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A Strange Notice

Jg strange notice appeared in Krasniye Zori
Street . It was written on a small sheet of
grey paper, and nailed to the peeling wall of a
deserted building' . Walking past the house,
Archibald  Skiles, the newspaper

correspondent, saw a barefoot young woman in a

American

neat cotton-print frock® standing before the notice
and reading it with her lips’ . Her tired, sweet face
showed no surprise; her blue eyes, with a little
fleck of madness® in them, were unmoved. She
tucked a lock of wavy hair behind her ear’ , lifted
her basket of vegetables and crossed the street.
As it happened® , the notice merited’ greater
attention. His curiosity aroused, Skiles read it,
moved closer, rubbed his eyes, and read it again.
“Twenty-three,” he muttered® at last, which
was his way of saying, “I’ll be damned!”
The notice read as follows:
“Engineer M. S. Los invites all who wish to
fly with him to the planet of Mars® on August 18,
to call on him between 6 and 8 p.m. at 11,
Zhdanovskaya Embankment. ”
It was written as simply as that, in indelible
1°.

Skiles felt his pulse" . It was normal. He

pencl

. D e

(FReuER)

LETE— WD L
— ANH B
2 A

LEHHMEIEM
fi 1K

3.PRMEE

AHE R
sE—-SmEEH
EREEE

6.BETS
7187

(EHRKE]
9. k8

10. A R RLE4E
L4
1. 87— Tk



glanced at his watch. The time was ten past four
of August 17,192, . ..

Skiles had been prepared for anything in that
crazy city, but not for this, not the notice on the
peeling wall. It unnerved him" .

The wind swept down the empty street. The
big houses with their broken and boarded
windows" , seemed untenanted" . Not a single head
showed in them. The young woman across the
street put down her basket and stared at Skiles.
Her sweet face was calm but weary™ .

Skiles bit his lip. He pulled out an old
envelope and jotted down'® Los's address. While
he was thus engaged, a tall, broad-shouldered
man, a soldier, to judge by his clothes —a beltless
tunic and puttees” — stopped by the notice. He
had no cap on, and his hands were thrust idly into
his pockets. The back of his strong neck tensed as
he read.

“Here’s a man — laking a swing" at
Mars!” he muttered with unconcealed admiration,
turning his tanned, cheerful face to Skiles. There
was a scar across his temple. His eyes were a
grey-brown, with little flecks” in them, like those
of the barefoot woman. ( Skiles had long since
noted these curious flecks in Russian eyes, had
even mentioned the fact in one of his articles,
to wit®: “... the absence of stability in their

eyes , now mocking, now fanatically resolute™ , and
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lastly, that baffling expression of superiority™ —is
highly painful to the European.”)

“I’ ve a good mind to fly with him — as
simple as that,” he said, looking Skiles up and
down with a good-natured smile™ .

Then he narrowed his eyes. His smile
vanished. He had noticed the woman standing
across the street beside her basket. Jerking up his
chin® ,he called to her:

“What are you doing there, Masha?” (She
blinked her eyes rapidly. ) “Get along home.”(She
shifted her small dusty feet, sighed, hung her
head®™ . )“Get along, say,I’ Il be home soon.”

The woman picked up her basket and walked
away .

“I’ ve been demobbed” ,you know — shell-
shocked” and wounded. Spend my time reading

notices — bored stiff™” , the soldier said.

“Are you going to see this man?” Skiles
inquired .

“Certainly . ”

“But it’s preposterous” —flying fifty million
kilometres through space. . ..~

“Yes. It is pretty far.”

“The man’s a fraud — or a raving
lunatic® .”

“You never can tell.”

It was Skiles who narrowed his eyes now as
he studied the soldier. There it was, that mocking
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expression, that baffling look of superority. He
flushed with anger and stalked off in the direction
of the Neva River” . He strode along confidently,
with long swinging steps.In the park he sat on a
bench , shoved his hand into his pocket where, like
the inveterate smoker” and man of business that
he was, he kept his tobacco shreds, filled his pipe
with a jab™ of his thumb, lit up, and stretched out
his legs.

The full-grown lime-trees™ sighed overhead.
The air was warm and damp. A little boy, naked
except for a dinty polka-dot shirt® , was sitting on
a sand-pile. He looked as though he had been
there for hours. The wind ruffled his soft flaxen
hair. He was holding a string to which the leg of
an ancient, draggle-tailed® crow was tied. The
crow looked sullen and cross, and, like the boy,
glared at Skiles.

Suddenly — for the fraction of a second” —
he felt dizzy . His head whirled. Was he dreaming?
Was all this — the boy, the crow, the empty
houses, deserted streets, strange glances, and that
little notice inviting him to Mars —was it all a
dream?

Skiles took a long draw at his strong
tobacco, unfolded his map of Petrograd® and
traced the way to Zhdanovskaya Embankment
with the stem. of his pipe” .
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The Workshop

ykiles walked into a yard littered’ with
rusty iron scrap and empty cement
barrels. Sickly blades of grass’ grew on the piles
of rubbish, between tangled coils of wire and
broken machine parts. The dusty windows of a tall
shed” at the far end of the yard reflected the
setting sun. In its low doorway a worker sat mixing
red lead® in a bucket. Skiles asked for Engineer
Los.The man jerked his head towards the shed.
Skiles entered.

The shed was dimly lit. An electric bulb
covered with a tin cone’ hung over a table piled
with technical drawings and books. A tangle of
scaffolding® rose ceiling-high at the back of the
shed. There was a blazing forge’, fanned by
another worker. Skiles saw the studded metal
surface of a spheric body gleaming through the
scaffolding. The crimson rays of the setting sun
and the dark clouds rising from the sea were
framed in the open gate outside.

“Someone here to see you, " said the worker
at the forge.

A broad-shouldered man of medium height
emerged from behind the scaffolding. His thick
crop® of hair was white, his face young and clean-
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shaven, with a large handsome mouth and
plercing , light-grey , unblinking eyes’ . He wore a
soiled homespun shirt open at the throat, and
patched trousers held up by a piece of twine™ .
There was a stained drawing in his hand. As he
approached Skiles he fumbled'' at his throat in a
vain attempt to button his shirt.

“Is it about the notice? D’ you want to fly?”
he asked in a husky voice . He offered Skiles a
chair under the electric bulb, sat down facing
him, laid his drawing on the table, and filled his
pipe. It was Engineer Mstislav Sergeyevich Los.

Lowering his eyes, he struck a match. Its
flame illumined his keen face, the two bitter lines
near his mouth, the broad sweep of his nostrils®
and his long dark eyelashes. Skiles liked that
face . He said he had no intention of {lying to Mars
but that he had read the notice in Krasniye Zon
Street, and deemed it his duty to inform his
readers of so extraordinary and sensational a
project™ as Los’ s interplanetary trip.

Los heard him out, his unblinking eyes fixed
on his face.

“Pity you won’t fly with me.A great pity!”
He shook his head. “People shy away” from me
the moment 1 mention the subject. I expect to take
off in four days and haven’t found a companion
yet.” He struck another match, and blew out a
cloud of smoke.
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“What d’ you want to know?”

“The story of your life.”

“It can be of no interest to anybody,” said
Los. “There’ s nothing remarkable about it. I went
to school on a pittance'® and shifted for myself'’
since I was twelve. My youth, my studies, and my
work —there’ s nothing in them to interest your
Los frowned and
He jabbed
I’ ve been working on

readers, nothing — except. ..
set his mouth™
his pipe at the scaffolding.
it a long time. Started building two years ago.
That’s all.”

“How many months d’ you expect it to take
you to reach Mars?” Skiles asked, studying the
point of his pencil.

, “this contraption” .”

“Nine or ten hours, I think. Not more.”

“Oh!”Skiles reddened . His mouth twitched” .

“I would be very much obliged,” he began
with studied” politeness, “if you were to trust me
more, and treat our interview seriously.”

Los put his elbows on the table and
enveloped himself in a cloud of smoke. His eyes
gleamed through the haze™ .

“On August 18, Mars will be forty million
kilometres away from the Earth. This is the |

distance I shall have to fly. First, I shall have to

get through the layer of the Earth’ s atmosphere,

which is 75 kilometres. Second, the space between

the planets, which is 40 million kilometres . Third,
.8 .
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the layer of the Martian atmosphere — 65
kilometres. It is only those 140 kilometres of
atmosphere that matter.”

He rose and dug his hands into” his trouser
pockets. His head was in the shadow. All Skiles
saw was his exposed chest and hairy arms with the
rolled up shirtsleeves.

“Flight is usually associated with a bird, a
falling leaf, or a plane. But these do not really fly.
They float. In the strict sense of the word, flight is
the drop of a body propelled by the force of
gravity™ . Take a rocket™ . In space, where there is
no resistance, where there is nothing to obstruct
its flight, a rocket travels with increasing velocity .
I am likely to approach the velocity of light if no
magnetic influences interfere. My machine is built
on the rocket principle. I shall have to pierce™
140 kilometres of temestrial and Martian
atmosphere. This will take an hour and a half,
including the take-off and landing” . Add another
hour for climbing out of the Earth’s gravitational
field. Once I am in space, I shall be able to fly at
any speed I like. There are just two dangers. One
is that my blood vessels® might burst from
excessive acceleration, and the other, that the
machine might hit the Martian atmosphere at too
great a speed. It would be like striking sand . The
machine and everything in it would tum into
gas . Particles of planets , of unborn or perished
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