cockroach’s eyes, but you know an alert creature is keenly watching you. Once some movement it made attracted Mrs. Ingle’s attention and she looked rather carefully at it, but Pender was quick to divert her.

  “I asked Alicia to look in this evening,” he said, “if she is out on her bicycle.”

  “I don’t like young girls cycling about so late on their own,” said Mrs. Ingle.

  “Why not, Aunt Mary?” he asked.

  “Because they come to no good if they do,” she said.

  “But you won’t mind her coming here?” said Pender.

  “Oh no,” said Aunt Mary. And she had forgotten whatever it was that had caught her eye in some movement made by the monster.

  “How are you getting on?” she asked of me.

  I was not getting on at all. I had realized, some moves back, that I was facing a superior intelligence. You find out that very quickly at chess. And I was suspecting pretty strongly that it was an intelligence superior to that of mankind. It may seem that I had not had long in which to come upon such an astonishing suspicion; but chess is a convenient testing-ground, and when, applying that rough-and-ready test, I found that something that had had only a few lessons could invent a variation to the Ruy Lopez that I had never seen in any book, then that was the extraordinary suspicion that began to arise in my mind. So I replied guardedly to Mrs. Ingle, remembering my promise to Pender not to let his aunt guess the truth; and she, seeing that my answer was vague and that my vagueness was deliberate, searched at once for my motive and found the wrong one. She thought, quite rightly, that I was losing the game, and wrongly that that was what I had hoped to conceal. And then the doorbell rang and there was Alicia, the young girl that Pender had told me about, with her bicycle leaning against the porch and her lamp not yet lit, as we saw through the window of the dining-room when Pender turned out the light for a moment in order to see outside. This left the dining-room nearly in the dark, which added a sinister touch to the monster crouched on the table, and I was glad when Pender turned on the light again, before running to the hall-door to let in Alicia. Alicia was a charming girl, fresh from the beauty parlour that has no rival on earth, the one kept in the open air by old Dame Nature. There was a flush in her cheeks and a light on her lips that Rubens could never have equalled, and no painter had tried to improve what paint could only have spoiled. The phrase that came to my mind as I saw her was the ungilded lily, but actually I thought of a wild rose. Her figure was slender, and graceful as that of many young girls, but her lips were lovelier than any that one sees now. Yet I will not take time to describe her, for three things caught my attention now like flashes of lightning. First of all, though that was a mild flash, like summer lightning among louring clouds, there was Mrs. Ingle’s polite reception of Alicia, politer even than her reception of me, but with a cold light that seemed to glow in her eye. I cannot describe it. She received Alicia as a hostess should; and yet at the same moment something told me that she did not want Alicia to be the mistress of that house. That was one flash. The next one came like forked lightning from Alicia. She saw at once as she entered the room that the monster was alive.

  I spoke of two flashes of lightning, two appreciations that came suddenly before my eyes, instead of being worked out by the experience sometimes of years. One may know people, for instance, for a long time, and one day one may say to someone: “I rather think that Mrs. Ingle does not want young Pender to marry Alicia Maidston.” I saw that in a single flash. Then Alicia instantaneously saw what I said. But I mentioned three flashes. The third was more like thunder. And I may say that the echoes of it jar in my mind to this day, and shall do all my life. Looking back on all the awful things I have seen, I put this as the first. I cannot tell you how I perceived it, only that, as clearly as I saw in Mrs. Ingle’s eyes that she did not welcome Alicia, I saw in the attitude of the crouching thing against which I was playing chess that it was jealous of Pender’s girl. Alicia Maidston stood gazing silently at the monster, and it ostentatiously made a move on the board, a move that was a good deal too deep for me. Then Pender said to the girl: “What do you think of it, Alicia?”

  Still Alicia stood silent. In those moments, that were probably fewer than what I thought, her gaze seemed to roam as far as dreadful influences that this machine might have on the story of man. Then she answered Pender’s question by parrying it with another. “Did you make it entirely yourself?”

  “Yes, of course,” said Pender. “Don’t you like it?”

  “Time will have to show that,” said she.

  Time. What had that gaze of hers seen, when it seemed to be peering into the future? I was introduced to her then, and she said: “Do you find it clever?”

  “Too clever for me,” I said.

  “I was afraid so,” said Alicia.

  “But what are you worrying about, Alicia?” blurted out Pender.

  “Did I say I was worried?” asked Alicia.

  “No,” said Pender, “but you looked it. What is wrong?”

  “Nothing is wrong here,” she said. “It was the future that I was looking at.”

  “Looking at the future?” said Mrs. Ingle. “Whatever did you see?”

  “Nothing,” said Alicia. “It was too dark.”

  Mrs. Ingle merely stared at her. So did Ablard Pender; but he stared with admiration, seeing something in Alicia’s vision which his aunt thought merely absurd, and which Alicia herself admitted was only a gaze into darkness, something that to him seemed to add to the wonder with which he obviously regarded Alicia. Then Ablard Pender went up to the monster with a clock key in his hand and pretended to wind it up, so as to conceal from his aunt what it really was; but he did not deceive Alicia. She said very little and continued to look at the monster, and from time to time lifted her gaze to thoughts that I could not follow. And, watching Alicia, the uneasiness that I had felt already became more acute, and, as I rapidly lost my game against the monster, I wondered more and more what Alicia saw in the future, and I feared for the race of man.


  CHAPTER III

  THERE is not much more to say about my visit to Sandyheath, which was the name of Ablard Pender’s house. I lost my game of chess. I lost it utterly. But it was a very interesting game, and I wish I had kept a record of it, for I think that there were moves in it, though none of them made by me, that were more profound than any that have been played as yet in the Ruy Lopez. And I wish I could quite remember all the moves that the monster made, for I believe that, if I could, nobody would be able to win who played the Ruy Lopez against me, an opening that chess-players who have the first move are very likely to play. I was of course astonished by the game, but Mrs. Ingle saw nothing odd in it and never guessed the presence in her dining-room of an intellect superior to anything human. She was more interested that evening in trying to pump me about her nephew’s frequent journeys to the Thames marshes, when he went away with his new invention in his car. She seemed to want to know to what part of the marshes he went, and what he was doing there. And there were so many things about that that I did not know myself, that it was easy for me to keep my promise to Pender, and much of the time to be perfectly frank. We both made several guesses, but that the thing was alive never occurred to her; though there it sat with its jealousy of Alicia smouldering to glowing hatred. It is hard to describe how it showed it, though unmistakable when one has seen it, as it is with the jealousy of a dog. I think that Mrs. Ingle’s curiosity as to what her nephew did in the marshes made me curious too, and when he saw me that night to the bus that was to take me back to London I asked him if he would let me see what his invention was doing there. I said that I thought his machine was perfectly wonderful, and that I would like very much to see it at work. Pender agreed to take me to the marshes and show me the thing working, and I thought he would agree eagerly, for he was naturally proud of his extraordinary invention, and of being able to make it work, which is a great deal more wonderful than merely getting the idea of it. But Pender did not agree eagerly. Gladly enough, but not eagerly; for his eagerness seemed to have gone. What it seemed to me now was that Pender was no longer triumphant, but was glad to have me with him in a different capacity. He had brought me to Sandyheath to admire his cleverness. And why not? Admiration was due to him, and he was not going to get any from his aunt, and Alicia he thought was not sufficiently in touch with science to understand; though, remembering the look on her face when she saw the machine squatting in front of me as I tried to play the Ruy Lopez, I thought she saw far further into the thing’s possibilities than ever its inventor was able to do. As for the men at the club, they had their own affairs to consider, without bothering about what a young scientist might be doing, or thinking very much about science at all. But now it seemed, as we walked in the dark past his rhododendron on my way to catch the last bus, he was no longer in need of my admiration, but wanted someone to be with him in those marshes, rather as we like to have someone with us in some dark corridor, if without them we should be all alone by night in a house believed to be haunted. That was what I fancied, as we saw the lights of the bus. He seemed anxious that I should come with him to the marshes to see his invention at work, but no longer jubilant about it. He may have seen from the thing’s mastery of the Ruy Lopez that there was something there beyond what he had foreseen, or some reflection from the face of Alicia may have chilled his mind with its first fear. His vast intellect, quite unrecognized by his aunt, had been wholly occupied with daily details, the little things that would make his monster work, hundreds of them and even thousands, a delicate wire to be put into position and fastened, the little supply of electricity that would animate it, details smaller and more numerous than I ever knew, completely filling his time; but a young girl had leisure to look into the future, and I believe that what she saw there was far beyond Pender’s dreams. Even now, influenced by Alicia’s forebodings as no doubt he was, I think he was blind to certain possibilities whose outlines to Alicia were clear. And those possibilities were threats to the human race.
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